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1358

When had Alejandro Canches last read the language on the papyrus before him? It would not come clear to his sleepy mind. In Spain, he thought; no, France, when I was first here.

Ah, yes, he remembered, it was in England. The letter from my father, left behind when we fled.

He struggled to reach back into the memory of that time, to push aside the veil of the years, for nestled dormant beneath the bitter wisdom of manhood was the sweet eagerness of the boy he had once been, the one who had studied these letters by candlelight under the careful scrutiny of his family. He had found pleasure in the task, while other boys his age complained. Of what use is all this studying? they would say. Soon we shall all be forced to speak Spanish anyway.

If we are not killed before then, he recalled thinking at the time.

The first page was done, its symbols unlocked, the words finally revealed. He felt the pride of that small boy, and the hunger for praise that never died. He ached to the depths of his immortal soul to do more, but his mortal body seemed determined to forbid him that joy. Would he awaken later in a cold pool of his own spittle, with the letters smeared to ruin beneath his cheek? Or would the candle burn down while he snored with his chin on his chest, and spread its wax upon the leaves? He could not allow either.

He carefully turned back the papyrus pages and read to himself again what he had translated. The symbols, applied with aching precision in the purest gold, ran right to left on the page.

ABRAHAM THE JEW, PRINCE, PRIEST, LEVITE, ASTROLOGER, AND PHILOSOPHER, TO THE NATION OF THE JEWS, BY THE WRATH OF GOD DISPERSED AMONG THE GAULS, SENDETH HEALTH.

In these pages, the apothecary had claimed, there were great secrets. And it was only because he was in desperate straits, the rogue had further said, that he would consider parting with such a treasure. So the young woman who called Alejandro Canches her père had reached into the pocket of her skirt on a trip to the apothecary shop and extracted the gold coin he insisted she always carry, should they somehow be separated, and boldly exchanged the coin for the book. Alejandro had sent her out for herbs, and she had returned with leaves of a different sort. She had known what it would mean to him.

He glanced across the small dark cottage in which they made their home of the moment, and smiled at her sleeping form. “I have taught you well, then,” he said quietly.

Straw crinkled as the young woman shifted. Her soft voice drifted through the darkness, affectionate but chiding.

“Père? Are you still awake?”

“Aye, child,” he said, “your book will not let me go.”

“I am no longer a child, Père. You must call me by my name, or ‘daughter,’ if that pleases you. But not ‘child.’ And it is your book, but I begin to regret buying it for you. Now you must go to bed and give your eyes some peace.”

“My eyes do not lack peace. They have far too much peace. They are hungry for the words on these pages. And you must never regret this acquisition.”

She rose up on one elbow and rubbed the sleep from her face. “I shall if you will not heed your own warning that too much use will ruin the eyes.”

He peered through the semidarkness at the young woman who had grown up so fine and lovely under his care, so straight and strong and fair. Only the barest hints of child-flesh remained on her face and fingers, and soon, he knew, that too would melt away, along with her innocence. But the rosy blush of girlhood still lingered on her cheeks, and Alejandro wished silently that it would remain just a little longer.

She has become a woman, he admitted to himself. This notion was accompanied by a familiar twinge that he had yet to define to his own satisfaction, though he often thought “helpless joy” to be as close a description of it as he would ever find. It had lurked in his heart since the day, a decade before, when he’d suddenly found himself with this child to raise, and had grown as he discovered that despite his considerable learning, he was no better prepared than an unlettered man for the task. Although some men seemed to know just what to do and when to do it, he himself was not a man who did the work of mothering with natural grace. He thought it God’s cruel trick that the Black Death had claimed so many mothers—it was they who had labored alongside the physicians to bring comfort to their dying husbands and children, and then because of their proximity had died themselves in terrible numbers. And though he abhorred the dearth of mothers and physicians, Alejandro wished that more priests had been taken. Those who had survived were the ones who had locked themselves away for the sake of self-preservation while their brothers perished in service. He considered them a thoroughly scurrilous lot.

He had done his solitary best for the girl, without a wife, for he would not sully the memory of the woman he had loved in England by marrying for mere convenience. And Kate had never complained of her lack of mothering. She had reached the threshold of womanhood with unusual grace and now stood ready to cross it. As the motherless ward of a renegade Jew, she had, through some unfathomable miracle, become a creature worthy of awe.

The lovely creature spoke. “Please, Père, I beg you to heed your own wisdom. Go to sleep. Otherwise I shall have to do your reading for you when you are an old man.”

This brought a smile to his lips. “May God in His wisdom grant that I shall live long enough to know such a worry. And that you shall still be with me when I do.” He closed the manuscript carefully. “But you are right. I should go to sleep. Suddenly the straw seems terribly inviting.”

He moved the tome aside so it would not be splattered with wax, then placed one hand behind the candle flame and drew in a breath to blow it out.

There was a knock on the door.

Their heads turned in tandem toward the unfamiliar sound, and Kate’s voice came through the darkness in a frightened whisper. “Père? Who—?”

“Shhh, child … be silent,” he whispered back. He sat frozen in the chair, the light of the candle still flickering before him.

The knock came again, then a man’s firm, strong voice. “I beg you, I am in need of a healer … the apothecary sent me.”

Alejandro shot an alarmed glance at Kate, who sat trembling on her straw bed with the wool cover pulled up protectively around her neck. He leaned closer and said in an urgent whisper, “How does he know I am a healer?”

“He … he thinks that I am the healer!”

“What? What nonsense is this?”

“I had to tell the apothecary something, Père!” she whispered back, her voice almost desperate. “The man was inordinately curious and would not let the inquiry go! And it is not nonsense. You yourself have trained me in the healing arts. And so to satisfy him I told him that I—”

“Midwife!” the urgent plea came from beyond the door. “Please! I implore you to open up! Your help is sorely needed!”

Alejandro wanted simply to shoot a look of fatherly consternation at her, to shake a scolding finger in her face, to tell her she must never behave so foolishly again, and be done with it. But there was a stranger at the door. “Why did you not tell me this before?” he asked.

