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For Jim, Shane, and Beth:


anchors in the tempests,


wings to help me soar.
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Part One


The strongest and the fiercest spirit


That fought in heaven, now fiercer by despair.


—Paradise Lost, Book II, Lines 44–45
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PROLOGUE


AVIGNON, 1236


It happened like the others, sweat and blood, screaming, and then—disappointment.


“I am very sorry,” the doctor mumbled as he wiped his hands on the sheets between the woman’s legs.


The father thought about snapping the doctor’s neck. He had done that once before. But the sting of failure cooled his rage. He had no one to blame but himself and the woman, and she would be dead soon anyway. Now it was just a matter of ridding himself of the unfortunate outcome. He had no need of a girl.


He watched as the nurse lowered the baby into the arms of the woman lying twisted among bedcoverings soaked with blood and afterbirth. She lifted her breast and teased the infant’s lips with her nipple until, mewling with hunger, it opened its mouth and latched on to suck. The mother whispered a lullaby: “On t’aime, ma petite. On t’aime. Le bon Dieu, au ciel, t’aime. On t’aime, ma petite. On t’aime. Ta mère, à jamais, t’aime.”


The father cocked his head in confusion at the tender moment. Compelled by a craving to understand this intimacy that was so alien to him, he took a step toward the bed.


“Like the others, my lord,” the doctor interrupted. “A girl. But this one is alive. Shall I dispose of it?” He smirked with self-importance.


The father turned swiftly, his arm snaking from underneath the cloak and closing around the doctor’s neck. His claws sank into the doctor’s flesh. When he snatched his arm back, he held the doctor’s ragged and bloody throat in his hand. He flung the bits of shattered cartilage as he pivoted back toward the bed.


The mother lay dead.


The nurse and the infant were gone.


The father moved to the open door and listened for the sounds that would expose them; he heard nothing but a peal of thunder as it found its way down the alley. He sniffed the air to catch their scent, but the rain muted everything and mingled smells together like soup. He knew he would not be able to track them.


“Unexpected,” he whispered.


This girl—this disappointment—would live. For now. He needed to turn his thoughts toward his next conquest—the one that would profit him a son. He took the edge of his cloak and pulled it over his shoulder, folding himself into the blackness of the night.


Cowering in the deeper dark of a bend in the alley not far past the still gaping door, the nurse laid her face gently against the baby’s head, silently pleading: Don’t make a sound. Be quiet. Quiet as a little mouse.




CHAPTER ONE


The cicadas were singing in the early afternoon. Their rhythmic ditty mingled with the soft sweetness of the just-blooming magnolias and the warm sunshine. Mouse breathed in air that was full of the promise of the coming summer.


She’d just turned in final grades, and, starting tomorrow, the days would be hers to do with as she pleased. Mouse started to smile at the thought but caught herself. A smile opened the door for happiness, for joy, and she wasn’t quite ready for that. Not yet. She sighed instead as she turned down the sidewalk toward the student center and her last task of the semester: the history department’s end-of-year lecture and reception.


Typically she found some excuse to get out of such public and social gatherings, but the chair of the department, Dr. Williams, had stopped by Mouse’s office that morning and made it clear that attendance was mandatory for anyone who wanted to keep her job. And Mouse very much wanted to keep teaching. She struggled with one-on-one interactions with students and colleagues, but, in the classroom, she felt almost normal.


She yanked at the outer door of the student center, shivering at the blast of too-cold, air-conditioned air as she stepped into the crowded lobby. Offering the curt nods of necessary acknowledgement, she made her way to the table lined with name tags and programs. She grabbed hers and headed to the auditorium where there would be a little more breathing room. Mouse didn’t do close spaces and crowds. The onslaught of perfumes and colognes, the hundreds of disparate chatters and bodies pressing past triggered her claustrophobia.


Even as a child, Mouse had never liked small spaces, though once upon a time she had enjoyed being among people, especially at parties where she could listen to the music and dance. But not anymore. Now, even at a professional gathering like this one, the pats on the back and the casual hugs, the bits of gossip shared, people saving seats for each other—it all reminded Mouse of how isolated she really was. How different. And how dangerous.


Mouse kept to the back of the auditorium, leaning against the wall near the doors. She kept her eyes on the speckled carpet at her feet and counted the ratio of black specks to white to gray. It was a trick Father Lucas, her childhood mentor, had taught her when she needed to control her emotions—filling her mind with something monotonous and mundane worked like a sedative. Mostly it was her temper she wrestled with back in those days, but now she counted to shut out the world. All of it, all the time. No joy; no despair. No love; no anger. Feel nothing. It was safer that way—safer for her and for everyone else.


The houselights dimmed, tossing a blanket of darkness on everyone in the auditorium, and the people grew quiet.


“I’d like to welcome you all to this year’s Burns History Lecture.” As Dr. Williams meandered through the obligatory flattery of deans and other administrators, Mouse realized she had no idea who this year’s guest lecturer was. She looked down at the program, but it was too dark to read. As Dr. Williams rattled off the highlights of the yet-unnamed lecturer’s resume, degrees, and publications, Mouse could hear a hint of disapproval in his voice. Something pinged in the back of her mind, a quiet early warning.


“Please join me in welcoming our distinguished guest, Dr. Jack Gray.” The crowd offered polite applause.


Mouse looked up sharply and then her shoulders sagged. She knew the young man who stepped out onto the stage, but the last thing she needed was to deal with a complication from her past.


She could tell Jack Gray was fighting back a chuckle as he leaned into the microphone. “Thank you for that warm welcome, Dr. Williams.” He shoved a hand into his jeans pocket and ran the other through his hair. Mouse pressed herself against the brick wall at her back. Jack hadn’t changed much since she’d last seen him.


Mouse had occasionally run into former students at conferences over the years, but after the initial awkwardness—“Oh my, you haven’t changed a bit. I’m sure you don’t remember me, but I was in your class”—Mouse had simply avoided more contact by shunning the conference dinners and receptions, slipping in late to panels and leaving early. She would secretly give herself a moment of pleasure to hear that her students were doing well and remembered her fondly, but she couldn’t afford long-term relationships and so kept her distance.


