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Strange Saviors
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Lenore ran. She ran as fast as her legs would carry her. Her muscles felt like they were on fire, but burning alive was far better than the alternative. The Enforcers weren’t known for their clemency or for doling out quick punishments. Lenore had one advantage: this was her turf. Well, not hers per se, but she knew it well enough for it to be hers. She dipped into alleys, scaled fences, double backed, and even released a few harried chickens from their little wooden cages, wincing and mouthing a few silent apologies to the owners as she did so. She had no choice, though. Despite everything she did, the Enforcers remained on her trail, getting inches closer with every stride. Lenore began to panic. What if she couldn’t lose them? What if they caught her? How bad was it going to hurt? She pushed herself to go faster, but her body just couldn’t obey. Lenore was counting off suicide options in her head when her midsection flew back, trailed closely by her head, arms, and legs.
 
)(
 
Calm down! Calm down! What’s wrong? What’s happening? Why did he feel this way? Was it Lenore? Sitting in his office, out of nowhere, panic had suddenly gripped him tight and was shaking his insides. His heart was racing, his mind desperately searching. But for what? There was the pain as well, like a repeated kicking to his back. It wouldn’t stop. It was angry! It was pushing him to do something, to help her. His men were just outside… no. They couldn’t see him like this. They couldn’t know about her. No one could. He couldn’t allow word of this, either the panic or her, to get out. It could ruin him. It could kill her. He sat back in his chair, willing the roiling in his stomach to settle. Closing his eyes, he tried to imagine something soothing, something that would calm his heart or distract his mind. Nothing worked, and he sat alone at his desk, riding out the waves of panic that swept through him and prayed that Lenore was safe.
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On the surface, it seemed a fairly quiet, content city. It was called Springhaven due to the freshwater spring in the southern part of the city, which fed a brook that gamboled merrily through the city. Its old name had been Prism, named for the different colors of stone that had been used to construct nearly everything in the Old World. Many of the buildings from that time were gone, save for the old palace, which was now the Parliament building, and a few others, but the walls and their distinct colors remained. Thus, the people still referred to each section of Springhaven by the old names.
Most people did well enough to feed their families and then some. The streets were kept in good repair, loose cobblestones being replaced within days, while education was provided for children until they came of age at sixteen. The farms around the city produced, medicine was competitively priced, and people had the freedom to learn new trades if they proved capable. There were, of course, those who had made more or less of themselves, but that was the responsibility of the individual. If one wanted to increase their station, they simply had to work for it. What the casual observer didn’t see was the fear, the discontent that simmered barely beneath the mask of idyllic provinciality.
There were penalties for disrupting the system, severe penalties. Those that threatened to “bring chaos unto the public” were made examples of. Therefore, any activities that might be deemed as chaos-bringing had to be done in the darkest of shadows, away from any eyes that might know someone who knew someone who knew someone that might feel the need to inform the local law enforcement about those activities and their engagers. To be a criminal was to take one’s life—perhaps one’s sanity before that—into their own hands. To hide, aid, abet, or turn a blind eye to a criminal, though, was almost as bad.
It created an odd dichotomy in the public. Many understood the laws and followed them to the letter, staying as far from anyone remotely shady as possible and washing their hands of any blame when the need arose to report someone. And then there were those who decried the severity of the law, citing how ruthless the criminals that somehow evaded identification and capture were forced to be. After all, if a ne’er-do-well did ever decide to turn over a new leaf, he was forced to undergo the purging, grueling, torturous trials to prove his sincerity. Funny enough, almost no one ever came forward to repent. The other side would then claim that the fact that the career criminals were so terrible just proved why the laws were necessary. Just think of how bad it would be if the laws weren’t as strict as they were. In addition to that, let no one forget that it was the criminal’s choice in the first place to involve themselves in something everyone knew perfectly well carried a heavy price. And on and on the debate went.
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It had been a normal evening for Lenore so far. Her marks strolled by unaware of her presence in the willow tree above them while she sat as silent as a cat stalking a mouse. The gardens were a good place to work. The visitors were almost all well-to-do, there were plenty of places to hide in the trees and bushes that were scattered about, and the babbling of the brook masked any noise she might make, as if the babbling of her marks didn’t do that well enough for her. They were mostly empty-headed dolts that had nothing better to do than walk through the government-maintained giant flowerpot, also known as the city gardens. Oh, to have no financial worries whatsoever. Lenore wanted to kick each and every one of them in the teeth, but she’d settled for nicking their trinkets. Then she’d head back to the attic, maybe have a bite to eat, sleep, and do the whole thing all over again.
It wasn’t Bitsy’s fault that everything had gone wrong in the end, though he had been acting like the coast was clear, which was what Lenore usually used as a guide. Bitsy was Lenore’s faithful little ringcat and partner-in-crime. She and Bitsy tag teamed on pickpocketing the patrons of the garden. The best was when they could detach the mark’s coin purse—it was stupidly fashionable to display this prominently for everyone to see just how rich you were—as coins didn’t require appraisal. She would take what she could get, though, and if that meant a bracelet or fob watch of unknown worth, well then, that was that. As soon as the mark was done staring into their paramour’s eyes or up at the stars or down into the brook, as marks were wont to do while on a romantic stroll, and had decided to move on, Lenore would move on to a new spot. She never liked staying in one place too long, lest her victims come back to search for their lost items, which was why she liked the tipsy ones best. She often watched Bitsy for his body language and used that as her cue for when it was safe. Admittedly, though, she liked to prowl from under willow trees because of the excellent cover they provided.
The timing had just been all wrong this time. Lenore had just alighted to the ground to join Bitsy and see what goody he had managed to pluck from the gentleman’s pocket. Hmm, it was a small, smooth stone, but it was too dark to make out much else. Oh well, maybe it would get her a few coppers. Suddenly, the wall of leaves parted and a new couple walked into Lenore’s hunting ground.
“What in the world…” the man exclaimed.
Then there was a period of a silence for a few seconds wherein Lenore simply stared at the couple dumbly while they stared back at her. It was the hesitation that did her in. Lenore had wasted those precious few seconds debating whether or not to try and lie when she should have just run. It would have been fruitless anyway. Lenore did not fit the bill for the garden’s usual clientele, not at all.
Issue number one, Lenore looked far too young to be out at that hour. She made herself look that way, though, because people were far less skeptical of someone that looked like they belonged in mid-level courses than of someone who had only recently come of age. Her dark hair was left down and had braids in a few places to mimic the style that most young girls were currently wearing. Issue number two, her clothes screamed criminal. She wore boy’s clothing because they were simply easier, but they were all black to help conceal her. Issue number three, she was dirty and carried what looked like a skinny, stripey tailed cat with her. Although, Bitsy shot off into the darkness in that moment, so at least he was safe.