She hastened to explain. “It did not seem necessary, Père—when the apothecary asked why I wanted such herbs as you sent me for, I told him that I was learning the healing arts! That was why he showed me the book. I swear, I said nothing of you.”

He saw fright in her eyes, and understood that she was frightened of him. It was a woeful realization, one that filled him with shame. She had been trying to protect him from discovery and please him with the gift of the book. His anger melted. “All right. What’s done is done,” he said. “Now I must think how to answer.”

Kate tossed the cover aside and rose up from her pallet, shivering in her thin shift. She found her shawl in the darkness and wrapped it tightly about her shoulders. “Why do anything at all?” she whispered. “Why not just ignore him—the door is strong enough. Eventually he will give up and move on.”

Another knock came, more insistent. They huddled closer together.

“There is nowhere else for him to go, if he is being pursued.”

“Then we must open the door and turn him away!” she answered, her words barely audible.

“He may not be so easily repelled.”

“I will tell him I cannot help. Surely he will not insist!”

The knock was louder this time, the voice pleadingly urgent. “Midwife—I beg you, open the door! I mean you no harm … I have brought an injured man!”

“A moment, sir!” Kate called back. And with her words, all possibilities of hiding were eliminated.

She ignored the astonished look on Alejandro’s face. “He has the speech of an educated man. He cannot be a ruffian.”

“That is no guarantee that he will not harm us. Or betray us. A peasant is not likely to know that we are sought. An educated man might.”

Their words were rushed and panicky. “But why a ruse—why not just capture us and be done with it?”

An injury—work for his hands. All his physician’s healing instincts rose up, overwhelming his better judgment. Often of late his hands seemed to tremble in need of the work of healing. And it was entirely possible that the man had come solely because he was in need of help.

Alejandro’s heart almost sang with the thought.

He nodded his head toward the door and whispered, “God grant that we shall not regret doing this.”

There came more pounding, then pleading. “Midwife!”

“Lie down on your pallet, Père,” she whispered urgently, “and do not show yourself just yet. Let me speak for us.”

“I cannot allow you to face this man alone—”

“Be calm, I beseech you! A midwife is expected, and that is what we shall present. Pretend to be infirm—if I need your help or advice, I will say that I need to tend to you. If I kneel beside you we can whisper to each other without his hearing what is said.”

“Aye, ” he answered quietly. “When did you become so brave and clever?” He hugged her to him for a few moments, cherishing the warmth she gave, missing terribly the small child she had once been. “May God protect us,” he said, and reluctantly he went to his bed.
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Staring back at her through the flickering light of the upheld candle was not the devil she had expected, but the frightened, uncertain face of a man she had not seen before, either in the nearby village of Meaux or in their recent travels north of Paris. Kate felt certain she would have remembered a man of such distinctive appearance—but he was not familiar.

The silhouette of her unwanted caller nearly filled the doorway and she could feel his need to enter, but she stood her ground and barred the path through some miracle of courage. One glance in the candlelight told her that the man was younger than Père but older than herself, with intelligent, quick eyes and a high brow. And though his clothing did not speak of poverty, it was disheveled and dirty, as was his hair. He appeared to have been involved in a skirmish.

She returned his hard look with one equally firm. “Sir, the apothecary has made too much of my skills, and I do not—”

But he would not be refused, and pushed her aside. On the travois he dragged over the threshold were two forms—a heavy burden for even the strongest man.

“Help me with these wounded!” he ordered.

She ignored his demand and kept her eyes fixed steadily on him as he bent to his companions, one of whom began to groan and writhe. “Karle …” the fallen soldier called out in his pain. “Help me, Karle … I am run through, I fear.”

The stranger beckoned urgently with his hand. “Bring the light—I cannot see him!”

Kate held up her candle with one hand as the stranger pulled aside the blanket covering both men, and when the horror of what lay beneath it met her eyes she gasped out a quick and desperate prayer. Both men wore torn, filthy woolen garments that were soaked through with blood. On first glance she could not tell if both were bleeding or, if it was only one, from whom the blood originated.

“Dear God in heaven,” she cried, “has there been a battle?” And then, with deeper fear in her voice, she looked with dismay at the man who had been called Karle and asked, “Are there English nearby?”

The stranger gave her a suspicious look and said, “Midwife, though I would swear you are far too young to bear that title, it was not the dogs of England who did this to these good men, but the forces of Charles of Navarre, their own countryman!”

As relief washed through her, she heard her own name called low from Alejandro’s straw pallet. The stranger Karle quickly turned his head in the direction of the sound. His hand went straight to a knife strapped to his belt.

“It is my father,” she explained quickly. “He is ailing!” And before Karle could protest, she rushed to Alejandro’s side and kneeled down next to him.

“Be careful,” Alejandro whispered to her, “there is danger here.…”

“What shall I do? He says there are no English.”

“We can never know when Edward’s agents may be at hand.”

One of the injured men began to wail. Kate turned to go back to him, but Alejandro grasped her by the shawl and held her at his side. “Wait!” he said in a low voice. “Do nothing, but watch what he does.”

“Midwife!” Karle called. “What keeps you? You must come now!”

She turned to face him and said, “My father—”

But the cries of the maimed—the pain of their wounds, the agony of knowing that they had been cut down by the swords of their own countrymen—overwhelmed the sound of her words. Finally Alejandro could stand it no more. Muttering curses, he threw off his cover and rose up from the pallet. He went straight to where the two men lay and knelt down beside them. “Give me light!” he said. Kate thrust the candle up so its light would be cast where he needed it.

Karle stared down at the physician, then glanced back at the daughter. “You make too light of your skills,” he said. “You seem to have worked a miracle on your ailing father. Midwife.” The title was spoken with an unmistakable sneer. “But perhaps I should be addressing your father as such, and not yourself.”

Alejandro cut off his examination of the groaning warriors and stood up abruptly. He held out a bloody hand, which Kate knew from years of assisting him to mean that her père wanted a cloth. Alejandro took the one she found and wiped the blood from his hands, and then came nose-to-nose with the younger man. “Address me as you like,” he warned, “but you will not speak to my daughter in such a tone.”

