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Chapter One

 


Elaine pushed her blonde
hair back out of her eyes. She wore her hair longer than
regulation, so it continually tumbled into her face. Without any
spare rubber ties to keep it back, she generally relied on
braiding, but tonight had been unusually difficult. Though the
hospital had been officially closed ever since the Stirling Council
had decreed “insufficient illnesses” to justify its existence—their
propaganda slogan, the clinics can always
handle any injuries, still disgusted
Elaine—she knew better. There was as great a need for hospitals as
ever. Just tonight, she’d had to deliver two “undesirable” babies,
and set a broken leg. Ever since PM Morgan’s election in 2019,
eighty years ago now, there had been a gradual change in Great
Britain––one which saw the elimination of “unnecessary” medical
care. Or, as Elaine knew well, the medical care of those who had no
place in PM Morgan’s New Britain.

At twenty-one, Elaine was
a medical school dropout, and she was the best, the
only, hope the Northern
Project—formerly known as Stirling and Perth and Kinross—had for
medical care. She sighed as she started to scrub the blood from her
hands. Compound fractures were always hard, as the risk of
infection was so great.

“Elaine!” The quietly
desperate voice carried through the dark and empty halls.
“Elaine!”

“Death,” called Elaine
quietly.

“And Lady Marion!” came
the answer.

Elaine, upon hearing the appropriate
codeword response, dropped the sponge and ran down the empty,
echoing halls, toward the secret eastern entrance to her
clandestine hospital. Even as she ran, she quelled a rebellious
envy for the long-dead lady of Sir William Wallace. Wallace had
fought against oppression in his day, and it had cost him his love
and his life. Now the Scots fought again, using his old battle cry
as their code, and Elaine wished that such love as Wallace and
Marion had shared could be hers, even if, like Wallace, she were
doomed to lose it.

When Elaine saw who had come, she bit
her lip. She had been expecting poor Matthias to show up, but not
like this. Matthias was half-carried, half-dragged in by two young
members of the Wallace Brigade.

“What happened?” asked
Elaine as she knelt beside the elderly man. Blood dripped from the
back of his head, and he was completely unable to answer
her.

“We found him at the
westernmost edge of the River Forth,” said one Wallace member. “We
didn’t see any of the Patrols, but obviously they’d found
him.”

“Obviously.” The most
cursory examination told Elaine his head trauma was the result of a
blunt instrument, probably one of the iron pipes carried by the
unofficial government patrols. “I told Matthias he ought to leave
Stirling, to go into hiding.”

“He never wanted to leave,
though.” The other Wallace member slid down against the wall. “He’s
lived here his whole life.”

Elaine continued her
examination, quickly determining that not only did Matthias have
severe head trauma—doubtless a concussion,
probably brain damage—but he also had
multiple fractures in both legs, and two compound fractures in his
right arm. Probably put his arm up to ward
off the blows to the head.

“Will he live?” asked the
first Wallace member. Elaine did not know their names, had never
seen their faces. They wore ski masks, and referred to one another
only as “Wallace”. What she didn’t know, she couldn’t tell anyone.
Especially the police.

Elaine pulled out a stethoscope from
her pocket and listened to the old man’s heart and
lungs.

“No,” she murmured.
“Probably not even the rest of the night.”

“Do you need help with the
body?”

“No, thank you.” Elaine
shook her head wearily. “You two should go.”

“Death and Lady Marion.”
With that, the Wallace members left through the southern exit.
Despite all the entrances to the supposedly abandoned hospital
being hidden, no one left by the same door he came in, just in
case.

“It’s just you and me,
Matthias.” That lonely truth pressed down on her, and Elaine did
not bother trying to move him. It would just cause him unnecessary
pain. As for saving his life, it would require innumerable items
Elaine did not have, even to make the attempt. No surgical team, no
anesthetic, and no blood for transfusions—it was a bitter pill, to
know all these supplies were available in great quantities at the
clinics, where Matthias would simply have been put down like an old
dog.

Elaine wanted to cry from
the sheer frustration of it all. Instead, she brought a pillow out
from one of the rooms and slid it under his head, careful to keep
Matthias on his side. Then she fetched her last half-dose of
morphine. She deplored, not for the first time, her lack of
supplies. She had so little morphine, so little penicillin. So
little of anything. But better this than working for the clinics, the places
that kept this whole society running in such a deplorable
manner.

She competently prepared Matthias’s
vein, then injected the half-dose of morphine. Elaine doubted he
would regain consciousness, even when the morphine took effect, but
she would not leave him alone, and settled in for the
death-watch.

