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			There’s no doubt about this one . . .

			To my own Muse and live-in Daemon, Denise
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			Camille Kenny

			Today

			THE BENT CALLIOPE REEKED of spilled beer and desperate egos. The aromatic combination spilled out of the open door, past the bouncer, and onto Rivington Street, wrapping insistent arms around Camille and shepherding her toward the tavern.

			“Hey, Ink!” she called to the bouncer, sitting with one ample ass cheek on a rickety barstool to the side of the entrance as he texted on his phone. “Warm enough for you?”

			Ink’s pear-shaped body leaned back against pallid bricks. The yellow tubes of the Bent Calliope’s neon sign glowed above him, lending the man the sickly pallor of the living dead. The hue didn’t manage to make his thinning hair, too-wide features, or the poorly-drawn tattoos crawling his arms and emerging from the frayed collar of his plain white tee appear any more attractive. “Too warm,” he answered, glancing up from the phone. “Better out here than in there, though.” There was no ambition burning inside Ink at all; he had been sitting on the same stool the first night Camille wandered into the Bent Calliope a year ago; she suspected he would still be there, growing steadily older, heavier, and more sedentary, long after she left.

			“I hope the beer’s cold, at least.”

			“When you find out, let me know.” He nodded his head toward the door. The white noise of a dozen simultaneous conversations drifted through the rumble of two-decade-old, stale music. “Half your crowd’s in there already.” There was a subtle, possessive emphasis on the “your.”

			“Thanks, Ink.”

			Camille entered the Bent Calliope largely unnoticed as she passed through the crowd, one of the advantages of being significantly shorter than most people. Her group was there, as Ink had said: in the rear corner farthest from the jukebox speakers, where one could nearly carry on a conversation without shouting. Through the shifting forest of bodies, Camille glimpsed Morris’ shaved head gleaming in the fluorescent lights, his dark skin beaded with sweat. Despite an early May heat wave, the Bent Calliope’s proprietors had yet to turn on the air-conditioning. Morris seemed to be gesturing to someone to his left—probably Mercedes, who was also one of the regulars.

			Camille could feel their pull, an almost physical tug in her head as if emerald ropes were snaking out from them to her, lashing around her and pulling her toward them, and yet . . .

			There was someone else here. Someone whose pull was noticeably stronger.

			Close to the polished, glass-ringed bar, Camille stopped. A man sat on one of the stools, his left hand cradling a pint glass. He was the source. He stared at her; when she glanced at him, the sense of instant connection made her inhale. A green aura hung around him, so bright that she wondered that none of the customers could see it. As their gazes met, he looked away quickly, guiltily. Camille continued to study him as he pretended to be looking at his foam-smeared glass. She could see the glimmer of a gold ring on his left hand, and her mouth tightened. Well, there’s a problem . . . Camille sidled up to the bar near him, taking a stool that had just been vacated. “Hey, Tom,” she called out to one of the bartenders. “A pint, please.” She set a five down on the bar top.

			As Tom placed the glass under the Guinness tap, Camille noticed that the man was watching her again, this time via the mirror behind the bar. She could see her reflection also: a woman most people would guess to be in her early-to-mid-twenties; wavy, auburn hair settling just below her shoulders; large green eyes; petite enough that she sometimes still found herself being carded. Again, when he realized she had noticed his attention, he turned back to his glass once more. The feeling of connection remained, the sense of needing to know who he was, what he was. Inviting tendrils the color of spring grass slid from him toward her and she wanted to touch them and taste them, but she did not. She watched and she wondered: he was a painter, she had almost decided when Tom set the Guinness in front of her, curtains of light-brown foam still falling from the head into the darkness of the stout. She let the drink settle. She felt the stranger’s intention in the moment before he moved, frowning a bit as he slid from his barstool, circling behind the two other patrons between them. She could feel him at her back, a pressure all along her spine. He enveloped her in his unseen radiance, and it was nearly too much to bear.

			She waited, taking a slow sip of the Guinness and licking the foam from her lips. When he still didn’t say anything, she turned slowly on the stool. His hair was a sandy brown and longish, scraggly enough that it looked like it had been months since it had last been cut. Strands frothed around the collar of a blue sweater over an oxford shirt; the sweater was rumpled, as if he just pulled it out of an overstuffed drawer and put it on. He had the build of a runner. His height was perhaps six feet or an inch or so taller. She held his gaze for a moment: his eyes were that shade that might be a light blue, a pale green, or even a dappled gray depending on the light, and she liked the faint crinkles at their corners, which told her that he smiled a lot.

			She glanced significantly at his left hand. “You’re supposed to take that off first,” she told him. “Though the white line would still be a dead giveaway. Women know to look for it.”

			She was pleased to see him flush, and more pleased to see that he made no attempt to cover the ring with his other hand or put it behind his back—though he did glance at her own unadorned left hand. Instead, he held up his hand as if seeing the ring for the first time himself. No, not a painter, or there’d be pigment under those fingernails . . . Maybe a writer? “That’s not why—” he began, then shook his head. She found she liked his voice, too: a warm, easy baritone.

			Why are they always already married? It just makes things complicated. There was no answer to that. There never was.

			He gave a long exhalation that sounded more like a sigh. “Look, umm, jeez . . . I don’t really know how to say this. It’s just . . .”

			Camille found that she was smiling in spite of her reservations; his smile in return deepened the lines around his eyes: a genuine smile, an inviting one. “It’s just . . . ?” she prompted.

			Another exhalation. “I’m a photographer—a professional. That’s how I make my living. I was wondering . . . Have you ever modeled before?”

			“If that’s a pickup line, Mr. Married Photographer, I have to tell you that it’s really beyond lame.”

			He was shaking his head before she finished. “No, no,” he said hurriedly. “It’s . . . well, you have an interesting face—and an interesting accent, too, I have to say. What is that? French?”

			“French by way of Italy and other places a long time ago—though I’ll give you credit; most people don’t notice it anymore. And, yes, I’ve sat as an artist’s model if that’s your question,” she answered flatly. “And I don’t do porn,” she added. “Hard or soft core.”

			Another headshake. His eyes widened. “Umm . . . Good. I don’t either.”

			“So there are no nudes in your portfolio?”

			The color was still in his cheeks. “Well, yes. A few. The human body’s beautiful—which is, I know,” he said hurriedly, “what every erotic photographer says. But I don’t do anything prurient. At least, not to my mind.”