They stood with their eyes locked in a combative gaze and took each other’s measure. Neither seemed to find the other lacking, but it was the intruder who stepped back first. “I meant no disrespect,” Guillaume Karle said, “neither to you nor her. Nor is it my intent to harm either of you. I came here seeking help, expecting only a midwife. Your circumstances are of no interest to me. I need to stay out of sight, for I am known to all around here, and as you can see, the night has brought—difficulty.” He gestured toward his fallen comrades. “I will be grateful for anything that you or your daughter can do for these two.” He swallowed hard. “Now you have looked at them,” he said. “What say you?”

Alejandro’s defensive posture relaxed a bit. He put the bloody rag down on the table and took Karle by the elbow, then led him out of the injured men’s earshot. “One will live; I will have to take his arm, but he will live.”

“You possess the skills to do this?”

Slowly, warily, Alejandro nodded. “I am a physician.”

The look he received back from Karle was one of genuine surprise. “You have hidden yourself well, then, sir. It is said there are no physicians hereabout.”

“Not well enough, I think, since you seem to have found me. But had you not, you would have found the skills to take the arm yourself, had the need to do so arisen. Of this I can assure you.”

Karle’s expression was full of doubt. “I cannot say that I would have it in me. What of the other?”

Alejandro sighed and shook his head slowly from side to side. “Are you a merciful man?” he asked.

As if insulted, Karle raised his chin and said, “To a fault.”

“Then you must show the other your best mercy by dispatching him quickly. He shall not survive more than a few hours, and those, I promise you, will be agony. I have laudanum enough to quiet the one whose arm must come off, but not enough to ease the pain of the other. It will best be eased with the sharp thrust of a sword.”

Karle glanced nervously over Alejandro’s shoulder in the direction of his two prone warriors; Kate was comforting both as best she could by gently wiping the sweat off their brows and cleansing their faces with cool water.

“You have no poison?” he asked quietly.

Alejandro studied Karle’s eyes again. He recognized in them the same expression he had often seen in his own reflection, the fear and uncertainty of a man on the run. He decided he had nothing to lose by speaking frankly.

“I am trained in the healing arts, and I have sworn an oath to do no harm. I have broken that oath more times than I care to recall, but I am not of a mind to do it again right now. And I have no skills with poison. Such things are the business of the apothecary. Or the alchemist. Practitioners of a different cloth than I.”

“I meant no offense—”

“I took none. Now, this man is your comrade, is he not?”

Karle looked down with stricken pity, and the image of the man’s falling rushed undesired through his memory. “Aye. A worthy one.”

“Then be as worthy a comrade to him, and dispatch him.”

Reluctant horror spread slowly over Karle’s face. “I have killed many soldiers in battle,” he said, “but never one of my own. I have seen it done, but I do not know if I have the will to do it myself.”

Alejandro put a hand gently on Karle’s chest, just above his heart. Karle stiffened, but did not move away. “Angle the sword horizontally so it will slip between these ribs,” he said, demonstrating the exact location with his fingers, “then give one quick thrust.”

Karle winced as if he could feel the sword between his own ribs.

“It is no different in method than slaying a boar or other such beast,” Alejandro said sympathetically. “Though it will seem far more abhorrent to you. But if the dying one is sent swiftly to meet his God, we can concentrate our efforts on the one who may yet live.” He stared directly into Karle’s eyes. “I think we must do this quickly, eh?”

The amber-haired man knew Alejandro was right, and nodded.

They lifted the man who could be saved off the travois and placed him on the long table in the center of the dark cottage. Alejandro handed the bloody rag to Karle and whispered, “Place this around the sword to soak up the blood before you thrust. There will be blood enough when we take this one’s arm. Now hurry, or we will lose them both.”

The physician turned away. Guillaume Karle stood over his mortally wounded comrade, a rag in one hand, his sword in the other. Tears filled his eyes as he placed the tip of the sword on the man’s chest. He crossed himself, then pressed down with all his might. The dying man arched his back upward and let out a sharp breath, but did not cry out. He fell back limp, and blood began to ooze out of his open mouth.

Alejandro gave Karle a sympathetic nod and said, “You have shown courage. And the man died well and honorably. Now move him aside and come here; your help is needed.”

Karle was too stunned even to consider protesting and did as he was bidden, then came back to the table, where Kate and Alejandro were busy at work. They had already cut away the cloth of the warrior’s sleeve to expose the mangled, soon-to-be-removed appendage, and had slowed the bleeding by tying a torn strip of the sleeve cloth tightly around the upper arm. Blood no longer spurted, but instead oozed; still, the man’s skin was ghastly white.

The physician said, “There is little time—I have already dosed him with laudanum, but its effects will not last long. He will feel something of what we do, so you must lean on his chest with all your weight to keep him still.” He touched the handle of a wooden spoon gently on the lips of his patient, who took it between his teeth almost instinctively and bit down. “Scream if you like,” he told the frightened warrior, “but keep the stick in your mouth and no one will hear it outside these walls. I will do this as quickly as I can.” He touched the man’s sweaty forehead briefly. “God be with you.”

Karle held the man down but turned away, for he could not stomach the look of raw terror on his comrade’s face. He let his eyes wander; they came to rest on the tools laid out on the edge of the table, a sight no more appealing. More than once he had seen similar tools used to draw and quarter a man with slow and deliberate cruelty. But the physician’s motions were mercifully swift and far more practiced than Karle expected, and remarkably the soldier did not writhe. Instead he lost consciousness, for which blessing Karle whispered a heartfelt prayer of thanks.

“We are done,” Alejandro said. He touched Karle on the shoulder. “You need not hold him down anymore.” He went to the hearth and pulled an iron out of the coals. He pressed the glowing tip against the oozing stump of the upper arm. The hiss was quickly followed by a loathsome stench, and all three turned their heads away. When the cautery was complete, Alejandro poured wine over the blackened stump and wrapped it in clean cloth bandages.