Jack Gray was different though. She’d made a mistake with him.


“I’m beginning to question the sincerity of your Southern hospitality,” he said to the audience. “Because despite the very polite smiles and kind inquiries about my flight, I have the impression that some of my fellow historians may have invited me here under duress.” He let the chuckle bubble out this time. Jack Gray had always been very sure of himself. He threw his hands up in mock surrender. “But that’s okay. Believe me, I understand. My academic pedigree isn’t nearly as long or prestigious as most of yours, and, of course, there’s the issue of my subject matter.”


The title slide of his presentation flared to life on the screen behind him. It was a picture of his just-published book: Who Wrote the Devil’s Bible? Mouse pressed harder against the back wall of the auditorium and dug her fingers into the spaces between the bricks, the rough edges of the stone cutting into her cuticles.


She thought she had left Jack Gray several states and thirteen years away. Maybe his coming here was coincidence. Maybe he didn’t even know she was here. It was certainly not surprising that he’d been researching the Devil’s Bible; he’d been doing the same when she saw him last. It was why she had left. She’d hoped that her absence would cause him to lose interest, but clearly he had continued his work. She wondered how much he had learned since then. How dangerous was he?


“We scholars like to call it the Codex Gigas—literally, ‘giant book,’” he said as he flicked the slide to show the cover of the ancient text. “A nice, safe, and scientific title based on what we think we know about it. It was the biggest book of the Middle Ages and compiled the most important historical and religious documents of its time. It was once considered an eighth wonder of the world. Giant, indeed. Monumental, even. There is simply no other book like it in the world—not then, not now.” Mouse could hear the fervor in his voice, and she didn’t like it.


“And yet we know so little about it. Where was it scripted? What happened to the legendary missing pages? Who took them? And why? We haven’t even answered the most basic mystery of all: Who wrote it?” He paced as he spoke, then stopped, center stage, and clicked the projector remote. A distorted, horned beast, clothed only in an ermine loincloth, split-tongue flickering and clawed hands raised, now loomed on the screen.


“Was it the Devil, as legend claims?” Jack Gray spoke in a mock horror movie voice, and his audience laughed with him. “Did poor Herman the monk, walled up in his cell, eventually admit the impossibility of his penitent task—to write a single book containing all the world’s knowledge—and call on Satan to rescue him?”


Mouse could feel the anxiety building, like bugs crawling in her chest, and her mouth had gone dry. But she couldn’t leave until she knew what Jack knew.


“Of course, it wasn’t some demonic conspiracy any more than it was ancient aliens,” Jack Gray scoffed. “But we’ve let the myths work their magic on us all the same. Like some bogeyman, they’ve scared us off of doing real, academic study of this magnificent medieval manuscript. Surely it’s not the Devil’s Bible, but in order to put that ridiculousness to rest, we must answer the question—who really wrote the Codex Gigas?”


Dr. Gray clicked the slide again, revealing a series of ampersands and minims that Mouse recognized all too well. The graphs of the handwriting samples, all measured and ruled, were a stark contrast to the previous portrait of Satan, and the stuffy room sighed with relief to be returned to the mundane and knowable facts of their field. Even Mouse felt her tension uncoil a little. This wasn’t about her. This was simple, academic inquiry, an extension of the project he’d started in her class at Chapel Hill thirteen years ago. He probably didn’t even remember their conversation.


But Mouse remembered. He had come to talk to her about the paper he was writing for her class, a paper about the Devil’s Bible.


“It’s called the Codex Gigas, Jack. And it’s not worth your time,” she had answered.


“I know you’re not interested in it. You didn’t even talk about it in class. But I’m fascinated with it.”


“Why?”


“It’s shrouded in mystery. No one knows who wrote it or even where it was written.”


“It was written at Podlažice monastery.”


He cocked his head. “Nobody believes that. All the sources I’ve read say that monastery was way too small to be able to make a book like the Devil’s Bible.”


“That’s just academic prejudice, Jack. They take what they know about other ancient books and assume that a small, insignificant monastery like Podlažice wouldn’t have monks with the education or the ambition to script a book like the Codex Gigas, much less have access to high quality parchment or inks or gold leaf.” Mouse sighed. “So because it doesn’t fit their expectations, scholars can’t accept the fact that it was written at Podlažice.”


“The fact that it was written at Podlažice?” He leaned forward onto her desk. “How can you be so sure?”


Mouse had replayed this scenario in her head a hundred times in thirteen years, not because she could undo it, but to remind herself that, despite her discipline, she could still screw up. If she had just swallowed her ego and brushed him off, claiming that it was only her opinion and that she was probably wrong, Jack might have forgotten all about it. But she had lied instead. “I read something about it by another scholar, a specialist in ancient books, if I remember correctly,” she said. “He believed the book was written at Podlažice.”


Jack Gray’s follow-up was predictable, something she should have easily anticipated. “Oh, what was his name? I’d like to take a look at the article.”


And so she had to lie again. “I don’t remember.”


Mouse never forgot anything. It was one of the “gifts” inherited from her father—abilities that she considered curses, abilities that made her anything but normal. She remembered everything: what she and Jack had been wearing that day, what music had been playing on her laptop, the exact order of the books on the shelves against the wall of her office behind Jack’s head. And she remembered the arrogant surety in her voice when she told him the Devil’s Bible had been written at Podlažice. She had left no room for doubt.


But though she might remember it all, she doubted that Jack did. He had pestered her for the rest of the semester to give him the name of the article she’d read. He was clearly hooked by the mysteries of the Devil’s Bible, but she had dismissed his persistence as the act of a student trying to prove himself. She’d left Chapel Hill because she thought it was the safest way to avoid more contact with him, not because she thought she was in any real danger. That’s what she did anytime there was a hint of trouble or inconvenience—she ran.


Not far enough, she thought now, as Jack Gray’s voice brought her attention back to the stage.


“The distinctive script marks on the screen are unique to this writer, like a thumbprint. We know the writer scripts differently than a typical scribe of the time, and yet, we’ve always insisted that he must be a monk.”


Mouse wondered where he was going with this.