About half an hour later, when the
morphine would have taken effect, Elaine moved and tried to examine
a bit more of the wound at the back of his head.

“Elaine?” Unexpectedly,
Matthias’s eyes cleared, and he tried to reach for her with his
relatively undamaged left hand.

“Yes, Matthias. It’s
Elaine.” She ceased her examination, took the old man’s hand, and
smiled. “You’re at the hospital.”

“I’m sorry.” He made a
small movement, as though he were going to shake his head, but was
stopped by the pain. “I should’ve listened. Gone to the
Highlands.”

“You love Stirling.”
Elaine pushed some of the blood-matted hair out of the old man’s
face. She remembered hearing there had once been a time, a Great
Britain, where fifty-seven was not considered that old. Now, it was
criminally old. Oh, not officially, but only a dolt would think the
Patrols didn’t have government backing. The Patrols––those
well-armed groups of six that marched the city streets in search of
those who did not fit the image of the New Britain.

“Will you sit with me?”
asked Matthias. “Until I sleep?”

“Yes.” Elaine sat
cross-legged on the floor beside Matthias. “I was just on my way
out, so you’ve got me to yourself for the rest of the evening.” She
tried to smile, but she had never gotten used to watching her
neighbors die.

“If I were a younger man,
you might not trust me.” Matthias seemed to be unable to feel the
pain his legs doubtless caused him, and Elaine unobtrusively ran
her hands along his spine as he talked. She would have to take an
X-ray to know for certain, but she suspected his back was broken,
too. The paralysis would actually be a blessing.

“Why would that be?”
Elaine forced a laugh. “You’re a good man, Matthias.”

“Even a good man could be
tempted by a beauty like you.” He smiled, and his eyes lost some of
their focus. “All that golden hair and those big blue eyes. Soft
curves.”

Elaine’s mouth twisted in
a wry smile. Soft curves, indeed.
The government did not approve of the aged, the
overweight, or the ugly. New Britain had only one look: young, fit,
and—what they considered—“healthy”. Every man was clean-shaven,
with hair kept short, and some portion of every man’s day was spent
doing the public exercise regimen the government “recommended”.
Women’s hair brushed their shoulders, but was never longer, and
they, too, participated in the daily exercise and dietary
requirements the government found necessary.

Elaine had used to do it, too, used to
participate, used to believe, even. Until she was about to graduate
medical school and join the clinics––only then did she learn she
would be required to report on anyone who did not fit the
government guidelines. They would be held until “cured”, cured of
not looking like they were supposed to, cured by medications Elaine
knew perfectly well induced comas, comas from which the patients
would conveniently never wake up.

When Elaine had abandoned medical
school, she had also abandoned the governmental regimens, and now
she would have been reported herself, had anyone bothered to point
her out to the Patrols. Her lack of slavish, rigorous exercise
showed in her full figure, and she had let her hair grow long
enough to brush her hips. It was, Elaine had found, the easiest way
for the Wallace members to know she was a sympathizer.

“Elaine!” Matthias’s
fearful cry rang out loud. “It’s dark!”

Elaine pulled a penlight
from her pocket and shined it in his eyes. No pupil
response. Blind. “Don’t worry.” She laid her hand on his cheek. “I’m
here.”

“Elaine…” His breath
caught and gurgled. Though it was another five agonizing minutes
before his lungs gave out and his heart stopped, Matthias didn’t
speak again. Her name was his last word.

Elaine closed Matthias’s eyes and
breathed out a prayer. It was at times like these she felt her
loneliness most keenly. She had no friends—none of her old fellow
medical students would have anything to do with her, and besides,
she could not afford to get close to anyone now. Just knowing about
her clandestine activities could prove dangerous.

She left the corpse only long enough
to go to the cerements closet. That her hospital should have a
cerements closet never ceased to distress Elaine, but she was
grateful for the Wallace Brigade keeping her supplied with
grave-clothes, the one thing she never ran out of. These particular
cloths had come from out-of-fashion winter coats. No one wore
anything out-of-fashion. Everything was replaced every year. Old
clothes were always collected to be “recycled”, but the Wallace
Brigade managed to hide some, and Elaine was grateful. Bandages,
splints, and cerements, she made do with what she had.

Next, she wrapped Matthias’s corpse so
it wouldn’t lose blood, and looped one piece of the wrapping around
her shoulder. It was easier to drag the body than to carry it, and
Elaine had a good half-mile to go with it, a half-mile
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