			“And I’ll bet all those nudes are female?” He didn’t need to answer; she saw the answer in his face. “Uh-huh.” Camille took another sip of the Guinness. You should get up and walk away. Go back to the ones you’ve already chosen. You don’t need this one, even if his green heart is so interesting. Are you truly ready for what that would mean? Are you willing to take the chance of fouling up what you’re here to do? The tendrils of his soul-heart slid around her, enticing. She felt, also, the dangerous blue strands within it. But knowing what she should do didn’t seem to matter. She didn’t move to leave, stroking the rim of her glass. “So you do art, not wedding shots and not porn.” She already knew the answer; she would never have stayed otherwise, would never have talked to him. She would never have noticed him if it were any other way. The connection would not have been there.

			“Pretty much. Along with some commercial stuff now and then to pay the bills.”

			“New York’s full of people who call themselves photographers,” she said. “The city’s positively stuffed with them.”

			“I’m different.”

			“Of course you are.”

			He reached into the pocket of his jeans, pulling out a small flash drive, handing it to her. A name—David Treadway—was screened onto the black plastic in bright yellow letters, along with an address, e-mail, and cell phone number. “My business card and portfolio,” he told her. “Why don’t you take a look at the sample shots on the drive? If you like them, and if you’re interested, give me a call.”

			She held up the drive. “I know your name now, David. Aren’t you supposed to ask for mine?”

			“Give it to me when you call.”

			“When? Not if?”

			“I’m figuring you’ll like the shots,” he said. His smile appeared again, a flash of teeth and a crinkling of his eyes. The color of his aura deepened, and with it the feeling of connection, of needing to know this person, became more urgent inside her. Strange colors rode in the emerald, colors she’d seen only a few times before, and that scared her more than the fullness of the energy. “Look, I have to be going,” David said. “I really hope you like what you see.” He nodded toward the flash drive. “Give me a call. Or e-mail me. I’m serious; I’d be interested in working with you. I can’t pay you much, but there’d be something in it for you.”

			He hesitated, shifting his weight from one leg to the other. She put the flash drive in the pocket of her jeans. “I’ll look at it,” she told him. “From there, we’ll see. Is that good enough?”

			“Sure. I’m fine with that.” He was staring at her, as if he were trying to memorize the lines of her face.

			“You have to go,” she reminded him.

			“Yeah, right.” He favored her with another smile. Yes, the lines at the corners of his eyes folded nicely. “Talk to you soon, I hope.”

			This time he did turn, sliding between the people behind him and heading toward the door. She watched David as he opened the door of the Bent Calliope and nodded to Ink; she felt him leaving as well—the creative energy, the potential bottled inside him, the connection, his soul-heart—until the door closed again. She touched the pocket of her jeans, feeling the lump of the thumb drive under the cloth, touching it the way she often touched the pendant around her neck, stroking it as if for reassurance. “Damn it,” she whispered aloud. “I don’t need this. Not again. Not now.”

			Now that he’d left, she could again sense the others in the back of the room; they’d been lost in his larger wave. She took her glass from the bar, leaving the change Tom had put on the bar top, and threaded her way through the crowd. She slowed as she approached the group, though. Their energy illuminated the air, like a sun shining through forest leaves, light just beyond the range of the visible, and she could bathe in it and take it in. It would nourish her. Yet . . .

			Morris would be talking about his latest project—something properly avant-garde and inaccessible, like the video of his ice sculpture melting in real time that had garnered him some interest in The Times last year. Rashawn’s forearms would be spattered with paint from her current work. Kevin’s hands would be restlessly drumming on his thighs as he sat, as if part of his mind were still attached to the drum kit back in his apartment. Mercedes would be sitting silent and listening, watching, and imagining each of them as a character in her novel. And Joe . . . And James . . .

			Artists all. Creators all. And when Camille arrived, they would all turn to her—smiling or dour or somber—and they would all want to talk to her, to pull at her mind, to ask her opinion, to tell her what they were doing . . .

			To take what she had to give them.

			“Her crowd,” as Ink called them. Her entourage. Her lovers, many of them. The ones who fed on her, and she on them in return.

			Camille’s forefinger traced the outline of the thumb drive through her jeans. “Fuck,” she said.

			She turned, set her half-full pint on the nearest table, and left the bar.

			 * * * 

			She took the thumb drive out of her pocket and inserted it into the side of her laptop. A few seconds later, the icon showed on her desktop: “David Treadway—portfolio” underneath it. She double-clicked on the icon, then on the first file in the window that opened.

			An urban landscape wrapped in snow filled her screen: the side of a tumbledown tenement building dark against a pristine white blanket. She found herself nodding immediately at the composition, the way that a shadow led the eye toward the lee of the building where a figure huddled, hands shoved into the pockets of a ragged overcoat, the blue trim the only bright color in an otherwise monochrome painting. The man’s face was grizzled and his eyes were slitted, as if the light reflecting up from the sunlit snow pained him. The figure was sized perfectly in the landscape: large enough that the canyoned face could tug at the viewer’s emotions, yet not so large that he dominated the photograph. She thought perhaps the photo had been taken somewhere in the Bronx.

			A moment of poetry seized and frozen by the lens: Camille pressed her lips together and opened the next file.

			Black and white, this one: two wild mushrooms caught in strong chiaroscuro, the light molding their forms beautifully, with another gorgeous composition that held the eye. But what stopped the photo from being just a nearly abstract composition was the shadow of a hand, as if some unseen observer was about to snatch away one of the mushrooms. It gave the photograph a tension it wouldn’t have otherwise had. The composition reminded Camille of the sterile arrangements by Edward Weston of seashells and landscapes: beautiful composed and technically spectacular. Weston’s work had always struck her as aesthetically accomplished but somehow passionless and empty, lacking the “something” that had made his friend and contemporary Ansel Adams a genius behind the viewfinder and in the darkroom. Still, Camille had to admit that even Weston had discovered emotion when he found Charis and started photographing her. . . .

			Camille shook her head to rid it of the memories and looked again at David’s photograph.

			This . . . This had a humanity and emotion that Weston’s still lifes often missed, and again Camille felt the pull she’d noticed in the Bent Calliope. She stared at the photo for a few moments more before clicking on the next file.

			Black and white again, but a portrait this time: a woman sitting on a chair and staring directly into the camera. The background was in deep shadow, with light coming from the left, enough to the side that her light brown hair cast fine shadows over the hollow of her cheeks. It was the expression in her eyes and the pressure around her lips that caught Camille: a defiance, almost, as if she were daring the photographer to take the picture, or if she were defying the viewer to judge her. The way her hands grasped the arms of the wooden chair increased the tension in the portrait: she looked as if she were about to rise from the seat, perhaps in irritation, perhaps in actual anger. The woman wasn’t classically beautiful, but there was a delicate attractiveness to her features, even with the severity with which she stared back at the viewer.