“But my study of these marks leads me to believe that we’ve been very wrong in our assumptions. I don’t think he was a monk at all. Clearly the writer had an uncommon education and was quite an artist—which is even more rare for the time and place. So I think it’s fair to conclude that we’re talking about someone of worth, perhaps a member of the nobility.”


Mouse couldn’t help but smile a little. Jack was so close yet so wrong.


“As a scholar, I wasn’t satisfied with what we thought we knew, and, thanks to a generous grant from a patron who wishes to remain anonymous, I was able to obtain access to the Codex with a team of specialists and their cutting-edge technology. Our analysis of script style, size, and, most significantly, measurements of the pressure of the writer’s hand on the page based on the depth of indentation in the parchment, suggests that our writer is . . . a woman.”


The joy Jack Gray took in the communal gasp from the audience played on his face. In the back of the room, Mouse had gone completely still.


“Now, before I walk you through the basics of the study, I want to take a moment to thank a mentor. Had it not been for her wisdom in challenging me to think outside the box of conventional medieval scholarship, I wouldn’t be here today.” Jack smiled. “She’s actually now one of your own, and I’m pretty sure I saw her in the audience earlier. Please join me in thanking Dr. Emma Nicholas.” He pointed toward the back of the room and began clapping. Everyone turned, squinting against the projector light into the darkness of the back wall, staring at Mouse.


She had spent her life trying to be invisible and now hundreds of people were staring at her, waiting. She couldn’t breathe, and the reflection of the stage lights started to pulse at the edges of her vision. As Mouse lowered her head, she saw the lanyard hanging around her neck: EMMA NICHOLAS. All these people were staring at Emma Nicholas, she reminded herself, not at her. Not at Mouse. She had held plenty of titles over the years—most recently Assistant Professor—but in her mind, she was always just Mouse. No one had ever given her a proper name. But society seemed to demand something more substantial than “small rodent” for applications to graduate school, passports, and name tags, so she had invented “Emma Nicholas”—a name borrowed from people she had once belonged to, who had once belonged to her.


That had been a long time ago. Now, no one knew her as Mouse. No one knew her at all. And it had to stay that way.


She cut her eyes up to Jack Gray, who was no longer clapping. He leaned against the podium, smirking, and Mouse understood that he meant this as his first salvo.


Well, she’d done battle before and with far more dangerous opponents.


She pulled her head up, smiled, gave a quick nod, and raised her hand to acknowledge the still-applauding audience. She waited until they turned their attention back to Jack, who had begun to explain the science behind the technology used in his research. Then Mouse slipped quickly and silently out the door.
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Mouse bounced her leg against the stool as she sat with her back to the door of the pub. She had already counted the pavers in the student center lobby and then her steps up to the third floor, but nothing was working to slip her back into that impassive state she needed. Her heart was still thumping, and she could feel the heat of embarrassment in her face, fueled by a growing anger.


“Know the score?” Jack Gray asked as he leaned into her, tossing her the note she’d left for him with the attendant at the book-signing table.


Mouse turned and saw the disappointment in his face. He’d thought he’d get the jump on her, slipping up from behind, but she wouldn’t be caught unaware again. She had smelled him as soon as he walked in the door. Heightened senses were another gift from her father, and for once she was appreciative of the advantage they offered. She meant to put an end to whatever game Jack was playing.


He sat on the stool next to hers and nodded to the television over the bar. “Who’s winning?”


“It’s top of the seventh. Sox down three to two. Yanks with two in scoring position. One out. Three-one count on the hitter,” she said.


“You a fan?”


“No.”


In addition to the announcer’s play-by-play, Mouse could have repeated the healthcare stats one of the talking heads had just rattled off on the flat screen at the back of the pub. She could have also told him that two professors from the art department sitting at the table behind her were refinancing their house. Mouse knew the names of the loan officers they were considering, the appraisals they’d gotten, the interest rates, the mortgage payments—everything. She hadn’t meant to eavesdrop; her brain just worked that way. She heard everything, saw everything.


It was exhausting, but Mouse had no control over most of her inherited abilities—the perfect memory, heightened senses, and acute perception were just part of her, like the color of her eyes. She couldn’t turn them off any more than she could tell her heart to stop beating. But Mouse had other, darker powers, too, that were part of her father’s legacy. Powers that scared her. Powers she lulled to sleep by keeping herself emotionally flat, like a self-inflicted lobotomy. The counting usually helped. But not tonight.


Jack pulled his stool closer to hers and gave her an appreciative once-over. “My God, you haven’t changed a bit.”


“You neither.” Mouse didn’t like the awe she heard in his voice or the flare of temper it evoked in her.


“No, I’ve got a bit of gray coming up in the stubble now, but you, my God . . .” He whistled, soft and low. “Did you know I had a massive crush on you back then?” He laughed. “It wasn’t just me. All the guys, even some of the girls, thought you were—”


“What do you want, Jack?”


“Still as cold as ever, I see.” He took a long swig from his beer. “Maybe I want you to go back to my hotel with me.”


Mouse listened for a lie, some skip of his heart or catch in his breath, but she heard none. “You came all the way to Nashville to get me in bed?” she scoffed.


“God, no. I came to sell books.” This time, Mouse heard something—not quite a lie, but certainly not the whole truth. “Did you read it?” He nodded at Mouse’s copy of Who Wrote the Devil’s Bible? on the bar.


“Of course.” Mouse had read the book while she waited out the lecture and reception; three hundred pages in an hour came easily to her. His ideas were sound, but the computer process he used on the script was too theoretical, and his other research was surprisingly shoddy. No one would take him seriously. And he’d made no mention of her. Mouse had nothing to worry about from his book. Jack himself was a different matter, however. Something wasn’t right with him.


“What’d you think?” he asked, his words starting to slur. He’d clearly had plenty to drink at the post-lecture reception.


“Too much conjecture,” Mouse answered.


“Glad Cambridge Press didn’t agree with you.” His voice dripped with booze and disdain.


“How’d you manage to convince them to give you a book deal?” Mouse kept her question casual, biting back an urge she hadn’t felt for a long time—the desire to make him tell her what she wanted to know.