The next sound was the astonished gasp of a woman from behind her. Lenore spun around to see that the couple from before had returned, probably alerted by the first man’s exclamation. The robbed couple was shouting for the Enforcers before Lenore was three strides away. Even worse, the garden was surrounded by gates, gates that couldn’t be scaled. Lenore knew this for a fact; she had tried before. She made a beeline for the entrance as fast as she could, and thus ensued her mad dash through the city, whizzing by fine plaster-and-dark-beamed manors, shops, and upscale eateries with harried chickens in cages beside them.
When Lenore was pulled backwards, she was surprised because she thought she’d had at least a bit more of a lead than that. It didn’t matter, though. She wasn’t going down without a fight. Maybe by some miracle she’d catch a break and get free again. Lenore drove both elbows back as hard as she could, which may have just worked if it weren’t for the fact that she and her captor were already falling backwards. She landed on something soft in complete darkness and was on her feet again in less than a second. There was that complete darkness thing, though. When she had been running a moment ago, her path had been lit by the soft glow of petrolsene lights and the moon. Where was she now? Lenore backed up until she hit a wall and remained ready to fight. She began inching her way to the side, thinking there might be a door somewhere. The sound of heavy boots running approached and then faded, followed a few moments later by a single match light. The match light became an oil lamp, and the area all around Lenore was suddenly bathed in a warm, yellow glow. She saw the man first, gingerly holding his arm across his abdomen. She was about to cry out, “You!” but a delicate hand clamped itself over her mouth with a determination that belied its delicacy.
“Shhhh!” a female voice hissed in her ear. “Do you want to get us all caught?”
Lenore did not try to speak, but shook her head earnestly. Of course she didn’t, but what did her would-be accusers have to worry about?
“I’m going to let go of you now, but you must stay silent. Understand?” the woman said firmly.
Lenore nodded this time and was released. The woman joined the man and began to poke and prod him in a way that looked more like a medical examination than anything else. The man made no move to stop her, and Lenore watched them both warily. Finally, when the woman seemed satisfied, she kissed the man on the cheek and turned her attention back to Lenore. She glanced at what Lenore could now see as a cellar door and motioned for her to follow. Lenore had no desire to do any such thing, but couldn’t think of a better idea. There were Enforcers outside looking for her, but these two could just be planning to turn her in later. That logic didn’t really make sense, though. If they had any kind of sense, they wouldn’t waste time that the Enforcers could use to accuse them of helping Lenore. Besides, there were no Enforcers inside… as far as Lenore knew, anyway. That being the case, she followed, but at a distance that kept her safe from the couple’s reaching arms in case they tried to grab her again.
The three walked up a narrow staircase and up into a large kitchen replete with a potbelly stove large enough to cook an entire lamb in. From the kitchen they walked through a butler’s closet—closet my eye, Lenore thought—and into a grand dining room. The woman motioned for Lenore to sit, which she refused to do with a defiant glare.
“Suit yourself,” said the woman with a very unladylike shrug.
She then sat while the man stood behind her and put his hands on her shoulders.
“First of all,” the man said kindly, “let me apologize. I am deeply, deeply sorry for drawing attention to you. We did not mean for you to be discovered.”
Lenore was very confused and intrigued by this, but still said nothing.
“Allow me to make the introductions,” the man continued. “I am Sir Gwenael Allen and this is my lovely wife, Philomena.”
“Mina will do just fine,” the woman interjected suddenly, giving her husband’s hand a squeeze.
He smiled and added, “You may call me Neal.”
Lenore didn’t call either of them anything. She simply remained silent, wondering whether or not she could make it out the cellar without being caught.
“We’re not going to turn you in,” Mina said after several moments.
“Why not?” were the first words Lenore said to the couple.
The two shared a smile that seemed to hold a great meaning for them and then turned back to Lenore.
“We do not… agree with the severity with which criminal punishment is exacted,” Neal explained.
“Don’t think that means we condone criminal behavior either, however,” Mina added firmly, giving Lenore a hard glare.
“Well, I appreciate you hiding me and all. Trust me, I really do,” Lenore said defensively, “but, seeing as how my criminal behavior is going to continue, I’ll just be on my way.”
Lenore turned to leave, but Mina spoke again with such force that Lenore stopped in her tracks.
“And just what is so important for you to get back to?”
Lenore narrowed her eyes at the woman there who was now standing tall and ramrod straight. She didn’t like the woman. Who was this stuck up peacock to think she had any business asking Lenore such personal questions?
“Thank you both again,” Lenore snipped. “Good night.” With that she turned on her heel and left the way she came.
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Bitsy was waiting for Lenore back at the attic when she arrived just before dawn. It wasn’t really an attic so much as dead space between the attics of her parent’s old house and the one attached next door. It grew almost unbearably hot in the summer and bone achingly cold in the winter, as simple wooden walls were all that separated Lenore from the outside. She’d discovered the space when she was little, having accidentally found the hidden latch to the small door and crawling through. She’d found a similar entrance on the neighbor’s side and jammed the handle with some scrap metal. Thankfully, no one on the other side seemed to know about the space. At least, Lenore had never heard anyone try to get in. If they did, she didn’t know what she’d do or where she would go.
Lenore had to move in her cramped little space carefully, always being as silent and stealthy as fog creeping over the earth, lest the neighbors or new occupants of her parent’s old house heard her. She only ever came and went when it was properly dark outside, sneaking out via a window in the attic and the large tree growing just outside.
As for Bitsy, Lenore never worried about her little companion; it was easy for him to disappear when necessary. He was sitting on a rafter when she came in and leapt down to greet her ecstatically. The little creature nuzzled her neck and wrapped his long bushy tail around it as he chattered happily.
“I’m glad to see you too,” Lenore sighed. “That was a close one tonight. Glad I caught a break for once…”
Lenore’s mind drifted back to the couple that had saved her from certain torture. They were certainly different, odd maybe, but they had been kind, and Lenore had not experienced real kindness in a long time. Oh well, it was done now. Lenore took just enough time to fill her stomach with some stale bread and dodgy-looking cheese before falling asleep to the sounds of a waking city.
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Ninth Year of the New Age, Second Day of the Earth
Official report submitted by Fifths Campbell and Ellis:
 
We were alerted and gave chase to a thief this evening. The thief was preying on citizens visiting the gardens. Cries from the latest victims—a Mister Malachite Nichols and Miss Temperance Hester—alerted us to the trouble just after a quarter past twelve as we patrolled our usual route. Mister Nichols reported a prized piece of Old World Jade as stolen. See the end of this report for a record of the eyewitnesses’ descriptions of the thief*. As we began pursuit, the perpetrator made for the Rose quarter of the city. Visual contact was difficult to maintain through the alleys she took between the manors. She disappeared completely somewhere between the Chicory Lane and Anemone Green. We recommend working with local shopkeepers and residents to put up barriers and fences to block these types of escape paths.