			Camille wondered if this were just a model he’d happened upon, or if perhaps this was the wife.

			She glanced at the rest of the pictures, which confirmed her initial impression: David Treadway had the nascent talent. He had a vision for someone to mold and bring forth. That she could bring forth.

			The question was: did she want to do it, yet again? Did she need to do it? Did she dare? That’s not why you came here. You’re here to find Nicolas and take care of that problem. Once that’s accomplished, you can think about someone like David.

			She dragged the folder from the thumb drive onto her desktop and watched the progress bar as it copied the files onto her hard drive. She ejected the thumb drive and pulled it from the USB port. She turned it over in her fingers, looking at the name and the phone number, while her left hand stroked the pendant under her blouse.

			She fished her cell phone from her purse. This is a mistake. If you do this, then you risk having Nicolas find you before you’re prepared. You know he’s here in the city; you can’t let him slip away and you can’t let him turn on you. He’ll know. He’ll feel your presence here and you’ll turn from hunter into hunted.

			It’s a mistake I’ve made a dozen times now, and maybe I’ll make it a dozen more times, she told the scolding interior voice. Maybe I have no choice. Besides, if this causes Nicolas to show himself, then I can take care of him, once and for all. Taking a long breath, she dialed the number printed on the thumb drive. She heard a ring, and another, and another. A mistake . . . She started to press the “End Call” button when she heard someone pick up. If it had been a female voice, she would have ended the call immediately.

			“Hello?” she heard David say quizzically. There was noise in the background, muffled music and loud voices. She wondered if he was at a party—was that why he’d left in such a rush?

			“You really have a wonderful eye for composition,” she said. “I just have one question: do you still want to know my name?”

			There was silence for a few breaths, then: “Oh! The Bent Calliope, right? The ginger with the interesting face and the attitude.” He was pleased; she could hear it in his voice. She still liked the sound of him, though. She could feel the baritone tugging at her through the tinny speaker of the phone. “You’ve already looked at my portfolio?” The artist: always looking for reassurance that they actually possessed some talent.

			“Yes. As I said, you have an eye for composition, though I suspect you also know your way around Photoshop.”

			“C’mon, Photoshop’s just a tool,” he answered. “No worse than using any of the old darkroom tricks of dodging and burning. It’s no substitute for . . .” He stopped.

			“. . . for artistic vision?” she supplied.

			She could almost hear his shrug. “Yeah. I guess. If you want to call it that.”

			She laughed at his effort at modesty. “My name’s Camille. Camille Kenny. And now you have my number, too. It sounds like you’re busy right now, so let’s talk tomorrow.”

			“So I can photograph you?”

			“I don’t know yet. But we can talk about it, at least.”

			“I’d like that.” In the background, Camille heard a woman ask him distantly: “Who are you talking to?” She heard the sound of his thumb muffling his response. A mistake . . .

			“Look,” he said finally, “yes, I’d like to meet with you . . .”

			“Tomorrow,” she said quickly, before she could change her mind, before the doubting voice could convince her that this was wrong. “You know Annie’s, half a block east of the Bent Calliope? I’ll buy your lunch. 1:00.”

			A pause. She imagined him surreptitiously glancing at his wife. “Sounds good. I’ll be there.”

			 * * * 

			That morning, before she met David, Camille was doing what she’d done every morning, in different locations, for a year.

			Her butt cheeks were sore from sitting on the concrete planter, and she was worried because the security guard kept glancing at her from behind his desk at the hospital’s employee entrance. She touched the pendant she wore under her blouse, as she often did when she was nervous, then burrowed for the remnants of her bagel in the paper bag she was carrying, pretending to watch the pigeons in the little plaza rather than the stream of nurses and doctors entering Beth Israel Hospital.

			So far she hadn’t seen Nicolas, though that meant little. The Finding spell she’d placed within her pendant that morning echoed faintly around the building, so she was confident he’d been here, and not that long ago. Maybe he wasn’t a doctor or nurse; maybe this wasn’t his duty time; maybe he was working at some other hospital and had just stopped by here; maybe he wasn’t in any of the hospitals at all and had taken on some other identity and profession.

			Maybe her guesses and her research and her spells were simply wrong.

			But he was here in the city. She was certain of that. The spate of recent mysterious deaths—the so-called “Black Fire murders,” both female and male bodies that had been found charred beyond recognition by some unknown heat that had consumed them without touching anything around them—all said so, the Tarot cards said so, her intuition said so. She could feel his involvement.

			Nicolas was here; once she found him, she would kill him.

			The security guard pushed his chair away from the desk. He was staring at her, and she saw him speak briefly into the microphone attached to his uniform, his gaze still on her. Camille gathered up her paper bag and slid down from the planter. She started walking slowly away before the guard could leave the building, pretending that she’d never noticed his attention. She didn’t want to be stopped, not with the Smith & Wesson Ladysmith .38 revolver that was snuggled in her purse. She had a carry permit, but questions could be embarrassing.

			Another wasted morning.

			She hoped her lunch with David wouldn’t be similarly wasted.

			As she walked, she slid her cell phone from its pocket in her purse and hit speed dial 8. The phone rang four times and she was about to give up when she heard the clatter of the receiver and a gruff voice on the other end: “Bob Walters.”

			She’d hired Walters a week ago in semi-frustration at her inability to track down Nicolas. New York City was simply too big, too vast for her.

			She gave Walters copies of the few photographs she had of Nicolas. He looked at them with a raised eyebrow. “These look old,” he said. “Like this one . . .” A thick forefinger pinned one of the prints to his cluttered desk. A wastebasket seemed to have been upturned over the desk: papers were scattered everywhere, there were at least three Styrofoam coffee cups, each with black sludge at the bottom, and scribbled Post-It notes were stuck on every available inch of his grimy computer monitor’s sides. The investigator himself appeared to have neither slept nor shaved in the last week, and to be running entirely on caffeine. The overstuffed file cabinet behind him looked ready to explode at any moment. “This photo is WWII vintage—the clothing and everything,” Walters told her. “In fact, that uniform collar looks Nazi. How old is this guy?”

			“He’s in his mid-to-late twenties,” Camille told him. “But he’ll look exactly like that man—at least in the face.”

			“So he’ll look exactly like this guy from over seven decades ago.” He made the statement slowly, with a droll lift of his eyebrows. Walters was a retired police detective who had gone into the PI business, and hard luck and decades on the force had carved deep lines in his stubbled face, made his brown eyes weary with sagging, dark bags underneath, and scrubbed away most of his gray, coarse hair, though it hadn’t managed to touch the sympathy she saw in his eyes. He looked to be somewhere in his late fifties and was nearly a cliché; all he needed was a dangling cigarette and a half-filled tumbler of cheap scotch, and he could have walked out of a Raymond Chandler story. There was a green soul-heart in him, also, deeply buried and small, but pulsing: it was the reason that Camille had felt comfortable with him. Camille wondered what creativity drove it, what aspirations or avocations the man might have that he kept so well masked. “You give me his grandfather’s photo, and you don’t have a name for me, either?”