She could do it. She had compelled people before—another “gift” from her father. The first time had been when she was just a girl and a local boy had tried to force himself on her. She’d screamed at him to go away. He had turned on his heel, his pants still unfastened, and walked out of town. He never came back. Compelling someone like that tapped into Mouse’s darker powers, which she swore she would never use again, not on purpose. All the discipline she relentlessly practiced—the counting, the isolation, never letting herself feel anything—were her safeguards against accidentally using that power.


Mouse ran her finger through the water rings on the bar, trying to quench her emotions, and asked again, “So how’d you do it?”


“Friends in high places,” Jack said.


“We should all be so lucky.” She took a slow drink. “Want to introduce us?”


“Actually, I think he might like that.”


Mouse put the glass on the bar and swallowed the sense of urgency that was now running through her. “He?”


Clearly, Jack Gray had come with an agenda—but maybe it was not his own. Getting Jack access to the Devil’s Bible, encouraging his theories, convincing the oldest publishing house in the world to print his sham of a book, sending him to the most prestigious history lectureship—it was the sort of game her father might play, toying with his prey from a safe distance before swooping in to make the kill. Had he sent Jack to draw her out?


Mouse spun to look out over the rest of the room, scanning the growing crowd of patrons. If her father was Jack’s benefactor, then he knew where she was. And it was time to get out. Now.


“So what’s the name of your friend in high places?” she asked quietly as her eyes darted from face to face, looking for signs of her father.


“I don’t think you’d know him.”


“Come on, Jack. Tell me who he is.”


She realized her mistake instantly—she hadn’t asked Jack a question. She’d told him what to do. Her hand shot up to her mouth, but it was too late. Jack Gray’s eyes went blank, as if he’d stepped away from his body.


Mouse hadn’t meant to lace the words with power; she hadn’t meant to make them a command. But it wasn’t the first time the power had snaked through her lips of its own will and beyond her control. It’s what happened when she allowed herself any real emotion—joy, despair, anger, fear. The power woke and broke free of her. She watched in horror as Jack’s mouth worked to answer her like a puppet obeying its master, and she thought bitterly about the last time she’d lost control.


In her mind, she could hear the remembered sounds of battle—screaming horses and squealing swords. She sat in the midst of it all as war raged like violent eddies swirling around her. She was back at the battle of Marchfeld, seven hundred years ago. And in her blood-soaked lap lay Ottakar, the only man she had ever loved, the father of her child. His face was shiny with sweat and dirty from the battlefield. Mouse stroked the hair curling across his forehead and moved her other hand toward his chest in a vain attempt to staunch the blood gurgling out with the slowing rhythm of his heartbeat. There were too many wounds, too much blood. She had saved the lives of hundreds in the march to war, but she could do nothing to save him. This one. Hers. He was beyond even the healing she could do. The pain of letting him go scorched her throat, and she wept as she bent down to kiss him. This was God’s choice, not hers, but she did not have to let Ottakar suffer.


“Go now,” she had told him. “Die,” she said, the command meant as an act of mercy for him alone.


But they all had. Every soldier on that battlefield, dead. Ten thousand souls.


In her grief, she had lost control and her power had spilled out, killing every living thing around her. She’d lost everything that day. Ottakar. Her son. Her humanity.


Every day since, for seven hundred years, Mouse had paid penance for that moment. She supposed some would envy her immortality, but to Mouse it was the worst of her father’s inheritance. To be forever alone. To forever bear the guilt of what she’d done. She’d sworn then that she would never use her power again, that she would never kill again.


Despite that vow, Mouse knew there would be no reconciliation for her. She’d gone looking for it once after Marchfeld—at Podlažice monastery seven centuries ago.


But Mouse hadn’t found reconciliation. She had found her father instead.




PODLAŽICE MONASTERY,
 BOHEMIA


1278


In the beginning.”


They were her father’s first words to her. They dropped like stones into the silence of Mouse’s tiny cell in the monastery just outside Podlažice.


The monks had found her at the monastery pond. She had been dressed in a habit, her head shaved and her breasts wrapped, so they had thought her one of them and took her in. So weak she could barely move, her bones jutting under paper-thin skin, the monks had also thought she would be dead by morning. They were wrong.


Mouse knew that death would not come for her. She had tried to kill herself several times after the battle at Marchfeld but to no avail. The sweet sleep of death would claim her only for a little while and then she would wake again. And so she learned about the last of her father’s gifts: immortality. It had driven her to the monastery where she hoped to pose as a monk and claim the rights of inclusus—to be walled up in a cell where she could not hurt anyone else and where she might eventually waste away to nothing. It was the only hope left to her.


The Brothers had asked for her name when they performed last rites. She told them to call her Herman—a German word for soldier. She thought it fit, as she now carried the guilt for each of the thousands of soldiers she’d killed at Marchfeld.


When she was still alive the next morning, the Brothers called it a miracle. Mouse leveraged their awe to demand an audience with the abbot, Bishop Andreas, and she bartered with him to grant her inclusus. She promised she would script a book in exchange for being closed up and left alone. She promised the book would be a wonder, full of the world’s knowledge. Bishop Andreas thought it an act of penitence. But Mouse did not seek to be shut away from the world in hope of the forgiveness of her sins. Mouse could never be forgiven for what she’d done or for what she was. She just didn’t want to hurt anyone else.


As the last stone slid into place, squealing against the mortar and shutting out the light, Mouse pulled the candlestick closer and bent over the blank parchment on the floor. The sooner she finished the book, the sooner Bishop Andreas would leave her alone. Mouse had just pinched her fingers around the quill when she heard someone behind her.


“In the beginning.” The voice was light, teasing.


Mouse spun around. “Who is there?”


There was no place in the bare cell for a man to hide himself, and no way in or out. Even in the dim candlelight, Mouse could see that she was indeed alone, and yet it was a man’s voice she heard inside the closed-in space with her.


“Greetings, daughter. I thought it was time we met.”


