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The Healer, Part 1 

Almost five days passed on the journey with the Protector. The trek had been 

uneventful, until we heard the sound. It was a squeak at first, almost inaudible. 

The tiniest mew. To the left. He definitely heard it. 

Since the Sweep, I hadn’t seen or heard any companion animals. Not one, not 

anywhere. People once lived with dogs, cats, fish, rabbits, birds. The Sweep changed that. Not 

only were the majority of people gone, but when food ran out… well, companions became food. 

Those who had drawn a line between creatures like pigs and dogs dropped the distinction. 

Starving people were one of the greatest dangers to anything or anyone. Especially in the 

UnCiv between towns. It’s how I ended up with a Protector. No one crossed the wild UnCiv 

alone, especially petite women with no combat training. 

It could only be a kitten. 

His worn boots left brash footprints in the soft ground. This lanky, muscled man - born of 

the Sweep, an escort between worlds - what would he do to a kitten? The Protector carried an 

intimidating metal staff, a sword and several daggers. A dark knit cap covered his head and a 
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black mesh balaclava concealed his lower face. Alert brown eyes darted into the trees. Silent 

and deadly, he disappeared into the thick woods and my gut clenched. I imagined him breaking 

its neck, the young feline making a final cry and going limp in his hands. Of course he would eat 

it. No one wasted anything that could be food. 

My heart caught in my throat. Please, no. Please let the baby live. Please let me believe 

in hope, let me believe that deep in the UnCiv, kittens might be born and survive. It might grow 

to a cat and slink elegantly into a long life on a farm or in a town.  

“Please don’t kill it…?” I trailed behind him. What will he do, this ruthless creature, to 

something as innocent and defenseless as a kitten? 

The Protector did not speak. He was the first I’d met. I saw them coming and going from 

the edges of the farming village I lived in. Weathered, solitary beings. Everyone heard stories 

about the Protectors. They took you from civilization to civilization, for a price. They were 

rumored to be violent, volatile men and women. Some claimed they had no emotion, said you 

might be safer trekking the UnCiv alone, that a Protector might kill you just as easily as the 

savage life stalking between established towns. 

No actual evidence proved this Protector was any more or less lethal than the others. As 

I had prepared for my journey home, the decision to hire a Protector flitted in and out of my 

mind. The day I packed to leave, I saw a number of Protectors at the edge of the coastal town. 

This one stood alone, leaned against the border wall. He did not shout towards me to offer his 

services like the others. For no explainable reason I approached him, offered what goods I had 

for trade. He accepted with a nod and we started into the foggy sunrise. 

Almost four years passed since the virus changed everything. Most survivors couldn’t 

remember as much as I did. That’s why they called it the Sweep. What wasn’t swept away? 

Nearly everyone lost some or all of their memories. The limbic system was compromised, part 
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of the brain was erased, just like much of the life on the planet. Lots of people did not live 

through the initial onset. Others survived but lost their minds, forgetting basic things like 

language, speech. Many of those people ended up in the UnCiv, surviving but in a different way 

than other humans. Less human. 

That first year of the Sweep I woke up and figured out I was in my parents’ home. But 

totally alone, frightened. While going through the food and water supply there, I found seeds, 

started growing food. I realized I could read and there was a vast collection of books in the 

house on gardening and herbal remedies. I learned.  

In about a year, I relocated to a small farming village a short distance away. New friends 

helped me move seeds, plants and books that were at my family home. We found spices and 

dried herbs in deserted houses along the way. Using those materials, I became the healer in my 

new community. I had a knack for it. At least some parts of it. Sometimes I wonder what I did 

before the Sweep. Because of the work I did, I changed my name to Mercy.  

From the trees I heard an emphatic wail. My pulse quickened. He found it. 

The Protector emerged from the trees holding a tiny, wriggling black kitten. The mewing 

grew louder as they approached - the kitten midnight fluff and the warrior in his constant 

shadow. But changed. 

Above the edge of the balaclava, the Protector’s eyes had softened. His rigid brow was 

less tense, the lines tracing forehead to hairline unclenched. This little fuzzy creature seemed to 

generate benevolence in the Protector. 

“Please don’t hurt it. Can we… let it live?” I pleaded. 

He drew a breath, lifted the kitten to his face and gazed long into its crystal blue eyes. 