			She laughed at that. “He changes names like you change your underwear,” Camille said. Walters displayed his false teeth in what looked more like a smirk than a smile.

			“No need to get personal, young lady,” he answered. “Look, I’ll be honest. I’m not exactly cheap, and I think you’re wasting your money with this. You give me a bunch of old photographs and say your guy looks like this, and he might be a doc or might not be, but wherever he is, people are likely to have died.” Walters sighed. “This is New York,” he said. “People die here all the time. And there are more than eight million people in the city. That’s a lot of haystack for your little needle who doesn’t have a name or a location, or even a decent photo.”

			“I know,” she told him. “But he’s here. I’m certain of that, and I need to find him.” Walters didn’t ask why she was so certain, for which she was grateful. She doubted that hearing that the Tarot array she’d laid out every night for the last two months and the spells she’d cast had told her that, or that she was certain that the current serial killings around the city were Nicolas’ doing. “He likes to hurt people, and I’m the only one who can stop him,” she told him instead.

			And I need to find him before he finds me. That’s the race we always have, she thought.

			“And you’re the only one who can stop him.” He sighed. “All right, Ms. Kenny. It’s your dime. I’ll make copies of these and put it out to people I know. They’ll flash it around the hospitals, and I’ll check with my old contacts on the force for any new murders that look strange. And what are you going to do if I find him? How are you planning to stop him?”

			To that question, she wasn’t willing to give Walters an answer. She only smiled. “Find him first,” she said. “Then we’ll see . . .”

			That conversation had taken place weeks ago. She could imagine Walters now on the other end of her cell phone connection, scowling at the cheap prints on his wall. “Hey, Mr. Walters. This is Camille Kenny. I was just wondering . . .”

			“Got nothin’ yet,” Walters said, interrupting her. “My people are checking things out, like I said, but . . .” She could hear his shrug. “It’s not like you gave me a hell of a lot to work with. Let me have another week; I got my folks checking all the hospitals and clinics, as you suggested, and I’m running my contacts with NYPD myself. If this guy’s as dangerous as you seem to think he is, maybe they have something on him. If I still got nothin’ by Monday, then we should talk about whether you still want to throw money at this.”

			“All right,” she told him. “Just let me know right away if you get anything.”

			“Yeah, sure.” His voice told her that he didn’t expect to be calling her any time soon.

			She hit the “End Call” button on her phone; she glanced at the time on the screen before she put it back in her purse alongside the Ladysmith—she had just about enough time to get to Annie’s before David got there. She glanced back; the guard was sitting at his desk behind the windows again, no longer looking at her. She kept going out to the street, and hailed a cab.

			 * * * 

			At 12:50, she was worried he wouldn’t show. At 12:55, she was certain of it, and was surprised at the relief she felt. At 1:00, she was certain Fate had intervened and she’d just dodged a huge mistake.

			At 1:02, as she was starting to slide out of the booth, David walked in. He saw her, waved, and she was trapped. He slid into the other side of the booth, placing a camera bag on the scarred, glossy tabletop next to Camille’s laptop and the condiment tray. “Sorry I’m a little late,” he said. “I didn’t get out of the apartment when I thought I would.”

			The wife . . .

			In the afternoon light shining through Annie’s front window, the lines around his eyes were deepened—Camille decided he must be in his mid 30s, still young enough to have his artistic dreams of fame and glory, old enough to have started thinking that maybe they weren’t going to be realized. But the eyes the wrinkles surrounded were clear and kindly, and his smile came easily when the waitress appeared at their table. She handed David a menu, and glanced at Camille. “The usual?” she asked, and Camille nodded. David closed the menu and slid it over to the waitress.

			“I’ll have the same,” he said. The waitress arched an eyebrow and took the menu. David grinned at Camille. “What am I having?” he asked.

			“You’ll just have to wait to find out, won’t you?” she told him.

			“How are we going to work together if you’re so uncooperative and secretive?”

			“We don’t know that we are going to work together yet, do we?” she answered.

			He spread his hands in mock defeat. She could feel the intensity of his creative energy: the emerald aura of his “soul-heart,” as she’d come to call them. His soul-heart surrounded and filled him, but only the surface was visible. There was far more of that energy still below, untouched.

			She could touch it, if she dared. She could bring it fully into him, so he could tap it. And so she could tap it as well. “You have me there,” David said. “But you liked the photos?”

			Camille nodded. She slid her laptop to the center of the table and opened it. The picture of the homeless man in snow appeared. “Tell me about this one,” Camille said. “Is this a staged shot?”

			David shook his head. “No. It’s from, oh, six or seven years ago. I’d just bought a new digital back for my Hasselblad, giving up my last vestige of using film, and I was out in the new snowfall checking out how well it worked—I thought that the heavy contrast between the snow and the dark buildings would be a good test to see what kind of dynamic range I could get. I saw that guy watching me, and took a couple shots with him in the frame. Turned out to be the best of the bunch, I thought.”

			Camille nodded, pressed a key. The portrait of the woman replaced the snow scene. “I like this one, too,” she said, watching his face carefully. “The expression she has is exquisite.”

			There was melancholy in the flicker of a gaze he gave the photograph. He looked more at the table than the screen. “Yeah,” he said. “Helen.” He looked over at Camille; she noticed him unconsciously twist the ring on his finger. “My wife. I took that last year; it was one of the few times she agreed to sit for me.”

			“Helen doesn’t like being photographed?”

			“Among other things.”

			Camille could feel the undertone in the comment. So there are problems. . . . She struggled not to let anything show on her face. “Maybe she thinks the camera steals her soul.”

			He gave a chuckle that was wrung dry of amusement. “Maybe. She didn’t seem to mind so much early on, though.” Again, Camille had the sense that there was much being left unsaid, that all it would take was the right word and he’d let the remainder of the bile spill out. She remained silent, waiting. He glanced again at the photograph, pressing his lips tightly together. “What about you?” he asked. “Are you afraid of a camera stealing your soul?”

			“Not a camera, no.”

			His eyes held hers for a long breath, unblinking, and she felt again that inner, insistent pull toward him, the connection waiting to be made. She let her gaze drop, deliberately. “Then you’re willing to let me photograph you?” he asked.

			“Not yet.”