Sudden rage erupted in Mouse. She had never met her father, but she had cause to hate him anyway. He was the root of all the evil in her life—the source of all the uncanny power that had marked her as different and made her an outcast. Everyone she had ever loved had been hurt because of her connection to him, because of the taint of her father’s blood. And Marchfeld had proven that she was more monster than human—all because of him.


Her father laughed softly as he leaned forward through the wall; such a wall was no boundary to one like him. He took a single cautious step beyond the dark to make himself seen.


That was a mistake.


Mouse threw herself at him with such quick, animal-like abandon that he barely had time to pull himself back into the shadows. Her fingers raked his cheek. But despite her violent intentions, only the soft rounds of her fingers slid gently along his face as he drew back—a caress whether she meant it to be or not. He could not remember the last time someone had touched him gently.


He heard her screams as she beat against the wall where he had disappeared, but he could make no sense of her garbled words. He lifted his hand to his cheek and slipped farther back into the darkness to think about his next move.


He contemplated killing her. It was what he meant to do all those years ago at her birth. But then he had forgotten about her. Well, not really forgotten because he never forgot anything, but he considered her to be of no value and so never gave her another thought. Until Marchfeld. The strength of her power had called to him, and he’d come in time to see the men and horses drop where they stood but too late to see how she had accomplished it.


It was unexpected. He lifted his hand to his cheek once more; there was much he hadn’t expected.


He had followed her all those long days after Marchfeld as she wandered the countryside. He had watched her kill herself over and over again. The first had happened too quickly for him to intervene as she ran the sword across her throat on the battlefield, surrounded by the death she had caused. He had thought her gone and screamed in rage at his unanswered questions. The devastation at Marchfeld had shocked even him, and knowing that the scope of it was beyond his own unsettled him. He could whisper his wishes in the ear of a man and make it so, but how had this girl worked the strings of two armies and silenced a horde at her whim? He wanted answers.


For hours he had knelt beside her body in the bloody mud, shooing away scavengers. And when he saw the sliced skin at her neck knit itself closed and heard her first, raspy breath, relief settled on him. It gave way quickly to fear and desire. Desire he wore comfortably as he toyed with all he might do with her, but the fear pricked at him and made him slip back into the mist at the edge of the battlefield. Unsure of himself for the first time in a very long while, he had followed her at a distance, followed her to this monastery.


He tethered himself now in patience. He could wait for the answers he wanted.


[image: images]


“Brother Herman!” the man yelled outside Mouse’s cell. “It is Bishop Andreas! Answer me!”


Reluctantly, Mouse looked up from the page. Her vision was blurry. Her eyes had grown so accustomed to staring at letters just inches away that they couldn’t focus on anything at a distance. She caught a glint of gold at the small opening in the wall along the floor in the far corner. For the first time, she noticed the cups of wine and bowls of soured stew jumbled around the opening. The rats were at them. How many days had she been walled up? Had it been weeks? She only counted the passing of time by burned-out candles and finished pages. The work was everything. It was all she had to keep the grief at bay and to keep the claustrophobic panic from consuming her.


“Brother Herman! Tell me you are working on my book!”


Mouse’s sight cleared, and she saw the bishop’s gold embroidered robes and his wiry chin pressed close to the floor on the other side of the bowls and cups.


“I swear to you that if you give me no answer, I will tear down this wall brick by brick and expose whatever sins you are trying to hide.”


“I am here.” Her voice cracked with disuse.


The bishop sighed. “You are still alive then. You are working on my book?”


“Yes.”


“Good. But you must eat. You must live long enough to give me my book.” The rats scattered as his hand snaked through the slot and pulled out the old food and drink and shoved fresh ones in their place. “Eat,” he commanded again as he left. “Drink.”


Mouse felt empty—her body sore and limp, her mind and spirit drained. She had no will of her own and so she did as she was told. She dragged herself to the bowl and took up handfuls of food and crammed them in her mouth.


She did not see her father watching from the darkness in the corner behind her—watching as she took a swig of wine, watching as she wiped her soiled fingers on her habit, watching as she inched back toward the parchment that lay in neat stacks beside a row of ink jars against the far wall.


Even the momentary distraction, just a few minutes’ break from the work, ran like fissures in Mouse’s dam against the grief and panic. She grabbed at the small knife she used to sharpen the goose-feather quills when they dulled, and she sliced it savagely down one side of the quill and then the other. She dropped the knife to the floor and dipped the sharp quill into the ink and set to work again, but her hand was shaking and the tears made it difficult to see.


She was scripting one of the alphabets in the old style she had learned from Father Lucas at Teplá Abbey when she was a girl. As her hand formed the letters, her mind flooded with memories of the two of them reading together. She closed her eyes at the remembered smells of him—a mustiness like earth, the sharp scent of ink, and the softness of incense that lingered in his hair—and then grief washed over her. Father Lucas had raised her, protected her. He had loved her. And he had died a violent death, tortured—by whom she did not know—for keeping her secrets. His was another name to add to the list of victims who had suffered because of her.


Mouse bent down, weeping, her head resting against the parchment.


In the shadows at her back, her father cocked his head, studying her.


Mouse sat up again and looked down at the ruined parchment, the letters badly made in her shaky hand, the ink smeared where she had rested her head. Shame and anger at all she had lost overcame her, and she tore furiously at the page.


Her father could feel the power waking in Mouse, and he sighed.


She went still like a stone.


He tensed as she turned her head so slowly that he could hear the crackle and grind of the twisting vertebrae in her neck until finally she looked at him over her shoulder. In that one visible eye he saw so much hate that it made him giddy. And afraid.


What could this girl do?


“I know who you are,” Mouse said. “Though you do not look as I expected.”


Her father lifted his hand to his mouth, elbow propped on his bent knee as he considered how to answer her. He opted for another tease. “No screaming at a man who magically appears in your walled up cell? What manner of creature are you? Surely not just a girl.”


He was rewarded as Mouse’s temper flared, but then he sensed the power rising in her. As she spun toward him, he stood quickly and took a step back toward the dark corner.