His work finished, he sat down on a bench and buried his face in his hands. He breathed deeply a few times, then looked up at the other two. “The air in here is foul,” he said.

He went to the door and opened it a crack, then looked outside. “The shadows are still,” he reported. He beckoned with his hand to Kate and Karle. “Come out into the air. It will clear your senses.”

But Karle was reluctant to leave his comrade on the table, so Alejandro reassured him. “He will not move, for his body has suffered a grave insult.”

The daughter followed the father out into the night air and stood beside him. Alejandro placed a consoling arm around her shoulder. Through the darkness, the stunned Karle watched as comforting was passed between them. The night was now velvety black and he could just make out their silhouettes; he was surprised to see that the young woman was a shade taller than the man he had heard her call Père. He watched as the physician stroked her hair in a soothing, fatherly manner, and tried to calm her as she wept against his shoulder.

And though the night’s events had left him in a state where cogent thought felt almost unnatural, he found himself momentarily disturbed by how unalike the two seemed.
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As the light of day filtered into the small cottage, Guillaume Karle sat on a bench and watched as his unconscious companion’s chest slowly rose and fell. What remained of the man’s left arm was wrapped in a bloody bandage, but the color of the seepage was not the bright red the physician had warned him to watch for; instead, it was the pale, dullish color that indicated all was going as well as could be expected.

He glanced over at his two benefactors and allowed himself, now that the need for urgency had passed, a moment of curiosity. The physician lay on a straw pallet, apparently sleeping, but with one eye half-open. Karle had the sense that the man was well used to incomplete repose. Beyond him lay the maiden Kate on her own pallet. The physician was a lean, angular man, dark and olive-complected, with softly curling locks the color of coal. He was oddly handsome, with long limbs and finely shaped hands. And while Kate too was long and well-shaped, she was fair and pink, almost Nordic in her coloration, with eyes that had sparkled blue even in the light of the candle the night before.

As if he knew he were being watched, the physician stirred and opened his eyes fully. He rose up on one elbow and met Karle’s gaze. “What of your man?” he inquired immediately.

“Quiet,” Karle replied. “He sleeps. I have kept him from moving as you said I should.”

“Well done,” Alejandro said as he rose from the bed. He took a quick look at the bandage on the stump, then said, “Good. There is no fresh bleeding. This bodes well.”

He took a basin down from a cupboard and filled it with water from a large pitcher that sat on the edge of the hearth, then stripped off his shirt and began to wash himself, first his face, then the upper part of his body, and finally, with painstaking attention, his hands. Though Alejandro angled his body so his chest could not fully be seen, Karle caught a quick glimpse of what he thought might be a scar. The Frenchman gave a moment’s thought to inquiring about it, but decided to leave it be.

But the physician made no attempt to contain his own curiosity. As he dressed himself, he said, “I have heard of no battles hereabout. How came these men to be wounded? And contrary to what you may have heard, it is rumored that there is a physician in the next town. Why did you not seek his services before those of a midwife?”

“Which question would you have me answer first?” Karle asked warily.

“Whichever you like,” Alejandro replied with similar wariness. “But answer them both.”

Karle looked him straight in the eye. “As you wish,” he said, “but when I am through with the telling, I will likewise want some answers from you.”

“No doubt,” Alejandro said. “We shall see if you get them. Right now you are far more in my debt than I in yours.” He glanced at the sleeping, one-armed man. “You will pay by speaking. Start by telling me your name.”

The amber-haired man hesitated a moment, then said, “You heard my man speak my name last night.”

“He called you Karle,” Alejandro recalled.

“Guillaume Karle,” he said, and nodded his head. “There are many who would pay handsomely for knowledge of my whereabouts.” He grinned bitterly and said, “But here I am, as you say, in your debt. Now permit me the honor of knowing to whom I am speaking, and why you are hiding as well.”

Karle’s quick and accurate appraisal of their situation caught the physician by surprise. He raised one eyebrow and said, “In due time. How were these men wounded?”

Karle drew in a breath. “They rode with me against the oppression of the nobility. They caught their wounds in the battle to claim their rightful portion of the soil of France.”

Alejandro saw a zealot’s fire in the eyes of the young man, and in his brow, the tight weariness that was the fire’s inevitable toll. “What remains of France to be portioned?” he asked. “All is gone to the Free Companies, is it not?”

“They have taken all that is gold or silver,” Karle said indignantly. “But France herself, the good earth of France, is there still and will always be there. We want only that share of land that will allow each man to live decently. And freedom from the excessive taxation the nobility forces upon us to finance their despicable wars.”

“Ah,” Alejandro said, “I see. Simple requests, then.”

Karle gave him a caustic look. “But one must be hiding in a cabinet not to know of these things. How is it that you do not?”

Alejandro’s mouth curled in the faintest smile. “We shall speak of my circumstances when yours are more fully explained.”

Karle took in a breath and continued. “We rose up against the royal palace at Meaux last night. Against Charles of Navarre. He was far better prepared than we thought he might be, and many more than these two were wounded. Those who could, scattered.”

Alejandro considered the walk from Meaux. He had done it many times. Unburdened and in daylight, it took well more than an hour. But this man had dragged two wounded companions behind him with only the moon to guide his steps. His opinion of the intruder improved.

“Some may escape to their own homes,” Karle went on. “They will take what wounded they can. But some who are hurt will have been left. God alone knows what will happen to the bodies of those who fell in the battle. We could not stay behind to gather them up.”

“Who will see to this one?” Alejandro pointed to the dead man on the travois. “He will shortly be unpleasant company.”

The ghastly remains were beginning to bloat as putrefaction took hold of his inner organs. “I suppose it shall be upon me to see to him,” Karle said with resignation.

“He cannot be buried near this cottage,” Alejandro said quickly.

Karle sighed. “I will take him into the forest to bury him, then.” He looked up at the one-armed man still sleeping on the table and added grimly, “Along with Jean’s arm.”