			“Why not?”

			“I still don’t know you well enough.”

			He spread his hands wide. “What do you need to know? I can give you references if you’d like. You can check ’em out. I promise I’m legit.”

			She closed the laptop’s cover on Helen’s face. She could feel the hunger already, even though she tried to deny it. The gnawing was not in her stomach, but in her chest and in her head. The green soul-heart . . . “Why were you in the Bent Calliope last night, David? I’ve never seen you there before.” And I’d have known if you’d been there. The thought made her smile to herself.

			He lifted a shoulder. “I don’t honestly know. I was supposed to meet Helen at a party one of her coworkers was giving, and I was a little early and—frankly—I wasn’t much looking forward to the evening. I saw the bar, and I’ve heard a bit about the Calliope Group of artists in the last year and thought I might drop in to see what’s going on; thought it might be a good place to have a beer before I went to Helen’s party. Maybe two. Or maybe I just wouldn’t go at all . . .” He stopped. “Sorry,” he said. “You didn’t need to know all of that.”

			“Strange how whenever a woman gets hit on by a married guy, their marriage is always in trouble, or it’s a sham, or they’re separating, or they have an ‘understanding.’ Which one is it for you, David? No, let me guess. I’m going to say it’s the ‘trouble’ gambit.”

			He didn’t get angry, only shook his head and reached for his camera bag. “You really have the wrong idea about me,” he said. “Y’know what, I guess this was a mistake. I’m sorry.”

			A mistake . . . The hunger and the need for caution warred within her as he started to slide out of the booth. She felt the tendrils of green heart recede from her. As he started to rise, she reached out, putting her hand on his bare arm. The warmth and softness of his skin reminded her of other days, other times. “Stay,” she said. “I’m sorry. The problem’s not you. It’s me. Every time . . .” When I let myself get close, I put the other person in danger. Every time, Nicolas feels it, too, and until I deal with him, finally . . . But David wouldn’t understand any of that. For that matter, Camille wasn’t certain she did herself. She stopped the words, giving him a smile. “I’m sorry,” she repeated. He was staring at her hand on his arm. She felt muscles slide under her fingers. “Besides, you don’t know what you ordered yet.”

			He smiled then, and she felt him relax. He pushed the bag back toward the condiments and settled himself again. “Let’s start over,” he told her. He held out his hand toward her. “Hi. My name’s David.”

			She took his hand. “Camille,” she told him. “It’s good to meet you, David. I take it you’re a photographer?”

			 * * * 

			After lunch, she walked with him down Rivington and onto Pitt, moving leisurely toward the Williamsburg Bridge. David had plucked his camera from the bag—not a Hasselblad, but a Canon SLR—and occasionally snapped a picture as they walked, though she noticed that he was careful not to place her in any of the shots. She watched him as he crouched down and focused in on a battered wooden sign on the door of one of the storefronts, so close that the grain and the flaking, painted curves of the letters made an abstract canvas.

			“ ‘Anything that excites me for any reason, I will photograph; not searching for unusual subject matter, but making the commonplace unusual,’” Camille said, and David straightened.

			“ ‘Making the commonplace unusual,’” David quoted back to her. “I’ve heard that before. Is it Ansel Adams?”

			Camille shook her head. “Edward Weston. In some ways, a better creator of aphorisms than a photographer.”

			“Ouch!” David said. “So have I made the mistake of asking a photographer to sit on the wrong side of the lens?”

			“No. Mostly I . . .” She shrugged. “I paint a little, do a little singing, and dabble in chemistry.” She leaned across his arm, looking at the picture on the screen of the camera. “If you crop in along the right and bottom to get rid of that blue edge that’s sneaking in, then I think the composition will really pop.”

			He stared at the image on his camera screen, tilting his head. “Huh. I think you’re right. Should I have heard of you?”

			“Not me. Some of the people I’ve known, maybe.”

			“The Bent Calliope Group?” he asked.

			She let that go; if she told him the truth, he wouldn’t understand it. “Yeah,” she said. “Them. I’m . . . I’m part of the group.”

			“Then I’d like to see your work.”

			“Maybe one day you will,” she said automatically.

			“That’s a gorgeous cameo, by the way. Is it an antique, or something new?”

			Her hand went to her breast; she realized that when she’d leaned over, the pendant had swung out on its chain from under her blouse. The oval of carved sardonyx, wrapped in a band of gold petals, glinted brick-red and ivory-white in the sunlight: a woman’s profile carved into the white layer, her hair—in the upper layer of red—coiled on top of her head and bound in a swirl of ribbons. “It’s an antique, yes,” she told him. “It’s very old. Been in my family for generations.” The lie came easily; she’d practiced it often enough.

			“May I?” He held out his hand, then pulled it back. “But if it’s something private, then . . .”

			His politeness and concern fed her nascent hunger even more. He could be so much more for you than mere sustenance. Wordlessly, she slid the chain over her head and took his hand, placing the cameo in his palm. She watched him as he turned it in his fingers, knowing he didn’t understand how much her gesture had meant. He nodded, finally, and gave the piece back to her. She quickly slipped the chain back on, tucking the pendant under her blouse again. “It’s exquisite work,” he said. “I think I can see a resemblance to you: in her nose and the shape of her chin. The color of the hair’s about right, too—too red to be brown, too dark to really be just red.”

			“Other people have suggested that,” she told him. “Look, David, I . . . I have to think about all this a little more. I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t be,” he told her. “We don’t have to push anything or rush. Take your time. If you want, I could send you my standard model release, so you could look it over . . .”

			She was already shaking her head. “I don’t need the release.”

			“Then you’ve already decided?” The disappointment in his voice was palpable.

			“No. If I trust you enough to model for you, then I’ll trust you enough that I won’t need a sheet of paper to protect me. Would you . . .” She looked away for a moment. If you do this, then you’re taking the first step toward more. You know it. You won’t be able to stop, not if he’s anything like you suspect him to be. “Would you like to swing by the Bent Calliope again on Friday, maybe around 9:00 or so? You wanted to meet the Calliope Group, right? Well, I can introduce you; you might like them, and we can talk some more.”

			He was already nodding before she’d finished. “Sure. On Friday. I’ll call you if anything changes.”

			They’d reached the corner of Delancey Street, loud with the hush of taxi and car tires on asphalt, the air scented with exhaust. New York was like all large cities she’d been in recently: full of movement and sound, and fragrant with the aromas of people and ambition. “Okay, then. I’m going this way.” She pointed westward. “It was good talking to you. I’ll think about this, and maybe I’ll have an answer next Friday.”