Mouse sneered at his fear, but she moved no closer. She just watched him as he leaned against the wall, his arms wrapped around his chest. He wore a monk’s habit—a godly man by fraud, just like her. He appeared to be maybe thirty years old and had long, black, wavy hair that framed his pale face and curled around his neck. He was handsome, but unremarkably so, with the exception of large eyes so dark that Mouse could see no pupils. She had to make herself look away, turning her focus instead to how he held himself, trying to assess his weaknesses, to anticipate how he would move, just as she did with any enemy.


But she could not read him. As she wrapped her hand around the hilt of the knife on the floor at her heel, she wondered if he could read her. Then she lunged.


He was laughing already when he caught her wrist, twisting it until she cried out and dropped the knife. He pulled her close to his chest, his mouth at her ear. “So you would kill me, too? Like those men on the battlefield?”


He felt her go stiff.


“Like . . .” He paused as he let his own consciousness slip inside hers, as he searched for the names that would cause her the most pain. “Like Ottakar? Ah, like Nicholas.”


He expected wrath. But at the sound of her son’s name, Mouse went limp in his arms. The grief she’d been holding off came crashing down on her, and she broke.


Her father caught her tenderly and then lowered her carefully down to the pallet. Gently, he wiped the stain of ink from her forehead where she had rested it against the parchment. It looked too much like the mark of the cross from a Lenten service.


“No return to dust, no, nor penance either. Not for us,” he muttered.


He stayed with her until her body finally relaxed into a normal sleep. As he ran his fingers softly across her cheek, he wondered if she would dream.




CHAPTER TWO


The ghosts in Mouse’s head and the noises in the pub melted into a buzz of background din as a slack-jawed Jack Gray robotically answered her command.


“I don’t know who my benefactor is. I don’t know who he is. I don’t—”


“Stop!” Mouse said as she stood, her face flushed with shame. She would not willingly use her control over him. “I release you,” she whispered as she leaned in close and imagined herself pulling in the power like a long, slow inhale.


In an instant, Jack straightened and reached for his beer on the bar. “Sorry, I think I zoned out there for a minute.” His voice still sounded hollow and Mouse could see the confusion in his eyes, but he was himself again. “So did you change your mind about coming back to my hotel?”


Mouse didn’t trust herself to speak any more. She grabbed her bag and ran out of the bar. It was early evening still, the sun not yet set. The cicadas’ song that earlier had sounded like soft summer promises now built to a fever pitch with thousands of them screaming as she stepped under the canopy of trees. The natural rise and fall of their call sounded like an alarm. It was time for her to go.


At first, when Mouse fled Podlažice all those years ago, she would only stay in a place for a few days at a time. Afraid that her father might catch up to her, she’d move on to the next town and then the next and the next. For years, she bounced like a skipped stone across Europe and Asia until, eventually, exhaustion forced her to stay put for longer. As weeks went by with no sign of her father, Mouse grew confident in her ability to hide. But she also learned that settling somewhere offered its own set of dangers.


People in the villages wore the passing seasons etched on their faces, but Mouse never aged. Disease came to the cities, but she never got sick. Even without using her power, she was unnatural in a way that she could disguise only for a little while. And people didn’t like what they couldn’t understand. So Mouse learned to read the signs and sense when it was time to move on. It was like having a timer in her head ticking down the seconds until the bomb went off.


She looked up now at the undersides of the May leaves that writhed with the brood of hungry insects. It was a plague year in Nashville, the culmination of a thirteen-year cycle when thousands of cicadas emerged all at once, eating everything young and green. It had been a plague year when she first came here.


Thirteen years. Mouse shook her head. Not since her childhood had she lived in the same place for so long—never long enough to get comfortable, to belong, never long enough for a place to begin to feel like home. But here she was, settled in Nashville with a house and acquaintances if not friends. She’d even applied for tenure. Seven or eight years ago, when that alarm in her head had gone off telling her it was time to leave, she had written her letter of resignation, but she never sent it. She pulled it up on her laptop every day and thought about sending it to Dr. Williams, but every day, Mouse stubbornly made the decision to ignore that ticking clock in her head. She liked Nashville, and she was tired of running. So she stayed. And things had been quiet. Until now.


Other night screamers had joined the insect cacophony. Mouse could hear each one of them, each cricket, each cicada, each of the million mosquitos who’d come early this year to claim their blood. They gave voice to Mouse’s mood—a nagging worry about Jack Gray’s benefactor and an angry buzz at her own lack of discipline that led to her accidental use of power. None of this would have happened if she hadn’t stayed so long. She was already gambling against anyone noticing that she hadn’t aged. A person could only be a youthful thirtysomething for so long even in modern times. If she had stuck to her pattern, moved on, and started over with a new job and no strings, she wouldn’t have run into Jack, and she wouldn’t have let her guard down.


Clenching her hands with anger and resolve, Mouse matched her step to the rhythm of the bug-song and turned toward home, counting the beats as she worked to build her wall again. She typically kept her life precisely controlled, measured like some Confucian ritual. She knew exactly how many heartbeats would carry her from her house to Wilson Hall in the center of campus and how many breaths would take her up the two flights of stairs to her office. It had been the same, day after day, for years. But the longer Mouse stayed, the more she wanted the normal life she saw around her. Lately, she’d been letting go of the routine, trying to convince herself that she could have what she wanted—that she could be like everyone else.


“Hello, Em.”


Mouse jumped. Her eight-year-old neighbor was standing near the sidewalk still half-obscured by the overgrown hedges. She had walked past him without seeing him, something that never happened when she was being diligent. Frustrated at her carelessness, she spun around. The joy in the boy’s face bounced all along his body and trickled out in little, quiet giggles; it was contagious. Mouse felt it wash over her like warm water. She knelt beside him, smiling.


“Give a person a warning next time, kid,” she said as she tapped him gently on the nose. She spoke at nearly a whisper, carefully measured to be sure none of her power was leaking into her words, but some part of her relaxed a little as she looked into her young neighbor’s big blue eyes.


Nate was part of the unexpected that had been happening to Mouse lately, one of the chinks in her armor. His family had moved in about six months ago, and, as usual, Mouse had kept her distance. She overheard Nate’s mom complain about her being rude, not that it mattered much to Mouse. She didn’t have to worry about mobs with pitchforks or witch trials or Inquisitions anymore, just people judging her for being different. She’d heard several of her colleagues speculating about whether or not she had Asperger’s or OCD. Apparently her rigid routine had not gone unnoticed. But to Mouse’s ear, these were all just different labels for odd. She’d been given many over her lifetime, most often witch or angel. No one used those much anymore.