Eyewitness Description Report: Female, small, probably about fourteen years of age. Most likely a vagrant, judging by the clothing, which was black, made for a boy, and very shabby. Very dark eyes and long, dark hair. Light skin.
*We understand there were two other eyewitnesses, but they disappeared before we arrived, and neither Mister Nichols nor Miss Hester could name them or remember anything about them.
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A Debt and an Offer
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Things were bad. They hadn’t been this bad in a long time, but Lenore couldn’t risk going back to the gardens. Enforcers were surely keeping an eye out there for suspicious characters after she had gotten away the previous month. She might be able to return one day, but not any time soon. It probably burned them up that their prey had evaded capture, and she wasn’t stupid enough to test her luck. That was why she hadn’t taken Bitsy out with her since that awful night. Much as she loved the little creature, she just couldn’t risk him being seen. He was too recognizable. When she was really honest, she wasn’t that great a thief, just a safe one. She always picked stupid and/or distracted targets. The gardens had really been an ideal spot, and Lenore cursed Neal and Mina for ruining it for her. Lenore had been forced to steal from the grocer in order to eat, something she actually despised herself for doing.
Lenore didn’t like being a thief, but she had no choice—despite what the Enforcer supporters claimed—so she dealt with it the best way she knew how. The daughter of “criminals” couldn’t get employed or apprenticed out to anyone. There were poorhouses, which Lenore had considered, until she overheard Enforcers sniffing around the neighborhood and asking questions about where she might have gone. That was it. Lenore had to stay hidden, so this was the only option left to her. She generally only stole from those who could afford it. Grocers, farmers, bakers, and the like were often hurt to some extent by being robbed, though, and those that could afford to be robbed could also afford security. Once again, Lenore was left with no choice but to hurt others. Story of her life.
Before her discovery at the willow tree, she had simply bought food from the underground market, a grungy place in the basements of an abandoned warehouse in the Char district, the worst part of town. It was a well-kept secret—it had to be—and was strictly policed by thugs in the employ of the owner, whoever that was. Lenore had no desire or intention to find out and always visited covered in a long, black cloak to conceal herself. She wasn’t the only one that dressed this way, as cloaks were helpful in concealing one in the dead of night, but she was only one of a few. The market was a quiet place due to the need for secrecy, and Lenore only stayed as long as it took to get the essentials. She hated that part of town.
It had actually once been part of the Agate quarter, which had been much sought after with its exotic orchid, lavender, and plum colored walls. Destruction from the War of Light, however, had permanently blackened the ground and walls, thus earning that section of the city the name the Char district. There had been a few attempts to revitalize the area in the last hundred years, but nothing would grow there, nothing would clear away the black, and anything built there seemed fraught with difficulties. Most people believed the area was cursed from the war, and it had been long abandoned.
Shopping for groceries was difficult with no money or trinkets, however. She was fairly sure she had been cheated when she took the green stone around to the few fences she knew. She had only gotten a silver for it, but the twitch at the corner of the man’s mouth had made her uneasy. She knew she should have held out for more, but she was out of money and needed food soon. That had run out about two weeks ago. Most of her successes since the harrowing chase had taken place outside of pubs as patrons were drunkenly stumbling out to return home. These marks, however, had unsurprisingly little, if any, money in their coin purses after a night of carousing. That was where Lenore was now. Sure, she could try to go work for the anonymous crime lords that ran the underground market and engineered strikes against the Enforcers and whatnot, but Lenore was no cutthroat. She knew she didn’t have what it took to be a proper criminal, nor did she want to. She also had no desire to become known… by anyone. Nevermind that there was no honor among thieves, so she remained a lonely shadow. She just wanted to survive.
A good mark appeared in the doorway of The Kicking Mule, bracing himself against the railing of the steps that led up into the pub. He turned to wave and yell at his mates that were still inside.
“A top night, gents, a top night!” he slurred. “Behave yourselves now. Don’t go getting into trouble without me.”
Lenore winced as the man almost fell backwards down the steps. It looked as if he was in danger of breaking his neck, which he probably was, but he pulled it together at the last minute. Toddling down the four or five stairs, the man grumbled to himself about them, citing a “ruddy fool thing to do, having steps to a pub.” Lenore couldn’t help but agree. Once he was down and had entered the gloom of the night, Lenore moved. She stepped out of the shadows and did her best drunken tumble into the man. Giggling like an idiot, she twittered at him.
“Oh, excuse me! Didn’t see you there.”
She put her hand on the man’s hip as she spoke, feeling a few coins in his purse. If she was lucky, they’d be silver and not copper.
“Well, darling,” the man breathed into her face—Lenore barely held her composure against the stench—“now that you have, would you mind escorting me home? I seem to have lost track of my feet a bit.”
Lenore just giggled again. She needed that purse, so she let the man lean on her and began to teeter with him.
“Stop right there!” came a strong, commanding voice.
Lenore’s heart froze inside of her. They found her! Someone recognized her! This was it! Her new friend swung her around with him before she could do anything, though, so she found herself watching an Enforcer stride towards them. She sized him up quickly. Young, probably just a few years older than she, which either made him overzealous or, more preferably, a bit of a pushover with the ladies. Too bad Lenore looked nothing like a lady at the moment.
“Do you know this… person, sir?” the Enforcer demanded, looking at Lenore suspiciously.
“Course!” Drunkie, as Lenore had named him in her head, blustered. “This here’s me friend. She’s walking me home.”
“What’s her name?” the Enforcer asked.
“What’s it matter?”
Lenore was doing her best to look casual and unconcerned and inebriated, but she was pretty sure her pounding heart was giving her away.
“It’s a matter of security,” the Enforcer said sternly.
“You Enforcers and your security,” the man said, suddenly angry. Lenore instinctively took a step away. Incriminating or no, angry drunks were dangerous. “We do just fine without your help,” he spat. “Come on, love, he can’t fight us both.”
Lenore very much wanted to point out that the Enforcer could probably fight them both six times over, but there was no time. Drunkie suddenly pulled a knife on the Enforcer and lunged at him. She saw everything with an almost superhuman clarity. The Enforcer’s eyes suddenly filled with fear as he was charged by a stinking, drunken force of senseless rage. Lenore may have overestimated his age. He now looked as if he hadn’t been in a fight his whole life. Fear turned to shock as the knife penetrated his flesh and he turned his eyes onto Lenore… begging. Things sped up from there. Drunkie staggered back from his target looking incredibly smug for just a moment before violently puking onto his own feet. Without thinking, Lenore ran forward and caught the Enforcer before he fell.