			She was already feeling awkward. Had he been anyone else, any other of her friends, she would have hugged him and maybe kissed him; but he wasn’t, and to do anything else seemed wrong. She smiled at him instead. “Next Friday,” she said before he could say anything else. Then she turned and began to walk away from him, glancing back once to see him still standing at the corner watching her. The yearning hunger surged inside her, and she forced it back down.

			Not yet. Maybe never. It’s too dangerous right now.

			But she already knew.
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			PERENELLE HAD EXPECTED to be happy with her second marriage. She’d hoped for a wonderful new start to her life.

			Life, it seemed, intended to disappoint her.

			Rue des Saints Innocents was a noisy chaos as Perenelle approached the market square. The shop ledges were down in all the windows along the avenue as curious passers-by examined the proffered wares; the banners above the market stalls fluttered in the desultory (and sadly fragrant) breeze off the Seine. Ahead of Perenelle, a crowd gathered around a young man with a dancing bear. The man looked handsome enough in his scarlet tights and broadcloth tunic, a battered viol propped up in a case at his feet. The bear appeared to be ancient and arthritic, its muzzle silvered with gray. The creature snarled as its owner struck it on the snout with the viol’s bow, and Perenelle saw that the beast was missing most of its teeth. The poor creature’s coat was scabrous; islands of scaly patches created a painful map on its flanks and the creature’s fur was gone entirely under the spiked and thick leather collar. Flies seethed around the open sores. The bear’s claws were brown and cracked, dulled from scrabbling on the cobbled streets. Still, children screamed and ran when the man struck the animal with the bow again—across the front paws this time. The bear roared in irritation but reared up. On two unsteady legs, the beast took several mincing steps as the owner scratched out a poor tune on the viol and sang in a warbling baritone:

			“Je puis trop bien, Madame

			Comparer a l’image que fait Pygmalion”

			Perenelle shook her head at the poor bear and the poorer performance, but tossed a denier into the viol case—maybe the coin would mean the bear would be fed that night. She walked on, listening to the calls of the merchants. It had rained the night before, and she skirted the pools of water and the piles of offal in the street’s central gutter, lifting up the hem of her dress. The two maidservants with her followed, chattering to each other and giggling as they cast their gazes back to the dancing bear—or more precisely, to the young man. “He has a lovely bum, don’t you think?” she heard the older of them, Marianne, say to the other; Marianne was fourteen, and (Perenelle suspected) rather too interested in what men and women did in their beds. Perenelle tsked and frowned at the girls; they ducked their heads with a last glance, hiding their faces under the brim of their wimples, and hurried after her.

			The market was crowded with throngs of Parisians, which was a delightful change from three years before, when the terrible pestilence afflicted the city. That appalling spring and summer, it was whispered, over 700 people within the city walls had died each and every day. In those horrible times, the stench of death stretched black tentacles through the streets of the city and those who could fled from the terror.

			Perenelle remembered those days too well; they still haunted her dreams. She had been married to Marlon then, but her husband had been taken by the pestilence like so many others, his body racked with fever while horrid, dark mushrooms of stinking pustules sprouted from his armpits, neck, and groin. Perenelle’s father, Cosme Poisson, had been an apothecary and alchemist; she’d learned some of the craft from him in her childhood—her mother had died birthing her; her father had never remarried, and Perenelle had taken on the role of helpmate for Cosme until he’d died, five years before. By the time Marlon became sick, most of the physicians had either died or fled the city with the others, and there’d been no one to help. She’d mixed potions to take the fever from Marlon’s body, to ease his breathing, to reduce the swellings.

			She might ease his symptoms, but she could not cure him.

			Marlon’s eventual death had been a blessing given his suffering, but she hadn’t witnessed his passing. The fever had taken her, too, though her symptoms had been less severe and she’d eventually recovered, but long after Marlon’s body had been taken from the house. She didn’t even know in which of the several mass graves outside the city walls he’d been buried.

			For months afterward, she’d lived with the guilt that she’d survived while he’d died. It wasn’t that Perenelle grieved horribly for Marlon; she’d married him, a mere musician, in the heat of a youthful infatuation and against her father’s wishes. After the initial fire had faded, she found that while she liked Marlon, she also didn’t truly love him, but there was no good escape from the iron bonds of marriage. Still, she’d been with him for eight years before he was snatched away by the plague, and she liked to believe that it was her presence and her support that had helped Marlon rise within the court before his untimely death, an entertainer whose ballads were often requested, even by the king.

			But in a Paris seemingly half-emptied by the horrors of the pestilence, she found herself lonely and lost. She’d thought that she was essentially already dead: twenty-eight, widowed and childless, her parents gone, her red hair already beginning to turn brittle—though her body stubbornly insisted on breathing.

			Then she’d met Nicolas Flamel. He’d courted her hard, used every advantage he had with her. He’d gained first her trust, then given her what she’d thought—again—was love.

			And maybe it was love. Maybe that’s all love ever was and ever could be, despite the grand tales and stories. Maybe love was something that bloomed like a bright flower in spring, only to inevitably wither away and eventually pale into a withered, brown husk: a mocking reminder of what it had once been.

			But now, with love a barely-remembered and colorless stem, she carried another gift for Nicolas . . .

			“Madame, here, you must smell these!” A peppercorn seller thrust his wares under her nose, bringing Perenelle back to the present. The astringent smell wrinkled her nose and nearly brought back the nausea that struck her every morning recently. “Fresh, and ready to spice your supper. Only six deniers for the lot, just half a sol. You won’t find a better bargain anywhere in the city.”

			Perenelle hefted the bunch. “Two deniers,” she said. “They’re small and so old that they barely have any smell at all, but I might be able to make some use of them.”

			The man’s eyebrows sought to reach the eroding shore of his greasy black hair. “Two deniers!” he nearly shouted. One of the dogs wandering around the stalls glanced up at them, then continued sniffing the ground as it searched for dropped food. “Why, Madame must wish my children to starve and be cast out in the streets. The very least I could accept is five deniers, and even then I’m barely paying for my own costs.”

			They eventually settled on four deniers, and Perenelle tossed the peppercorns to Marianne, who placed them in her basket. They continued walking the stalls, buying fish, vegetables, and wine, and stopping in the nearby boulangerie for bread. With the servants sufficiently burdened, they walked back down the street toward home.

			 * * * 

			The houses of the rue des Saints Innocents leaned against each other like gossiping washerwomen or old men crowded around an ale-spattered tavern table. Nicolas’ house—Perenelle no longer really had any belief that it was at all her house—nestled among the others, three stories high, with Nicolas’ store taking up most of the ground floor. The sign, Nicolas Flamel: Scrivener & Manuscripts, was nailed above an open stall window stuffed with scrolls and flyspecked parchments bound in frayed leather. Rust stains from the nail heads flowed in static red rivulets over the gilded scrollwork. Perenelle saw Telo, Nicolas’ apprentice, a thin boy of eleven, sitting on a stool in the open doorway.