They heard a stirring behind them as Kate sat up. “There is a clearing in the wood to the north,” she said. “There are many berries there, but I saw no signs of anyone having passed through recently. It is not holy ground, but it seems otherwise fit for a burial.”

“There is no holy ground left in all of France, I fear,” Karle said. “But I thank you for telling me of this place.”

She nodded in the direction of the corpse. “All brave men deserve a good end, do they not?”

Alejandro watched Guillaume Karle’s eyes digest the sight of Kate, then reluctantly break away. When the two men faced each other again, Karle’s skin was flushed, as if he had been caught in an indecent thought.

“Perhaps, if you are of a mind to do so, your père will allow you to show me this clearing,” he said quietly.

She answered too eagerly for the physician’s liking. “I shall be glad to.”

“We shall all go together,” Alejandro said.

“What of my man?” Karle said.

“We will see to his needs before leaving,” the physician said. “Clean him, give him water and the little bit of laudanum I have left. And if he is made fast to the table, I am not concerned to leave him alone.”

Not nearly as concerned as I am to have you alone with Kate, he thought.
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2007

Janie Crowe was out in her backyard trimming shrubs to the soaring strains of Maria Callas when the tiny phone in her pocket began to vibrate. She’d been waiting for the call, but the music’s distraction was so complete that the sensation made her jump a little, and when she yanked off her earphones a few hairs got caught in one of the pads. Wincing, she untangled the captive strands as the bird-squawk of the too-warm spring day assaulted her freshly uncovered ears. She looked up at the treetops and snarled, “Be quiet!” There was a moment of silence from the canopy before they started in again.

But these birds, who daily decorated her precious flowers with their odious droppings, did have one rather endearing habit: they ate the huge, disease-laden mosquitoes that had migrated north all the way into her area of western Massachusetts. With their food supply so plentiful, and with legislated improvements in air quality, the birds had managed a nice comeback from near demise a few years earlier.

She set the earphones down with regret. Maria Callas, unfortunately, would not be making a comeback anytime in the foreseeable future, no matter how carefully the atmosphere was rebalanced or how many mosquitoes they fed her.

Be a great project to bring her back, though, Janie thought for a brief moment. She’s buried in Paris.…

But mere mortals such as herself could not get visas to Paris. And no more digging, her lawyer had insisted. Digging is trouble.

Janie pulled the insistent phone out of her pocket and whispered a wish that the call would be from the lawyer in question, and that he would, for a change, be the bearer of glad tidings. She flipped open the phone and said, “On,” in the flat tone she’d trained the device to recognize, and then added a friendlier “Hello.” The familiar but rather tired-sounding voice of attorney Tom Macalester came over the airwaves, and Janie thought, finally.

“You’re outside …” he said after they’d exchanged greetings. “Birds.”

“I am. Taming some shrubs that think they’ve been moved to Florida. They like this hot weather, a lot more than I do—I wilt, they get happy.” She lowered herself into a lawn chair with a quiet oomph. “However, I’m getting the distinct impression from the sound of your voice that you aren’t happy about something,” she said when she got settled. “You sound—dismayed.”

“And I was so determined to put on a good front.” On the computer-phone inside the house, she knew she would see him frowning. On the cellular, she could hear it in his voice. “Maybe that stuff works on juries, Tom, but I know you too well.”

“Oh, really?” he said sarcastically. “Then why is it I’m always wishing we knew each other just a little better?”

With a jaded-sounding chuckle, she said, “There’s only one way we could know each other better than we already do.”

He laughed. “Your place or mine?”

“Okay, now you sound more like yourself.”

“Good.” He paused and took a breath, and when he spoke again, his tone of voice was far more serious. “I heard from the reinstatement committee. About your application.”

Janie had been right. He was unhappy, and therefore in very short order she was as well. She’d been a neurologist of some accomplishment before the Outbreaks—when the rogue disease DR SAM (an acronym for drug-resistant Staphylococcus aureus mexicalis, coined by a clever journalist who’d later drunk himself to death) had dropped its load of misery on an unprepared world.

How could they have known or prepared? It was so much worse than anyone could have imagined. She half listened to Tom recite the legal minutiae of her quest for reinstatement to the life she’d once known. A scene from the previous day flashed through her mind as the same reasons for denial she’d heard before were repeated again in Tom’s most empathetic voice. No matter how sweetly he delivered the news, each time it became more hateful to her. So she pushed it into the back of her mind with the memory of the victim and police vehicles crowded around a Dumpster in the supermarket parking lot, the green biosafe suits, the green cordoning tape, and then, as she drove by slowly with the window rolled down, one cop’s comment into a cell phone:

“Tell someone to turn off the counters.”

She knew which counters he’d meant. They’d been turned off once before. It was one small step in the progression of events that led to the dramatic changes in her life. She’d been a good mother, a loving wife, a satisfied human being with a lot still on her horizon. But it had all been taken away from her—first her family, by the disease itself, and then her profession, in the forced medical realignment of the early post-Outbreak era. And then came the fateful trip to London, the one that was supposed to set her on the right road to a new and rewarding career in forensic archaeology. It had been the biggest fiasco of her life. Now, with the help of the accomplished lawyer who’d been her longtime friend, she was desperately trying to get back what little she could of the life she’d known before.

It was beginning to seem like the process itself would consume her.

Tom’s voice resurfaced in her consciousness. “A lot of those professional and employment rights were suspended during the first wave,” Tom explained, “and the cases with potential to set precedent still haven’t worked their way through the courts. But no one’s pulling out of the class-action suit yet, so I’d advise you to stay in. We’ll keep trying for an individual reinstatement of your license. Whichever comes first, we don’t care. The ultimate goal is to get you back in practice, however we have to do it.”

“Jesus, Tom, we have a Bill of Rights, a Constitution.…”

“I know. Everyone knows. Don’t ask me how we all forgot those things.”

“Isn’t that why we elect representatives, to stay on top of this stuff?”

“Your representative already said she couldn’t do a thing for you. And it’s a well-established precedent that in times of national emergency, the government has a broad mandate to do what’s necessary to ‘maintain order,’ whatever that means.”