“You need a doctor,” she said stupidly.
The Enforcer made a terrible, strangled noise before saying, “Copper quarter… near Thyme’s Apothecary.”
Lenore briefly wondered if he realized that no physician would be open at this hour, but she said nothing. Instead, she steered the Enforcer around Drunkie, who was kneeling in his own vomit and heaving now, and began the long, terrifying walk.
What was she doing?! As soon as another Enforcer spotted them, she’d be discovered. Why was she even helping this one? He’d been ready to shackle and drag her away to the Halls of Justice not minutes ago. She knew why; it was her fault. She’d been the reason he’d even approached the drunkard. If it hadn’t been for her, he never would have gotten stabbed. Still, that didn’t excuse her current stupidity. Thankfully, the Enforcer said nothing as they walked the agonizingly slow path to Thyme’s Apothecary. Under normal circumstances, Lenore could get there in just a few minutes. Now she wondered if her charge would bleed out before they even arrived. Arrive they did, however, and Lenore was elated when she saw light in the window of the building next to the apothecary. This part of town was near the gardens and therefore nice enough for the petrolsene lamps to still be lit. Lenore hung her head forward so that her face remained hidden behind her hair and planned to run as soon as the door opened. Surely no doctor would turn away an injured Enforcer. Her part in this would be done and she could go curl up in a safe, quiet, dark place… for a few days if need be. Lenore rapped on the door sharply, breathing fast until it opened.
The door did open, but Lenore stood frozen to her spot. There in the doorway before her was Mina in a doctor’s coat.
“Good heavens!” Mina exclaimed at the sight before her.
The fugitive from last month was there with a badly bleeding Enforcer.
“Inside. On the table in the back.” she said, taking command of the situation. She caught the hesitation in Lenore’s eyes. The girl wanted to run and she would given the chance, so Mina didn’t give it to her. “Now!” she said in a tone that brooked no argument.
Lenore staggered in with the Enforcer, squinting at the brightness of the room. Petrolsene sconces lined the walls here, outlining every detail of every object. This was very bad for Lenore. The Enforcer had been getting weaker during the journey and leaning on Lenore more and more, so she was only too glad to unload him onto the metal table as Mina had instructed.
“Camilla! Sutures! Room one!” Mina called into the building.
She then went about cutting the Enforcer’s jacket off of him and examining the wound. Lenore was beginning to inch her way back towards the door when Mina snapped at her.
“You will go into the laboratory and help Camilla with anything she needs. You will not run off and you will stay. Out. Of. Sight.”
Lenore scowled at the woman. Again, who did she think she was? Lenore began to stomp out defiantly, when Mina snarled at her.
“You owe me a debt! I expect it to be paid!”
Lenore shook with rage. How dare she?! Everything in Lenore screamed at her to keep walking, to just leave. Nothing would happen. Words did nothing, but there was a dark fear in the back of Lenore’s mind, a fear that told her she had to do as Mina said. If she didn’t, the consequences would be worse than anything the Enforcers could do to her. Lenore turned and glared at Mina venomously. The woman paid her no mind as she continued her examination. Lenore then swept towards the back of the building to where she decided the laboratory must be.
Her assumption was correct. A girl a little older than she was there picking up a tray of silver medical tools, gauze, and suture thread.
“What do you need?” Lenore asked shortly.
“Distilled alcohol, please. Top shelf,” the girl replied pleasantly, carrying the tray past Lenore into room one.
This must be Camilla. Lenore begrudgingly followed her instructions and climbed up to get the bottle of clear liquid from the top shelf. Camilla was back in a few minutes to fetch it, which she did with a smile that made Lenore even angrier. And so it went. Lenore fetched what Camilla needed, and Camilla took it out and assisted Mina. The injury was apparently pretty mild. No organs had been hit. It was just a matter of stopping the bleeding and stitching the flesh back together. Lenore turned a bit green at hearing this and even greener when Camilla carried the bloody gauzes back into the lab.
“You get used to it,” Camilla chirped.
Mina appeared a few minutes after that, holding the blood-covered gloves she had been wearing gingerly by the corners. Camilla automatically took them from her to clean them along with the gauzes.
“Is he gone?” Lenore asked immediately.
“Yes,” Mina replied evenly. “It was a clean cut, easy to repair. Camilla fetched a few of his comrades to help carry him out to a cab. I didn’t charge them, of course, and they were so concerned for him that they didn’t ask any questions. You’re in the clear, as they say.”
“Good, so what do you want?” Lenore demanded.
“I beg your pardon?”
“What do I have to do to pay my debt?”
Still speaking with that same steely, even tone that Lenore found very odd for a woman of Mina’s position to have, she said, “Camilla, dear, could you leave us for a moment? I’ll finish washing up here.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Camilla replied before disappearing out of the room and silently elsewhere.
As promised, Mina began to wash the gloves and gauzes. She donned a pair of heavy rubber gloves that reminded Lenore of the kind her father used to wear when he worked on his machines and began dipping everything into a foul-smelling bath.
“You are a foolish girl,” Mina said matter-of-factly. “You just can’t wait to rush back out there and endanger your life.”
“Don’t act like you know so much,” Lenore spat. “What do you know about how hard it is on the streets? You’ve got money and a house and, for some reason, a surgery of your own.”
Scrubbing the items against a washboard, Mina said, “I’m sure you don’t like to hear it, but the fact is that you are condemning yourself to a painful, tortured life at the hands of the Enforcers. It may not come soon, but, at the rate you’re going, it will be.”
“Then that’s my choice, isn’t it? Now tell me how I can pay back my debt!” Lenore was shouting now. She was so angry she was shaking.
“I won’t hold you,” Mina said coldly, “but I will make you an offer. Stay with Neal and I. I’ll need another apprentice soon. I’ll teach you the skills of a physician.”
Lenore didn’t know what to say. She didn’t know what to think. This was crazy. Then again, it wasn’t the first time Mina and Neal had helped her. What if it was a trick? What if it wasn’t? It came down to two things: they’d had the opportunity to let her get caught and turn her in and didn’t do either, and Lenore just wasn’t that stupid. She was being offered a job and a home. Sure, there was still some risk, but that risk seemed to be shrinking by the minute. It certainly seemed less risky than her current circumstances. She pounced on the opportunity.
“Fine. So now what?”
“Now, you can finish washing these things,” Mina said, carefully removing the rubber gloves. “I have to go disinfect my tools. Mind you don’t get any of the cleaner on your skin and step away if you begin to feel faint.”
“How do I know when they’re clean?” Lenore asked petulantly.
“When they’re snowy white,” Mina said simply and then left.