But Nate didn’t care that she was odd. He had quickly learned her routine, and almost every afternoon, he was waiting for her, hiding and trying to catch her off guard. For the first week, Mouse had ignored him. But he reminded her of her own little boy, her own little Nicholas, and Nate’s quiet, sure acceptance of her drew her in. So they played their game—Nate jumping out and Mouse pretending to be startled.


“I really got you that time!” he squealed now.


“You bet you did,” she answered, then asked the question she always asked. “Wind at your back, Nate?”


“Not today, Em,” Nate said with a sigh as he sat down heavily on the grass beside the sidewalk.


“Have you found trouble then?” she asked. In her conversations with Nate, Mouse had found herself echoing Father Lucas—even his gentle cadence and soft tone seeped into her words, like his voice come alive again. Nate was struggling and Mouse wanted to help. It was the first time in a long time that she felt as if she had something to offer—hope in the darkness, Father Lucas would have said.


“It’s found me,” Nate answered.


“Uh-oh.” Mouse lowered herself to sit beside him. “Want to talk about it?” Nate’s mom had given birth to a little sister less than a month ago, and Nate was having a tough time adjusting.


“Not really. You want to draw with me?”


“Sure.” Mouse didn’t need him to tell her that he was lonely. His mom was busy with the baby. His dad worked away from home for months at a time. And Nate needed someone to make time just for him. Mouse would give anything to have a life like that—normal problems and normal joys.


Nate handed over some sticks of his colored chalk. “Let’s fill the whole sidewalk from your house to mine with pictures!”


“You bet.” Mouse propped her bag against the hedge.


They raced the coming twilight as they drew, Nate chatting nonstop as she listened attentively and asked all the right questions—just as Father Lucas had when Mouse was a girl. Except she and Father Lucas had chatted over ancient books and illuminations, not sidewalk art, and they had talked about philosophy and theology rather than video games and Lego sets.


As the streetlights buzzed and popped to life, Nate’s mom strolled down the driveway. “Oh my goodness!”


Nate jumped, but Mouse had heard her coming.


“Mom! Give a kid a warning next time!” he said, smiling over at Mouse before he hopped up, excited to show off his art. “What do you think?” he asked his mother.


“I think you’ve taken up a lot of Dr. Nicholas’s time.” She said it gently and with a smile, but Mouse turned to Nate and saw the joy darken just a little.


Mouse shoved herself back onto her heels. “Actually, it was all my idea, and Nate was kind enough to let me use his chalk. I haven’t had this much fun in a long time.” She looked down at the row of brightly colored drawings. Nate’s butterflies and flowers, cats and bugs of all kinds alternated with Mouse’s—a field full of hyacinths, an outline of Prague Castle, a wolf, a mother bent over her toddling son. Mouse felt the heat of emotion building in her chest again. She needed to get home.


“Do you have children?” Nate’s mother asked.


Mouse shook her head but kept her eyes on her drawing. Not anymore, she thought.


“Well, the drawings are beautiful. Thank you for playing with Nate.”


“Em and I weren’t playing, Mom. We were doing art.”


“It’s ‘Dr. Nicholas,’ Nate. We’ve talked about how to speak to adults, right?” She shifted the baby in her arms. “I’m sorry, Dr. Nicholas.”


Mouse ignored her. “Want to help me gather up the chalk, Nate?”


When he knelt beside her, their backs to his mom, Mouse looked over at him with a half-grin. She took a sliver of blue chalk and signed one of her drawings—Em. She drew a mouse beside it. It was as close as she could get to telling him who she really was. Nate smiled back and wrote his own name next to hers.


As he headed up the drive with his mom, both hands on the handle of the chalk carton, he looked back over his shoulder at Mouse who was still kneeling by the picture of the mother and little boy. “See you tomorrow!”


Mouse just waved. She wouldn’t lie to him, and right now, she didn’t know if she’d still be in Nashville tomorrow. The cicadas had gone silent, leaving the night to the softer sounds of the crickets and katydids, and drawing with Nate had succeeded where her counting had failed—she was calm and the power in her seemed to be asleep again. It gave her time to think.


Bodie, her cat, met her as she opened the front door. He was another slip in her discipline—letting herself love anything, even a cat, made her soft, which made her vulnerable to the power she kept tethered inside. But Bodie hadn’t given Mouse much choice in the matter. He just showed up on her porch one day and acted as if he knew her, as if he belonged, despite a lingering wildness about him. He was big, at least part Maine Coon, and Mouse half wondered if the rest of him was bobcat. It had been ten years now—the longest relationship she’d had in seven hundred years. Bodie had been the first thing to make her feel like she’d come home. He met her at the door, slept in the bed with her, demanded her attention in ways that pulled her out of her own head.


And he was one of the main reasons she’d been so reluctant to leave Nashville. Because when Mouse left a place, she left everything else behind, too. That was the point—a clean break, nothing from her old life that could connect to her new one. Of course, she made sure she never collected much in the first place. No art on the walls and just the bare essentials of furniture. There was only one plate in the cabinets in her kitchen, one cup, a single set of mismatched utensils bought at a flea market. She kept everything in her life disposable so she could run at a moment’s notice. But Bodie wasn’t disposable.


“We’ll figure it out, Bo,” she said as she sat on the couch and he hopped into her lap.


Before Mouse could decide what to do next, she needed to understand the pieces in play and, most importantly, who was playing. If her father had sent Jack Gray, he’d have shown up at the pub to claim what he thought was his: Mouse.


But if it wasn’t him, then who?


Maybe Jack came on his own, to rub her nose in his success, and maybe his benefactor was just some rich guy who didn’t want people to know he was interested in things like the Devil’s Bible. If Mouse chose to believe that, then maybe she could stay in Nashville a little longer.