			“Where’s your master?” she asked him as the maidservants slid past him, taking their baskets into the kitchen at the rear of the house’s ground floor.

			He lifted his chin. “In his laboratory, Madame,” he said. His voice was high, still that of a child. “I’m to call him if we have any serious customers. Otherwise, he said not to disturb him until dinner, as he’s working.” He ran a finger under his nose, smearing snot across his upper lip and cheek. “There’s been naught but idlers, though even that’s terribly hot work today.” He sighed dramatically.

			“Go on to the kitchen,” she told the boy. “Tell Marianne to give you some wine, cheese, and bread, and you may bring it back here. I’ll watch the store while you’re gone. Hurry back!”

			Telo jumped down from the stool, bowing his head. “Merci beaucoup, Madame,” he said, and ran off. Perenelle watched him go and leaned against the doorway of the house, her hands rubbing her stomach. She imagined she could feel a swelling there, though it was far too early for that. Still, it was enough to cause her to smile; maybe this news would help with Nicolas. Maybe the flower of love could bloom again.

			Nicolas . . . She’d met him in the winter of 1349 after the death-scythe of the pestilence had passed, at this very shop. Without any source of income except for the rent that came to her from her father’s house, Perenelle had come here looking to sell her father’s old alchemical manuscripts. She was surprised to see how young the owner of the shop was—younger than she was by several years, yet he had the sophistication and the knowledge of a much older man; in that, he reminded her of her father. His fingers were stained with ink, he smelled of old paper, and there was a severity in his thin face. Yet his dark eyes were alight, and the way he swept his hand through the unruly mass of his hair as he leaned over the parchments she’d brought was disarming. It was apparent that he also knew alchemy, claiming to be a student of the art, and that also softened her toward him.

			“This is a copy of the papyrus Graecus Holmiensis,” she told him. He only nodded, his lips pressed together. “And this is one of Jabir ibn Hayyan’s manuscripts—an original.”

			“You’re familiar with these?” She could sense doubt in his voice, but he tempered it with a faint smile.

			“A little,” she told him. “Like you, I’m a student of the art, though a poor one. I helped my father with his work. I made a copy of his experimental notes also, if you’d be interested in that. He was working on chrysopoeia.”

			“Weren’t they all? You are the copyist?” The smile broadened. She liked the way his eyes crinkled as he grinned; that, too, was like her father. The somber air about him vanished with the expression. “So you can write, as well.”

			“Oui, Monsieur; my father schooled me. I’m keeping the original for myself.”

			“To conduct your own experiments?”

			“Perhaps.” She shrugged. “I haven’t yet decided.”

			That was how it began. Nicolas asked for time to look over the manuscripts, and that evening he escorted Perenelle to a tavern, where they ate and talked. She found it wonderful to converse with him: he was full of energy and ambition, doing well enough with his business, and had aspirations of doing more. He was fascinated with alchemy, yes, but he claimed to be even more interested in spells and incantations held within the ancient manuscripts. That first evening, he showed her how he could, with a single word, cause a small flame to appear on a wick. But he didn’t, as so many other men did, try to dominate the conversation. She noticed even then how Nicolas listened intently as she talked about her father and his work, coaxing her with gentle questions to say more. She thought it flattering then.

			This attraction was so very different than what she’d felt with Marlon, whose face and easy manner had managed to capture her, but who didn’t have a serious or ambitious bone in his body. She thought this was the way it was supposed to be between man and woman. She was quickly infatuated with Nicolas for his mind and for his passion.

			Six months later, he asked Perenelle for her hand in marriage. He gave her a golden ring as a token. “One day,” he told her, turning the ring in his fingers and placing it in her palm, “you and I will make these by the hundreds from nothing but base metal . . .”

			That was Nicolas’ alchemical quest—the search for transmutation of elements; beyond that, he had little interest in what chemicals and potions could do.

			“You helped me become what I am,” her father had told her, not long before he had died. Cosme touched her hair as he had when she’d been a child, lifting the red-orange tresses that seemed to flame in the sun. He’d always told her that the brilliant color of her hair showed up in their family for one person a generation, to mark someone who would have a special life. “And after you helped me, you took that handsome but mediocre musician as a husband—against my wishes, as you know—and I must grudgingly admit that you have made him a passable example of his craft, if still nothing exceptional. Maybe that’s your gift, daughter. Maybe you are a muse, a new Calliope or Clio. My very own daemon.”

			She could do the same with Nicolas, she thought. He was already talented and successful; perhaps with her at his side he could become famous. She thought she’d discovered a kindred spirit in Nicolas, and so she took his ring and his name.

			Now, she was no longer quite so certain.

			She was somehow held in a gilded prison with open doors, and now a new shackle had been added . . .

			When Telo returned, Perenelle left him to his task. She first went to the kitchen to make certain that the trout she’d purchased at the market was being properly cleaned, and that Marianne wasn’t stinting on the salt while curing the portions that were not for the night’s supper. After seeing that the kitchen work was satisfactorily underway, she walked up the stairs to the third floor, which was Nicolas’ laboratory. The smells became stronger as she climbed the final flight: bitter, metallic scents tickled her nose and coated the back of her throat; sulfur lent its distinctive stench to the mix. She could hear the clinking of a glass vial and the faint, almost cheerful bubbling of retorts over their fires. Nicolas had his back to the door as she entered, bent over a manuscript with his forefinger tracing the line of words.

			He didn’t seem to notice her arrival. She watched him without saying anything for a few minutes, her hands unconsciously cradling her stomach. She had agonized over when to tell him that she was pregnant—certainly not before she was absolutely sure herself. But she had missed her second monthly bleeding now, and her stomach was unsettled every morning. Two days ago, she’d gone to the sage-femme three streets over; the woman had nodded and congratulated Perenelle after her examination. Already, she could imagine that she felt a faint stirring in her womb, the quickening of the child.

			With Marlon, even after eight years, there had been no children. She’d prayed for a child, often, to both God and the Blessed Virgin, but neither deity had ever answered. She’d thought that she would never hold her own baby in her arms or suckle her at her breast. Now, after less than a year with Nicolas, the miracle had happened, but she wondered whether he’d share her joy.