Lenore slipped her hands into the gloves and stepped up to the sink. She almost choked on the fumes; it smelled like burning metal and alcohol. It took her a moment to collect herself before she could get to the task of washing. Very carefully, she dipped her hands into the cleaner and felt around for the gauzes. Her fingers barely felt something soft through the thick rubber, and she picked it up. She began to rub the material over the washboard. The now brown blood had mostly come away from the material, but there were still disturbing large, tan splotches across it. Lenore fell into the steady rhythm of washboard-dip-check-washboard. Her attention snapped to the doorway every time she heard footsteps, however, but it was always just Camilla or Mina. Then, one time, it was Neal.
“Hello there,” he said. “I was surprised to hear you had come back into our lives. I’m very glad for it. We were rather concerned after you left that night.”
Lenore said nothing, not because she wasn’t grateful but because she simply didn’t know what to say.
“I don’t think we even know your name,” Neal continued as if the awkward silence between them didn’t exist. “Do you think that might help?”
Lenore looked sideways at the man. He was leaning casually against the counter and smiling at her just like he would a friend. She furrowed her brow. What was wrong with these people?! Nevertheless, he had a point.
“Lenore,” she said quietly. “And… thank you… very much… for taking me in.”
She might not trust these people, they might even be a little mad, but she had not been raised to be ungrateful.
“Think nothing of it. It’s the least we can do. From what I gather, we spoiled things for you a bit. Once again, I apologize for that. It’s good to meet you, Lenore.”
Then he bowed courteously to her, and Lenore felt something catch in her throat. Quick as a flash, she looked away and pushed the feeling down. There was no way she was going to cry! She was no simpering, pathetic waif. She suddenly wondered if she should have given a false name. Oh well, it wouldn’t have made that much of a difference. Even if there were records on her, it wasn’t like she was running for public office. There were enough Lenores out there, and she hadn’t given a surname. Neal remained while she finished cleaning the gloves and gauze. He said nothing, but Lenore had the distinct feeling Mina had sent him to make sure she didn’t disappear. Camilla reappeared later and helped Lenore finish. After everything was clean and rinsed and hanging up to dry, Mina and Neal locked everything up, and they all left together.
Lenore stuck to the shadows as they walked. She had begun wearing long skirts again to rob drunks—looking more feminine increased her success—so she didn’t look like a complete ragamuffin, but she still wasn’t far off. Neal asked Camilla how her day was and conversed with Mina about various things, but Lenore wasn’t paying attention. She was watching their surroundings, waiting for Enforcers to appear from around every corner. Mina’s shoes were tapping far too loudly on the street… Neal’s voice was carrying too far… this was a terrible idea… she was going to get caught! Suddenly, the feel of someone touching her shoulder broke through her panicked thoughts.
Lenore jumped back, but knew better than to make a sound. It was Mina who had touched her and it was Mina who was smiling at her a little sadly now.
“We’re here, dear,” she said softly. “It’s alright.”
Lenore looked and saw Neal opening the door of a very fine manor home. It was large, though not ostentatiously so, with well-tended flowerbeds that ran all the way down the front of the house. The dark brown beams contrasted starkly against the clean white of the plaster walls. When Neal opened the door, golden light poured out onto the street, and Lenore could see the same type of expertly crafted furniture inside that she remembered from her first time here. She followed Camilla up the steps quickly, skipping those that she could, and slipped inside. The sooner she was in, the sooner she would be out of sight from the Enforcers.
As soon as the door closed behind them all, a great wave of exhaustion broke over Lenore. She leaned again the wall, feeling like she could lie down and sleep for days right there on the floor.
“I think our guest could use a meal, don’t you, dearest?” Neal said to Mina.
“Agreed, but a bath first.”
Lenore looked to the two with narrowed eyes.
“I mean no offense,” Mina said evenly, “but you must admit it’s needed.”
Lenore couldn’t argue with that. It had been a very long time since she’d had a proper bath. The occasional dip in the brook in the gardens hardly counted, and she hadn’t done that for more than a month.
“Lead on,” Lenore finally said.
“I’ll just be making sure dinner is all taken care of,” Neal said, slipping out of the reception hall.
Mina then walked to a staircase, leading Lenore and Camilla, who had been obediently standing by. Up the stairs they went and down a hallway to a set of closed double doors, which Mina opened to a very fine bedroom.
“This will be your room, dear,” Mina said. “Camilla is right next door. The washroom is there and the water closet is inside. Camilla, dear, will you please let Lenore borrow some of your things? We’ll get replacements and new clothes tomorrow. Lenore, will you be alright on your own?”
Once again, Lenore suspected she was only being asked because Mina thought she would run off. Then again, maybe it was because she looked so young or maybe Mina thought she might have forgotten how to bathe after all this time.
“I’ll be fine,” Lenore said simply. Then, after a pause, added, “Thank you.”
“Of course, dear,” and Lenore was surprised to see Mina smile at her.
“I’ll be back with some things for you,” Camilla said.
The two women then left. Lenore slumped as soon as they did. She seriously hoped she wouldn’t fall asleep in the tub and drown. She sighed inwardly at the potential irony. The washroom was pretty basic in its amenities, though there were numerous bottles of bath creams, lotions, soaps, salts, and oils. Each one was labeled with a particular fragrance, which reminded Lenore more of a spice cabinet than anything else.
Poach one Lenore in hot water seasoned with lavender and vanilla… she thought to herself with a smirk.
Maybe she’d try seasoning her bath another day. For now, she just needed to get clean. As soon as the tub was full, Lenore climbed in and practically melted. It had been so long since she’d had anything close to a hot bath. It was like heaven. Yes, the possibility of falling asleep was imminent, so Lenore quickly went about the business of bathing. As she did, she tried to focus on her surroundings to get her mind off of how tired she was.
The first thing she noticed was that Mina and Neal had left the copper pipes that led to the tub exposed. It had become fashionable to hide any exposed plumbing with various types of decorative covers, stools, curtains, and all manner of other things that Lenore found fairly ridiculous. She rather liked the look of the copper pipes; it was like working artwork to her. Lenore also saw a window there in the washroom. She automatically made a mental note of this as she always did wherever she was.
Lenore had emptied the tub once and refilled it by the time she was done washing. The water had turned cloudy and opaque before she had even gotten to her hair. The braids in her hair had kept some of it from tangling, but that was little help when compared to the rest of her snarled and occasionally matted tresses. She’d worry about that later. Exhaustion was really setting in, so Lenore quickly finished and wrapped up in a surprisingly fluffy robe. She peeked out into the bedroom to make sure… well, she didn’t know what she was making sure of, but there was nothing there that worried her, so she headed out.