“The emergency’s over. The scanners are gone, the isolation wards have been dismantled.…”

“I know.” He paused for a contemplative moment that seemed more weighted than it ought to have been. “At least they mostly have.” Then he added, “But I still wouldn’t be looking for those rights to be restored anytime soon.”

“Why not, for God’s sake?”

“I’ve had this discussion more often than I’d like,” he said in a resigned tone of voice. “It never comes out any better. Word is that there’s pretty strong resistance to putting things back the way they were before—especially among the powers-that-be. They like things restricted. Remember what happened when they tried to get Big Dattie dismantled?”

It had been an almost laughable exercise in futility, when a coalition of concerned civil liberties groups pooled their talents and resources and sued for the destruction of the universal genetic database that had grown slowly over the years before the DNA code of ethics was established and reached its full flower during the first Outbreak. It was out there on some monstrous server, with its insidious and dangerous data, a constant reminder that nothing was truly private anymore. On balance, the proponents of keeping it intact had argued, it’s more beneficial than harmful. And the disease counters, they claimed, were absolutely necessary. Opponents had reacted with a flurry of flag-waving and proprivacy rhetoric, with which Janie actually found herself in tentative agreement. And diseases could be counted in other, less invasive, ways they’d put forth. Janie recalled her stunned disbelief at how quickly the Supreme Court had reached its decision in that case, and the surprising stab of fear she’d felt on hearing that they’d found the database a necessary evil, and had let it stand.

“You must hear all this stuff hot off the presses,” she said.

“Most of it never makes it to the presses.”

He’d become an expert in medical law many years before, long in advance of the abrupt rise in demand for his specialty in the wake of all the confusing changes the Outbreaks had wrought. He’d lawyered his way through the first wave as a champion to the isolated, the quarantined, the shunned. Tom’s practice had boomed in the calmer aftermath, and he’d tucked a lot of potential alliances away in some mental back pocket, into which Janie knew he would have no fear of reaching should it become necessary. He maintained skirting contact with groups who were looking for the Outbreaks’ DR SAM, the beastly disease, to slouch toward the United States for reincarnation, despite the vehement and continued pooh-poohing of those who ought to have known better. It would do as it would, despite the best intentions of the medical establishment, and continued efforts to eradicate it. First time around, after a protracted reign of terror, it had finally departed of its own whimsical accord, leaving in its wake a plethora of bewildered and mortified health professionals.

Not to mention dead ones.

“So,” she said wearily, “what do you think I should do?”

“Right now? Absolutely nothing.”

“Tom, I—”

“I know,” he interrupted her, “it’s against your religion to be patient. Unfortunately, your options are pretty slim. Patience is still the best one.”

He’d already told her that she should expect her application for reinstatement to neurology to be denied, so this phone call was really only a confirmation. Still, it was frustrating. “Good Lord,” she said. It sounded too much like whining to her. “Everything in my life is on hold. I don’t know how I’m going to stay patient for much longer.”

“What else can you do, Janie? Pestering these people isn’t going to help. They’re up to their necks in applications. In fact, I’d wait about six months before you reapply.”

“I don’t want to wait that long. Not unless I absolutely have to.”

“Well, I think you do absolutely have to, unless your current circumstances change dramatically. The only way we’re going to get you back in business right now is if you have some unique specialty—like repairing optic nerves or reversing certain kinds of brain damage—or something equally impossible.”

“Twenty years of training and practice aren’t enough?”

“Apparently not. Forgive me, I know this sounds awful. But according to government figures, there are more nonspecialized neurologists than necessary for current population levels. If a few more of you had croaked during the Outbreaks, then it would be a different story, maybe. Now, if you were willing to do infectious diseases …”

“Don’t go there, Tom.…”

“I’m only saying that it’s a wide-open specialty and a quick retrain, so if you really want to practice medicine, it’s something to con—”

“No. Not now, not ever.”

“Your talent could be used there, Janie.”

A guilty pause. “I know. But I just can’t.”

“Okay, then you’re going to have to be content with doing research at the foundation for a little while longer. Until a few of the old guys die off. Or things lighten up. Then we’ll try again.”

She sighed in deep disappointment. “This stinks.”

“I know. But at least you’re working.”

“If you can call it that. I hate my job. It’s like being someone’s secretary. All I do is detail work.”

He managed a little laugh. “Well, you could always do forensic archaeology.”

“This from the guy who doesn’t want me to dig.” She closed her eyes and rubbed her tightening forehead. “Any news from Immigration?”

“Sorry, no,” Tom said. “Do you want me to call Bruce and tell him?”

“No. I was going to call tomorrow, anyway. If it were good news, I’d call today. But bad news can wait.”

She took off her gardening gloves and dropped them into her tool bin, but before going into her house Janie stood in the garage next to the venerable but beat-looking Volvo she’d bought shiny and new a thousand years before. In the oddly comforting presence of the familiar car, she rubbed her palm for a moment, daydreaming of easier times. She could no longer find the tiny implant in the flesh pad below her thumb; not even the slightest lump remained. The actual chip, as promised by the immigration officer in Boston—You won’t even know it’s there in a day or two, he’d said—had been sucked up as a nutrient by the surrounding cells, but not until its electronic data had been absorbed into her flesh. It was a legally mandated physical insult, approaching universal application, necessitated by the artful work of some criminal genius who’d hacked into the appropriate server and, with a few well-placed lines of code, dispatched cornea and palm print identification to the heaven reserved for archaic, useless technologies.

But as time passed, she’d allowed her personal distaste for electronic intrusion to wear down, because it was incredibly convenient to have an instant identity, and as long as she maintained a good credit rating she could do almost anything she needed to do with a simple swipe of the hand. But she’d felt none of the first-library-card pride that accompanied the issuance of her Social Security number and driver’s license, back in the paper days. Instead, after they’d blown the chip into her palm, she’d stared in quiet horror at the little red mark and longed painfully for the twentieth century.