			The somberness that she had sensed in Nicolas from the beginning enveloped him now. During their courtship, he had talked about them working together, but he rarely let her do so. He’d ignored her pleas for a workshop of her own, a place to do her own experiments, seeming to find that concept amusing. When he came to her bed of late, there was little affection in him; he topped her as if he were performing a duty: his face serious, his release quick. Now that he had the entire library of her father’s old manuscripts to work with, all his attention was either on his efforts in the laboratory, or on his attempts to make the magical spells he’d found in the ancient manuscripts actually work—even his scrivening and manuscript-selling was ignored unless a customer insisted on attention.

			Perenelle wouldn’t have minded any of it had she felt that Nicolas wished her to be his partner in this enterprise. Her father Cosme had been single-minded in the same way, but Cosme had shared his passion with her. Nicolas did not; over these several months, he had made it increasingly clear that he found any suggestion she might make to be both intrusive and irritating. There had been arguments, each angrier than the last, and a few times, she’d been afraid that he might strike her, though he never had. During their disagreements, he had become increasingly vulgar and abusive toward her, and while he hadn’t touched her, he had destroyed nearby objects in his fits, or thrown things about.

			But she was married, and that left her with little choice. Some of the neighboring wives gossiped about far worse abuse that they or others they knew endured each day. They told her that it was the way things were between men and women, and that she should pray to God and thank Him that Nicolas provided for her well enough. She talked to the parish priest, who told her that marriage was a bond that could not be broken, and only fervent prayer would help her. Her situation could be far worse, he said.

			Despite what the society and the priest said, she could have left him—she should have left him. Her father would have told her to do that, she knew, though a woman on her own had few resources. She had nearly made up her mind to leave Nicolas and accept whatever consequences followed when she missed her first bleeding. She stayed, thinking that perhaps the cold she’d had the week before had caused it, but then the morning illness had come and the second bleeding had been missed, and she knew.

			That changed things, especially if a child could repair the rift between them. Perenelle hoped that the announcement would ease the increasing tension.

			Her cordwain slippers hushed across the wooden floor. Nicolas glanced at her as she approached him and grunted. He turned back to the manuscript, which she saw was one of her father’s. In her worst thoughts, she wondered whether those manuscripts were the only reason he’d married her: so that the property she’d inherited from her father would become legally his without his needing to buy them; so that her work in translating them would also be his. In front of him, the retorts chortled over the blue flames from small charcoal braziers. She glanced at the jars in front on the table and suddenly frowned. “Nicolas,” she said, “you’re not doing this correctly. The powdered iron shouldn’t be in this mix at all, and sulfur is a component of vitreous earth, not the fluid, and so you shouldn’t be using it in the retorts.”

			Nicolas craned his head back to glare at her. “You should be silent, wife, rather than demonstrate how little you understand.”

			Perenelle shook her head. “I’m sorry, but I happen to know this experiment very well. I helped Father with it several—”

			She stopped. Nicolas slapped the table so hard that the retorts chimed in their iron holders. “Be silent, wife,” he roared. “I don’t need to have your nonsense filling up my ears while I’m working.”

			“It’s not nonsense—” she began, but even as she started to speak, Nicolas’ hand drew back and slapped her hard across the cheek. Perenelle gasped and staggered back, her hand to the burning redness on her face.

			Now she took a step away from him as he scowled and lifted his hand again. “Nicolas, please! I only wanted to tell you—” she began but he slapped her again, harder this time, and she stumbled, nearly falling. She sobbed. “Have you gone mad?”

			“Be quiet, woman!” Nicolas roared. “I want no more nattering about that idiot Cosme Poisson. Your father was a dabbler and a fool, and you’ve inherited his stupid, stupid foolishness.” Spittle flew from his mouth as he raged. He advanced on her, pushing her, and she fell to the floor. Trying to break her fall, she felt her left wrist collapse under her and she cried out in pain, sobbing. “Stop that wailing!” Nicolas shouted at her, and he kicked her. She tried to shield her stomach; his boot struck her in the side just at the ribs. She doubled over, and his next kick caught her in the face. White fire exploded in her vision as she heard her nose crack. Blood was dribbling down her face and smeared her hand when she put it to her face. He drew his foot back again as she stared at red-stained hands.

			“Nicolas! Stop! I carry . . .” She tried to draw a breath, but that sent fire stabbing through her side and nose. She shrieked, forcing out the words. “I carry our child.”

			His foot stopped in mid-strike. He looked down at her through slitted eyes. “Liar!” he hissed, but his eyes held sudden doubt.

			She shook her head desperately. Droplets of blood spattered the floor in front of her. She cradled her left wrist to herself; it was already swelling. “I swear,” she managed to gasp, her voice nasal. “I swear to God and the Virgin.”

			He stared at her, his breath coming fast through his nose. She thought, perhaps, that she glimpsed pity or maybe even remorse in his gaze. His hands clenched and unclenched at his sides. A retort hissed suddenly on the table, and he glanced that way. “Go and clean yourself up,” he said to her. “I have work to do here.”

			He extended his hand to her. She ignored the gesture, getting slowly to her feet on her own, forcing herself not to cry out again at the stabbing in her side and the throbbing of her wrist and nose.

			She turned without a word and limped from the laboratory. It was only after the door closed behind her that she collapsed at the top of the stairs and began to weep.

			 * * * 

			She allowed Marianne to wrap her sprained wrist and wash the blood from her face, telling the maid that she’d stumbled and fallen down the third floor steps. Marianne nodded, her face impassive; Perenelle knew that the young woman believed none of it. Perenelle took off her wedding ring, saying that she was afraid the finger would swell too much. She didn’t come out of her bedroom that day, trembling and sobbing by turns. She prayed, also, fearing that any moment the dark blood would start to flow from between her legs, ending the life inside her.

			But that last horror, thankfully, never happened.

			She contemplated leaving the house. She knew what her neighbors and the priest would say. You must bear this. You’re married, and that’s the end of it. If you leave him, you’ll only end up dying reviled and without a denier to call your own. But her father’s voice was louder: You deserve more than this. You are intelligent and resourceful enough to make your own way if you must. Leave him. Leave him for your own good.

			Though she heard her father’s voice, she still hesitated. She had an aunt and uncle near Ussé in the Loire Valley, but she had met them only once and didn’t know if they would take in a wife who’d abandoned her husband. Her father’s property was now by law Nicolas’, not hers, and he had rented out Cosme’s old house. There was no hope for annulment of the marriage; she didn’t have the connections, the influence, or the gold tournoises that would take. If she left Nicolas, she would have no income except what she could beg unless she wished to sell herself. She would have no roof over her head. Had it been only her, then there would have been no question what she would do, but in a few months she would be showing her pregnancy, and after that there would be a child. . . .

			Her father had told her of a potion that would cause a woman to enter labor too early
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