 
)(
 
Lenore was out of her room within minutes. The smell of food had started wafting through the air, and Lenore’s stomach was about to turn itself inside out. She immediately hated the dress Camilla had left for her. It was a black and pink beribboned travesty complete with corset and high-heeled boots. She left the corset and boots behind, but changed into the dress as fast as she could before heading downstairs in bare feet. Camilla, Mina, and Neal were all already there in the dining room. More importantly, a platter of food was already sitting on the table, calling to Lenore.
“There she is,” Neal said jovially. “Are we ready to eat then?”
Lenore nodded, trying her best not to look too desperate. They all sat down at the dining table, and Mina served them.
“Neal was kind enough to prepare dinner for us tonight,” she told Lenore. “He fancies himself a bit of a cook.” The two exchanged playful smiles before Mina added, “He’s actually quite good.”
Lenore nodded and said simply, “Thank you very much.”
She waited only a split second after her hosts had begun to eat to dig in herself. She imagined that she was practicing impressive self-restraint, but in reality she resembled a wildling of the Old World. No one said anything, however, and gladly obliged when she asked for more.
“Tell us, Lenore,” Neal said after she had finished her second plate. “Where’s your furry friend?”
Lenore looked at the man sideways. Had he really seen Bitsy? They hadn’t stared one another down for more than a few seconds, and that had been over a month ago.
“I didn’t bring him with me,” she said evasively. She then paused and said nervously, “Will he be allowed to live here too?”
“Of course, dear,” Mina said. “I believe every young lady needs a little companion. My question for you is whether or not he can protect you?”
“What do you mean?”
“What I mean is that a lady’s companion, should she choose to have one, is not just for show. He should be able to protect her should the need arise.”
“Are we still talking about animals?” Lenore asked before she could stop herself. She did always have a big mouth.
Neal laughed, while Mina smiled appropriately.
“Yes, dear, I am.”
“In that case… I don’t know. Bitsy always just runs, and I prefer it that way. I don’t want him getting hurt.”
“Understandable,” Neal said.
After that, Lenore felt as if she would pass out right then and there. Mina suggested she retire, and Camilla mentioned that a nightgown had been left on the bed for Lenore. Lenore nodded, thanked them all again, and headed upstairs to sleep.
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What the blazes was happening?! It had happened again, earlier that evening. He was calm again and could now focus on the problem properly. The panic had come upon him, though this time it had been a slower build… relatively speaking. “Think logically,” he told himself. She couldn’t be a prisoner, could she? No, that didn’t make sense. He’d be in constant agony if she was. Not that earlier had been particularly pleasant. He rubbed his lower back. It was still pulsing slightly, but it was nothing compared to the red hot pain from earlier. Then again, did it feel better now? Pain was such an odd, subjective thing. He’d felt for about a month now that she must be in some kind of trouble with the constant irking in his back, but he hadn’t a clue as to what was wrong.
He had sent his feelers out, deftly poking here, prodding there, listening for any word of her. There was nothing, nothing definitive anyway. There were rumors that someone had escaped the Enforcers that night, but only by the skin of their teeth. How it had been done was a mystery. He had hidden it in the moment, but his heart skipped a beat at hearing the news. Had that been Lenore? Had she really been inches from being caught? If so, where was she now? He needed to find her, needed it unlike he had ever needed anything else in his entire life. Besides the rumors, however, there was nothing else. How could she disappear so completely? She was like a ghost. Then again, how did he even know she was still in the city? Was it possible she had gone elsewhere? Doubtful. The permits required to travel between the various independent city-states of Invarnis required resources he didn’t think she possessed. Besides, he somehow felt that she was still here. He couldn’t explain why, he just did. Not that it helped. He still had no idea where she was or why he was being assaulted by these feelings. He’d have to investigate again… carefully. He couldn’t lean on anyone too hard, lest they figure out what he might really be after.




3
Daylight
￼[image: Stickers and Squares 1.png]
 
Lenore awoke to a gentle shaking and immediately jumped up and out of bed… and right down onto the floor. She was not lying on her pallet back at the attic, but rather in a real bed in a real room. Her mind raced to figure out what was going on. Only when she saw Camilla did she remember.
“Are you alright?” the girl asked, her blue eyes wide with concern.
“I… ah… yes… I think so…” was Lenore’s reply.
“Good,” came Mina’s voice then. “Then let’s get you presentable. Come over here, please.”
Lenore’s surprise was quickly being overtaken by annoyance. She was good at waking up fast, but that didn’t mean she was happy about it. Mina saw her reaction and responded simply.
“Now, please. This is a perfectly acceptable time to sleep till after a night like last night, but we do have things to do.”
Lenore unhappily headed over to the vanity where Mina was standing and sat down on the stool. She eyed the hairbrush in Mina’s hand like she would a poisonous snake.
“I’ll try to be as gentle as possible,” Mina promised.
Then the woman went about the tedious work of brushing through Lenore’s snarls and tangles and snipping out mats when the brush simply wasn’t up to the job. She really did try to be gentle, though there were moments wherein Lenore had to grit her teeth and bear it.
“Done!” Mina finally declared, after what seemed like an eternity. “And your hair is so lovely, Lenore.”
Lenore looked in the mirror and saw her long, dark hair was indeed all brushed out for the first time in who knew how long, if not somewhat still disheveled.
“After you’re dressed, we’ll put it up so you can’t see where it’s been cut,” Mina added. “Camilla’s brought you some more clothes to wear today.”
Lenore mentally cringed at the idea of another one of Camilla’s outfits. Nevertheless, she turned to see what was waiting for her. Hanging there on the armoire was a less-than-tragic lilac colored dress. It still wasn’t really Lenore’s color, but at least it wasn’t pink. It did, however, still have a corset and high-heeled boots.
“Do I have to wear the corset?” Lenore asked before she could stop herself. Then, very quickly, she added, “Not that I don’t appreciate it and all, but it’s just…” She trailed off as Mina raised her hand.
“Yes, you do have to wear the corset, but not too tightly. Honestly, it’s really quite unhealthy to wear it as current fashion dictates. Bad for the ribs, bad for breathing, bad for lots of things really, but it is considered part of a lady’s proper undergarments, so we wear them. Some of us just more wisely than others.” Mina gave her a conspiratorial smile and then offered, “Here, I’ll help you dress.”
Lenore allowed herself to smile back for the first time. Maybe the woman wasn’t a complete harpy. Mina had Lenore take in a breath rather than let one out when putting on the corset, for which Lenore was very thankful, and Lenore decided to ask something that had been bothering her since the night before.
“Mina, how is it that you’re a doctor? Isn’t it an awfully… odd occupation for a woman of your standing?”