It was the final straw in her problem-ridden reentry from England to the United States, which was highlighted by the visa rejection of the man she intended to marry when they were settled on her side of the big pond, because someone in London thought he needed a talking-to about a certain bio-incident that had occurred in the institute where he did his research.

But it had been a mishap in the course of Janie’s research on London soil samples that had brought about the near catastrophe, a project that had nothing to do with Bruce except that he worked in the facility where the chemical analysis of the samples was to be performed. He’d been something of an innocent bystander, caught up in the intrigue when he began to care about Janie, the woman at the center of it, and he quickly became the one who helped her when she found herself in trouble. Accompanied by her assistant, and all dressed up in burglar’s garb on a dark night, she’d stolen a small sample of soil from a certain piece of property, against the wishes of the property’s caretaker. And in the dirt they dug up, there had been a small piece of decaying fabric, on whose fibers was embedded a sporified bacterium, an archaic bacterium whose present-day form was rather substantially mutated. At first, no one recognized it for what it was. It had been reborn in a lab accident, and revealed itself to be Yersinia pestis.…

 … the causative agent of bubonic plague. It promptly picked up a passing plasmid and became a monster.

With a frantic effort, she and Bruce and her assistant, Caroline, had managed to contain Y. pestis when it started to reproduce, at a rate that promised to make up for its six-hundred-year interment. To their eternal horror, a few people had succumbed to it, though in consideration of this particular bacterium’s history it was a miraculously low number. Caroline had become so ill herself that she nearly died.

And through the skill and cleverness of Bruce’s efforts, Janie had somehow escaped scrutiny for the incident, though in truth she’d been far more heavily involved than he had been.

The memory of it all put her in a momentary daze as scenes of yore drifted in and out; she tried to will them all back into the underlayer of her consciousness, but they kept clawing their way back to the surface. She let her glance drift over to the corner of the garage where the research tools she’d brought back with her were now stored, in their well-traveled canvas bag, and wondered if they were beginning to rust inside it.

Get rid of them, she told herself. But she’d tried before, and couldn’t seem to do it. They were a direct connection to something she wasn’t ready to break away from, and they’d turned out to be a fortunate distraction in the reentry process, enabling her to slip through an even more unusual item that might otherwise have attracted attention.

Too bad I couldn’t have wrapped Bruce in laundry and tucked him into my suitcase next to the journal.…

 … the journal that held the secrets of an ancient physician, whose determination and skill had shown Janie the light when all seemed impossibly dark.

She sighed, and shook her head from side to side. It would be so much easier if I could just be doing some work that means something again.…

A unique specialty, Tom had said.

Is there anything unique left in this world? she wondered dismally. She left the daydream and went into the house.

There were reams of “government figures” in the universal genetic database, including, after years of laborious data entry, the complete genome of nearly every U.S. citizen, and when Janie sat before a computer as she did now, considering a trip inside, she always ended up feeling confused and overwhelmed.

Get over it, her supervisor at the New Alchemy Foundation had told her. It’s just part of your job.

It was, and she was familiar with the techniques involved in collecting, sorting, and evaluating data, but the database into which she was about to make an entry could be a scary, forbidding place, if only for its size. Her feelings about its existence changed from day to day. One minute it seemed a wonderland, ripe for exploration, the next a wasteland to be trudged through in protective mind-gear. And every time she went inside it Janie felt like a trespasser, an outsider, someone who had no right to be there. It was a sentiment encouraged by the opening screen of the operating system, which did not say Welcome to Big Dattie, come right in, but rather:

STOP! YOU HAVE REQUESTED ENTRY INTO A SECURE DATABASE. PLEASE FOLLOW ALL SUBSEQUENT ON-SCREEN INSTRUCTIONS EXACTLY. FAILURE TO DO SO MAY RESULT IN IMMEDIATE DISCONNECTION AND REVOCATION OF FUTURE ENTRY PRIVILEGES. THIS VISIT WILL BE RECORDED IN ITS ENTIRETY.

Someday, she thought, I’ll be brave enough to waltz in there and just float around looking at stuff, with no particular place to go … but this would not be the day. Janie did precisely as she was instructed, nothing more or less, initializing the required commands with cold precision. She placed her right hand with its invisible but always detectable electronic code on the flat surface of the computer screen and waited for the sensor to process it. And somewhere, deep in the bowels of Big Dattie, she envisioned certain tickers going up one notch, the ones having to do with overeducated middle-aged white females of mid to high income who worked for the New Alchemy Foundation and were searching for information from the particular computer she happened to be using. Someone would find this information germane, at some time. But Janie didn’t want to meet that person. Ever.

The screen came up yellow—too happy a background color for the stern text being displayed. She was prompted by a beep to choose a route into the database, so she touched an entry point on the screen and waited, engaging in silent self-amusement as her search was directed down this demographic data path and that. Speeding south on Boy Boulevard, cutting over onto Route 13, turning left on White Street. It would have been so much more efficient just to type in the name of the boy in question, Abraham Prives, but there was something about being so direct that Janie found unsavory, almost assaultive.

Because if someone just entered her name into the database and got all the information she was about to request, it would absolutely frost her. Of course, someone surely had, perhaps many people had, for reasons she would find disturbing. But she didn’t wish to dwell on that.

C’est la vie, she forced herself to think. But just once, if I could just let myself be a bad girl …

Abraham Prives—the name flashed on successive screens as his data file was compiled. How cold and impersonal it all looked as it stacked itself electronically. Janie touched the screen when a photographic image of him came up, to pause the progress. She saw a still photo of a sweet-looking boy who might have been ten or eleven when he’d smiled for the camera. The large brown eyes hinted at intelligence, but there was a certain reticence in them. Janie wondered if Abraham was perhaps a bit shy.

Yet he was not so shy that he wouldn’t play a team sport. Janie was reviewing his file in the first place because he’d had an accident while playing soccer, a simple collision with another player that somehow resulted in Abraham lying flat and immobile in a hospital bed at Jameson Memorial Hospital, with two vertebrae shattered into splinters like a dropped crystal wineglass. The shards of bone had caused hideous damage to his spinal column. It was a puzzling and incongruous injury, considering the common nature of the accident itself, and that abnormality had prompted someone from the Jameson Trauma receiving area to contact the New Alchemy Foundation, where Janie worked as a research associate.