But a lifetime’s experiences had worn away her belief in fairy tales. And Jack showing up with a mysterious benefactor and a book about the Devil’s Bible seemed too coincidental. If someone else had sent Jack Gray, Mouse either needed to find out who he was and what he wanted, or she needed to make a clean break and start over somewhere else.


She sighed and buried her face in Bodie’s fur. His purring tickled her cheek.


[image: images]


“Get off, Bodie,” Mouse grunted the next morning as she arched her back, making the cat roll onto the bed and land belly up. 


She had stayed up late thinking about her options but had made no decisions. Sometime after two, she’d given up and counted the forty-three steps from the kitchen up the stairs to her bedroom. She’d fallen asleep quickly. Then the dreams had woken her.


Her little sandy-haired boy, a field full of soldiers, the portrait from the Devil’s Bible, and Jack Gray’s eyes gone dead at her command.


Mouse stood beside the bed, anxious to push the images away. She ran her fingers under Bodie’s chin until he wrapped his paws around her hand and pulled it to his face, biting. “From love to hate in a heartbeat. I think we’re a little unstable, Bodie,” she said as she snatched her hand away and turned toward the bathroom.


It was the only room that she changed when she bought the place. She had no interest in trying to make the house feel like a home, but she couldn’t make herself step into the tiny, dark, walled-in shower that had been in the master bath. When the contractor had tried to show her tile samples and fixture catalogs, she’d cut him off and told him she didn’t care what it looked like as long as it was bigger and open so she could see out and so the light could come in. Mouse couldn’t stand the feeling of being closed up, not after Podlažice.


She stood at the threshold now, Bodie waiting at the sink for her to turn the tap on for him. Four more steps to make the ritual nine from her bed to that giant, glass-walled shower.


After the taste of freedom she’d allowed herself these last few weeks, imagining that she could be like everyone else, Mouse now felt suffocated by the burden of returning to her measured routine. She felt as if she were trying to cram something back into an impossibly small box. It was a different kind of claustrophobia—emotional and mental rather than physical, but the struggle was the same. She stood still for a moment trying to feel whether or not the power she had woken last night in the bar was still awake; it seemed quiet, just the rumbling of her empty stomach. She forced herself to take another measured step. Only three more to go. But Mouse couldn’t do it. She didn’t want to. She wanted to hold on to the little bit of normal she’d built these last months.


In one smooth jump, she landed in the shower, her toes curling into the grout lines to keep her balance. She reached over and turned on a trickle of cold water at the sink for Bodie, then pulled her shirt over her head and let the first spray of water, not yet hot, splash against her chest as she laughed at her silliness. The sound, bouncing off the walls, was so unfamiliar it startled her; she hadn’t laughed in a long time. It felt good. Clean and simple. As the steam began to build, Mouse took a deep, unfettered breath, filling herself with the smell of soap and a sense of liberty.


And she felt the power quicken.


“God, no,” she said as the heat of power rippled in her gut. “Feel nothing. I feel nothing,” she muttered to herself as she worked to make it true. “Go away, go to sleep. Please, God, go to sleep again,” she begged as she started to count—heartbeats, drops of water running down the glass—anything to quash the emotions and push the power back into its cage.


Then the doorbell rang. Both Mouse and Bodie jumped. The doorbell never rang because no one ever came to the house. Mouse grabbed her robe. Bodie beat her down the stairs though she didn’t count her steps this time. She paused at the bottom, straining to see through the glass panels arched along the top of the door, trying to find the right angle to catch a glimpse of who or what might be waiting on the other side. Then she heard him clear his throat.


“By the saints!” she muttered. It was Jack Gray.


He rang the bell again. Mouse flinched and Bodie took off for the back of the house.


With a sigh and pulling her robe more tightly around her, Mouse opened the door.


“Hello,” he said.


“What do you want?” She spoke softly and carefully to keep the power at bay, but she also meant to be rude enough to make him leave her alone.


Jack smiled at her anyway. “You sick?”


“Yeah,” she lied and started to close the door.


“Wait a sec! You ran out of the bar so fast last night I didn’t get a chance to apologize.”


“For what?”


“Being drunk. And being a jerk.”


“Okay. Thanks.” Mouse tried again to close the door.


“Hey, wait.” He put his hand on the door. “Seriously, I wanted to make sure you’d gotten home okay.”


“I’m fine. See?”


“Why don’t you let me take you out for a late lunch or early dinner so we can be friends again?”


Mouse could hear the lie in his voice, the quick jolt in his heartbeat, but as much as she wanted to unravel the mystery of whatever game he was playing, she couldn’t risk letting the power loose again.


Her decision had been made for her anyway. Here, surrounded by things she cared too much about, she would never be able to lull the power back to sleep, not while she played with Nate or cuddled Bodie or reveled in her books and teaching, not when they whet her desire for more. No, Mouse had to get out. She’d wrap up a few dangling threads, and then she’d move on. What Jack knew or didn’t was irrelevant now.


“I don’t have friends, Jack.”


Mouse closed the door and slid the dead bolt in place.




PODLAŽICE MONASTERY,
 BOHEMIA


1278


The good dreams were the worst.


Mouse had long lived with nightmares, some real and some not. As a girl, she had been visited by dark creatures that looked like children except for their hollow eyes and jagged teeth. The nasty games they had played, torturing little Mouse, were meant to twist her mind, to break her so she would use her power to do their bidding. Another creature, Moloch, had come, too. He never asked her for anything; he just took what he wanted. But then Father Lucas had taught her how to protect herself from those real nightmares.


The not-real ones she had to deal with on her own.


Some were old fears revisited in the terror of the night: Mouse trapped in the dark of the pit at Houska—a mysterious, gaping hole long guarded and thought by many to be the mouth of Hell. She’d lured the hollow-eyed children there to trap them. But then Mouse had been trapped, too, until Father Lucas saved her. The nothingness of the pit, the absence of sound, and the piercing cold—it all came back to her in her nightmares. She would wake, surrounded by the darkness of her cell, thinking she was in the pit at Houska again. But a single whispered word would break the spell, and Mouse would pull the blanket close and sing the fear away, her quavering tune running like water against the stone walls of the monastery.
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