Mina laughed a little and said, “Of course, by ‘odd’ you mean ‘inappropriate’.” Lenore opened her mouth to object, but Mina beat her to it. “Yes, it is looked down upon, especially in the circles Neal and I travel in. It’s too gruesome, too taxing, a profession for a woman. Well, women have been carrying, birthing, and even delivering babies since the beginning of time, so I think a little healing and stitching up of the human body is nothing compared to that.”
“How were you even able to get schooling for it, though?”
“Anything is possible when you or your parents have enough money.”
Lenore involuntarily rolled her eyes. Of course it was an issue of money. Mina caught her expression, and her gaze turned steely for a moment.
“Now, don’t go thinking I’m just a spoiled, rich daughter. My parents taught me the value of hard work. They allowed me to choose my own path, but always warned me that they would cut me off three months after my schooling was done and that’s just what they did. You’d better believe I had a hard time finding someone to apprentice me, and an even harder time making it through school. Imagine being practically the only woman in your whole field.”
Lenore believed her. She had never heard of such a thing as a female doctor before, and people, even those from the higher classes, were immature at the best of times and downright cruel at the worst.
“I think it’s very brave of you,” Lenore said simply.
Mina chuckled mirthlessly. “That’s what I have to tell myself some days.”
Lenore decided it was time to change the subject. “So… how does Camilla fit into all of this? She’s not your daughter is she?”
“Very astute,” Mina said, the softness in her personality now back. “No, Camilla is my niece. She lost… we took her in when she was ten.”
Lenore said nothing. She could figure out easily enough what happened to Camilla’s parents. It was too common a story.
“Her parents were taken by the Enforcers weren’t they?” Lenore said softly.
“It is not my story to tell,” Mina replied, “but that is not the sum of it.”
Lenore said nothing more. The conversation had hit too close to home, and she was already weary of speaking. Mina continued in her ministrations until Lenore was dressed and looked, incredibly, like a proper lady. Her hair was pinned up in loops that looked like a complicated maze of tresses, but Mina had only spent about ten minutes on it in total. They then went down for breakfast where Camilla and Neal were waiting.
“Good morning, ladies,” Neal said jovially. “Esther has whipped up a very special treat this morning.”
“Oh, don’t spoil my surprise, Master Neal,” said a stout, older woman as she came in carrying a huge covered platter. “And this must be the young lady you told me about.” Esther set her platter down and circled round to Lenore more quickly than the younger woman would have thought possible, all while continuing to talk. “It’s Lenore, isn’t it, miss? Lovely name, just lovely. And how do you take your tea, dear? Very important detail, you know. Tea fortifies you for the day, cures your ills, and helps you sleep. Any specialties you’d like me to fix up for you? Miss Camilla particularly likes candied dates.”
Lenore gaped like a fish for several moments before she finally said, “Honey with just a touch of cream… for my tea that is.”
“Straight away, Miss Lenore, straight away,” and with that she scuttled off, presumably to get the tea.
“Isn’t she wonderful?” Camilla giggled, watching the older woman leave.
“She’s lovely,” Lenore said smiling. Esther had made her feel rather warm and fuzzy in that short amount of time.
The special treat that morning turned out to be steak and eggs, which Lenore had a feeling was a favorite of Neal’s. Neal, Mina, and Camilla all chatted amiably during breakfast, while Lenore sat silently and ate far more slowly than she had the night before. Things were beginning to sink in.
Lenore was a criminal, one who would be tortured and made an example of if she was caught. Though she would argue that she’d had no choice, she had written her own warrant by her actions. Then there was the Allen family. They had saved her from certain doom. Yes, they had caused her to get caught, but, in her heart of hearts, Lenore knew that it would have happened eventually, though she never would have said so out loud. Then they had taken her in, fed her, and clothed her, all at great personal risk to themselves. She suddenly felt inadequate and a little overwhelmed. She wouldn’t fall apart here, though. No, she stared down into her plate and took deep, calming breaths.
“…and we’ll go to Tilly’s and have her put together a few basic ensembles for Lenore,” Mina could be heard saying through Lenore’s ruminations.
“What?!” Lenore exclaimed. “We’re going out? I can’t… I’ll be seen… I-I-I…”
Lenore’s whole body filled with fear, proper blind panic. Her heart began to race, and she began to sweat. She got up from her seat and backed away from the table. Mina was beside her in a moment.
“Lenore, dear, calm down. You need to relax.” Mina was a doctor now, an excellent one, mixing just enough coddling with a sterile firmness. She took Lenore’s face in her hands and said, “Look at me. There now, breathe… slowly… a little more in. Now let it out slowly… five… four… three… two… one. Again.”
They repeated that process several times, all while Lenore looked into Mina’s clear, blue eyes.
“Now, slowly, tell me why you’re so afraid,” Mina said at last.
“I’ll be recognized if we go out. The Enforcers will arrest me. It’s daylight out.”
“I see. Lenore, come with me.” Mina led Lenore into the next room where a large mirror graced one wall. “Look in the mirror, dear.”
Lenore obeyed, but wasn’t sure what she was looking for. She looked to Mina for help.
“Notice anything different?” Mina asked gently. Lenore shook her head, and Mina said, “You’re clean. Your hair’s brushed and arranged and you’re wearing proper clothes. You look your age. Lenore, you look like a completely different person than you did last night. You’ll be perfectly safe.”
Lenore looked in the mirror again, more closely this time. She did look different, like a proper lady now. Now that she was really thinking about it, even she had a hard time believing the Enforcers would connect her to the ragamuffin that had been haunting the streets by night all this time.
“Alright,” Lenore said finally, “but, please, I want us to be careful.”
“Always,” Mina said touching the girl’s nose affectionately. “Now, let’s go finish up.”
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The ladies left within the hour. After breakfast they finished getting ready and headed out.
“We’re not going to take a hansom cab?” Lenore whispered to Mina as they began to walk.”
“Not today. It’s lovely out, and exercise is good for you.”
It was a longer walk than Lenore liked, as they were heading to the Copper district, and she couldn’t help but glance sideways past the few tresses that hung round her face at the Enforcers who patrolled the streets. Most nodded to the ladies in greeting, to which Mina would smile prettily in return but nothing more. Lenore began to feel afraid again a few times, but she thought back to her reflection in the mirror each time to calm herself. They finally arrived at a ladies’ shop called Tilly’s Tailoring for the Fine Woman and went in.
“Mina!” a woman behind the counter trilled when she entered. “So lovely to see you, my dear!”
The two women embraced and shared a kiss on each cheek. Lenore immediately began to size up the woman. She was about Mina’s age, and plump with a pleasant, open face. Her attire was immaculate, as would be expected of someone in her line of work, and she apparently went in for the—to Lenore, somewhat silly—current trend of expressing her passion via her attire. The woman’s shoes and hat were decorated with rosettes made of tape measures. For a moment, Lenore tried to imagine what Mina’s accessories would look like if she did the same—scalpels and ribbons of gauze and some kind of macabre coloration.