The file would be transferred to her data dump at the foundation, where she would later retrieve and examine it in unhurried detail. But before doing so and closing out of Big Dattie’s operating system, she took a brief cruise through the information on Abraham, in the hope of forming a more complete idea about him. The database told her that he was in the ninety-fourth intelligence percentile, fully immunized, that his father had died in the Outbreaks but his mother had survived. He played sports and studied Russian in school. A nice, well-rounded, post-Outbreak thirteen-year-old.

He’d broken a bone before—his wrist, the previous year. It had been a messy break, one that confounded his orthopedist and then took an inordinately long time to heal. The orthopedist had tested him for osteogenesis imperfecta, a long shot—but that rare bone disorder usually surfaced shortly after birth, and Abraham’s results were, as expected, negative.

The boy had been back on the soccer field for only a month when the spinal tragedy struck.

He went down like a sack of potatoes and he couldn’t move anything, the coach had told her when she contacted him. I just don’t understand.…

Janie did understand, especially the sack of potatoes part. The bad news is … she thought as she pressed the screen icon that would transfer the file to her computer.

On her list of Abraham Prives things-to-do was to speak with the person at Jameson who’d initially called the foundation. But when she’d asked around at the hospital for the person’s name, no one at Jameson seemed to know him. She decided her supervisor must have remembered it incorrectly, and was annoyed with him, not an unusual state in their strained relationship. But it didn’t matter in the long run who’d called—just that the call had been made. She was not in the business of shooting messengers.

Before closing out of Big Dattie, she looked at the messengers of doom—the disease counters—and experienced a great longing to shoot them. It was pretty much what she expected—tuberculosis was down slightly, pneumonia up just a tad, HIV, as always, insidiously rising. But when she moved down the list to DR SAM, Big Dattie advised her that the counter for that particular disease was temporarily disabled.

It always came down to money. That much hadn’t changed, and probably never would.

“Look, it’s an interesting case, and I understand your eagerness to take it on, but I don’t have the budget,” Chester Malin said.

“Then why did you send me over there?”

“Somebody called, remember? What was I going to do, just ignore it? We have to look at these potential candidates. But we don’t have to decide to take them.”

Janie often wondered how this man had become a supervisor. Now he crossed his arms over his ample belly and tipped his chair back so it balanced on two legs. As always, the sleeves of his shirt were rolled up, revealing hairy forearms, one of which sported a tattoo of crossed guns. Monkey Man, his coworkers had nicknamed him behind his back, a moniker he unknowingly encouraged by scratching his dry scalp with one hand when he was thinking about something.

And though he’d come on to her on more than one occasion, he was a charter member of Janie’s personal Last Man on Earth Club.

She tried to ignore his oddities—there was too much convincing to be done. “Oh, come on, Chet—someone thought this case would fit the profile. And I had a call yesterday from Northern Hospital in Boston that I haven’t followed up on yet, but it sounds similar. These kids both have such clear spinal involvement that we almost have to include them in our project—or someone’s going to ask why we didn’t. We might get accused of trying to skew the results. And two cases—doesn’t that seem a little odd? What if we have an emerging disease here? Think what that would mean for this place. The reputation enhancement would be just incred—”

“It’s not an emerging disease,” he said sharply. “From what I saw in the viewer, it’s just a particularly nasty broken back. Maybe his soccer coach is trying to cover his own ass for letting the kid get in a dangerous situation.”

“I called a couple of people who saw it happen—the coach gave me their names. And they confirmed what he told me—that it wasn’t a rough collision, or anything out of the ordinary. Apparently it was the kind of thing where the kids usually get up and brush themselves off and keep playing. Which is what the other player did. But not the Prives boy. I just wonder why.”

“Well, I hate to tell you this, but you’re not going to find out. It’ll cost too much money.”

“For an opportunity like this there must be some contingency funding—and we’re already giving expensive care to the current project participants—one more certainly isn’t going to be noticed.”

“Are you kidding?” he said. “Those are eagles roosting upstairs, not chickadees. They notice everything.”

She frowned. “So you don’t think they’ll go for it?”

“No. I don’t.”

“And you won’t support me.”

“Not unless you can give me a much better reason to, no.”

As Janie was leaving his office in a huff, Chet opened up the personnel program on his computer. He tapped in a few words and closed it again.

She hadn’t seen her former academic advisor in a few months, and Janie was surprised when she called John Sandhaus to find that he’d moved from his spacious house on the outskirts of town to the residence apartment in one of the dormitories at the nearby university.

“Hey,” he said with a smile when she came in the door, “it’s great to see you.”

“Yeah,” Janie said, hugging him. “We need to be more careful about staying in touch.”

“You’re right,” he said. “My life just keeps going by faster and faster, it seems.”

“I know the feeling.” She gestured around his apartment. “But this is all new for you.”

“I’m getting used to it,” he said. “I think I might actually like it. Cathy does, at least. I was looking out the window one day last fall, watching the leaves come down,” he said, “and it hit me like a ton of bricks: I’ve probably spent six months of my life raking leaves. And it was in that exact moment that I realized I couldn’t rake another one. Ever. Falling leaves became the symbol of my entrapment in the rigid behaviors of modern society. And I, the human schmuck, was spending a lot of time trying to make nature behave. So we moved. And now we have a built-in supply of baby-sitters, guaranteed to self-renew every September.”

“And a steady flow of beer-sodden adolescents, also guaranteed to self-renew. Problem is, you won’t be able to spank them.”

“Yeah? Watch me. But it’s been okay so far. We’re liking it. I probably wouldn’t have taken a spot in one of the new dorms—too sterile. This one’s nice, though. Reminds me of an apartment building I used to live in when we were in Cambridge. And the rent is right, that’s for sure.”

“You got a decent price on
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