“How are you, Tilly?” Mina asked the woman. “Your little ones, are they doing well?”
“Oh, very well. Millicent got herself into a spot of trouble at school the other day—talking during class… again—but she comes by it honest, so I couldn’t be too cross with her. Ah, your sweet Camilla is here too. How are you, love?”
“Very well, ma’am,” Camilla said politely. “Thank you.”
“And who’s this?” Tilly asked, looking to Lenore. “Oh, I’ll bet you’re from Neal’s side. She has his coloring. A winter, I think.”
“Yes, this is Lenore, a cousin of Neal’s,” Mina said easily. “She’s come to stay with us. Not very good prospects in her area, you understand.”
“Oh, I do indeed,” Tilly agreed. “Never settle when you know you can do better, dear.”
Lenore didn’t know what to say. All of this ridiculous fluff-talk was beginning to make her want to hit something. It was Camilla who saved her from having to make a very awkward apology later.
“All of Lenore’s things were lost during her journey here. The cargo men on the train just misplaced them!”
“My goodness! You poor thing!” Tilly squeaked.
“Yes,” Mina added, “the station manager compensated us, but it doesn’t put clothes on her back, now does it? Lenore’s actually wearing one of Camilla’s outfits today.”
“Awful, just awful,” Tilly tut-tutted. “Well, don’t you worry, love. Tilly’s going to make things right as rain before you can say backstitch chevron.”
Lenore didn’t make the attempt; she was dumbstruck. Camilla, who she had chalked up as a bit empty-headed, had delivered a lie—a rather good one—without batting an eyelash, and Mina had followed without missing a beat. The way the two had interwoven truth and fiction was almost artful. Lenore felt a new emotion towards the two ladies: admiration.
Tilly was true to her word, or as true as was humanly possible. The woman, helped here and there by an assistant, flitted around her shop like a hummingbird to flowers, grabbing skirts, boots, stockings, corsets, bodices, and even a coat or two.
“Winter is coming, you know,” she said.
Tilly never seemed to stop talking all while she went about her work. She and Mina caught up some more, and Camilla joined in as well. Meanwhile, Lenore was measured, dressed, undressed, trotted about, and examined before starting all over again. Feelings that Lenore had kept stuffed down deep inside of her began to creep up during this process. She had gone through this countless times with her mother, and those past memories were pushing against Lenore’s heart, demanding to be heard. She forced herself to smile and swallow her sorrow and instead focused on critiquing Tilly’s work. It was really very good quality, and Lenore genuinely did smile as she realized that her mother would have approved. Lenore was also pleasantly surprised to find that her opinion mattered in the final decision for every outfit, though how much it mattered seemed to depend on how much her opinion differed from Tilly’s. Mina interjected gently when necessary, but Lenore could tell Mina trusted Tilly’s expertise, so she tried not to object too much. Finally, after nearly two hours, both Tilly and Mina were satisfied. Mina asked for Tilly to bill her, and Tilly promised to have at least some of the clothes delivered by that evening. Many of the pieces would need to be altered at least somewhat. The appropriate farewells were exchanged, and the three ladies left the shop.
“That was productive,” Mina said happily. “Camilla, I think it’s time we opened up the practice for today. We’ll need some lunch brought in if you could handle that, please. Lenore, are you ready to learn the fine art of healing?”
“Ah, I suppose,” Lenore replied uncertainly.
With that, they set off again.
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Ready she was not. The beginning of the workday wasn’t too bad. A patient suffering from stomach pains was actually waiting at the door for the practice to open. Lenore wondered why someone would wait specifically for Mina, the anomalous female doctor, rather than simply going to a different practice. There were many throughout the city. Later on, she learned that Mina had built up a rather loyal following, which was mostly comprised of women and the elderly. It seemed a woman’s touch resonated with these two groups more strongly than whatever the other doctors in town offered. Apparently Mina also offered a “good faith” payment system, which most physicians didn’t bother with. For those patients that couldn’t pay their bill up front, Mina allowed them to make small payments every month, but with a low interest rate attached to it. Camilla was usually the one to handle the money and other administrative duties, but Lenore began to pick up on those things pretty quickly. It was the patient care aspect that she had trouble with.
Lenore had never had much contact with ailing people. Of course her parents had been sick at times, as had she, and she had known others around her who had fallen ill at one time or another as well. She had never dealt with the issues that Mina’s patients brought to her now, however. There was everything from broken bones to phantom pains to pregnancies and other womanly issues to just plain sickness, and every single person seemed to want to tell Lenore their life story up until the time of their ailment. She was surprised to realize that she just wasn’t that sympathetic. Lenore felt a bit like, valid as each patient’s woes were, they were all being a bit whiney and overly needy. Talking about it—at length—wouldn’t help fix them, so what was the point? She held her tongue, however, and nodded appropriately as each person poured their heart out to her. Camilla on the other hand, who knew many of these folks by name, reacted perfectly to every tale, taking hands, offering words of encouragement, and just generally being an angel. It made Lenore want to retch, so she eventually wandered back to see about helping Mina.
That was when Lenore really did almost retch. Lenore had never seen the amount of blood and other bodily fluids in all her life as she did on that day. The sound of a woman vomiting from food poisoning made her queasy, and the sight of a man’s bone sticking out through the flesh of his leg from a compound fracture sent Lenore running for the back room. It was a long time before she felt strong enough to come back. The only thing that allowed her to do so was the fact that this was her only option. If she couldn’t assist Mina, she’d be back out on the street, and Lenore was already getting very used to the idea of not simply trying to survive night by night. Lenore trudged through the rest of the day, splitting her time between the front office and assisting at Mina’s side. She made it by sheer force of will, but only just. There continued to be people that made her want to pull her hair out, and there was more than one occasion wherein Lenore feared she would be sick all over a patient. The last patient of the day left after evening had fallen, but the three still had to clean and sterilize everything, which took another hour at least.
Lenore was quiet as they walked to the green-walled Limestone quarter—the Old World denizens thought they were so funny with their names—where the attic was so that she could whistle for Bitsy, who was overjoyed at seeing his mistress. Lenore did her best not to look at the family gathering in the front garden to greet the father as he arrived home from work, the family that had bought her parent’s house and sold off half the furnishings.
In cases where a house was left abandoned for one reason or another, the house and everything inside became property of the state, which it then tried to sell off as quickly as possible. Buyers could pay a little extra to have the items inside removed and sold for them, but the truly savvy would do it themselves and make a little money on the side. Lenore had sobbed so hard, desperately trying to keep quiet as she’d heard strangers walking through her home and making offers on pieces of the life her parents had built. She knew it wasn’t fair to resent the new family, but
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