Gently he pressed his cheek into its black coat and inhaled past the mesh of his face cover. I 

remembered that scent – baby and fur. Before the Sweep, I had a cat. With my husband. I know 
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I was married. I was wearing a ring when I woke. I assumed he died, I had no memories of him. 

Except in dreams, I where I heard him laugh. A deep laugh that made me warm into my core. 

We had a gray cat named Dusky. Sometimes it frustrated me that I remembered those details, 

but not my husband’s name or what he was like. I’d moved on though, found a new partner in 

the village.  Sean and I worked together on the farm, growing food and herbs. He was patient, 

loved working in the earth. We had an easy alliance and common goals. It had been two months 

since I saw him, part of me flushed at the thought of Sean’s ready smile and animated way of 

talking. 

What’s that look on the Protector’s face? 

Swiftly unzipping his jacket, he tucked the kitten away, pressed the precious fragile body 

against his chest, safely by his heart. 

Is he keeping the kitten? 

Folks in my village said that animals, when they existed in large numbers, could be 

trusted to judge people. Somehow animals saw into human souls, could discern the good from 

the evil. As I watched the kitten curl into his worn canvas jacket, wiggling and purring against 

him, I saw plainly the young cat trusted this man. 

The Protector brushed his hand against his chest, as if stroking the kitten. He clenched 

his eyes shut, bowed his head and slouched around the kitten with his whole torso. An 

embrace? I could almost feel his breath, the rise and fall like a soft breeze caressing branches 

of new leaves in spring.  

It occurred to me there was a chink in the Protector’s armor. He is not emotionless. He 

not only experienced feelings, this man could perhaps love or even missed someone he lost. He 

had let me in on a secret, let me see past the imposing wall of uncertainty that defined us all 

since the Sweep. 
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Without a word, his face hardened, eyes cast down.  He straightened his back, clutched 

the long metal staff in his right hand and went forward. I followed, and we marched into the 

overgrown woods that had sprung up around what was once a highway, traveling west.  

Heading from the coast to my village, we had spent four nights and five days together. 

Despite my efforts the first day to make conversation, the Protector did not speak. He barely 

made eye contact, unless he wanted me to see something. In those moments, he would stop, 

look at me, then glance at a road or stream, so I could make a decision on direction or taking a 

break. 

I allowed his silence to envelop me. My trip east had been by car. A safer way to handle 

the UnCiv and much faster. Cars that ran on fuel were extremely rare, as were roads that still 

handled them. It was impressive to be sent for by vehicle, it meant someone powerful required 

you for a vital mission. It was actually the first operating car I had seen in more than a year.  

A messenger had arrived, saying the healer was needed. A storm had swelled from the 

ocean and many people were hurt and injured, more than the city’s few healers could care for. 

Few of them had any pre-Sweep medicines left and even fewer trained medics or doctors had 

their memories. I left carrying crates of tinctures, salves and herbs. The car was loaded with 

them. Then with all the storm victims cared for, no car appeared to escort me home. Whoever 

had sent for me did not care if I got back to the village or not.  

As we walked into the burning orange spread of the day’s last sun, I recalled the cries of 

the ill and injured. The tears of their loved ones. There was so little I could do for them.  My 

plant remedies helped some, but in severe cases, garlic and yarrow could not substitute for 

antibiotics. I knew hurrying their journey to death was the kindest thing. In some cases, patients 

begged for it. As I watched the dark figure walking ahead of me, I wondered who had known 

more death since the Sweep, him or me? 
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The past five days, the Protector’s stoic silence was welcome. Time assisted in the 

digestion of all I had seen: the destruction of a barely functional city, the ailing patients. I 

wondered what the world would look like in four more years or a decade. Will there be people, 

animals? Will it even matter? Clearly, the planet did not need us. 

Around us the forest was much quieter than it should have been. Few birds chirped, 

there was only a slight buzzing of insects. The Protector seemed unfazed, though. He lived in 

this no man’s land, ushered people from place to place. I have no choice but to trust him. 

As if on cue, the kitten meowed. A pink nose and whiskers popped from the top of his 

zipped jacket. Then bright blue eyes gazed down at me. Not breaking pace, the Protector 

reached up, gently resting a hand on the kitten’s back as it stretched out, lounging on his broad 

shoulder and watching as I followed them. 

Part of me wondered why he took the kitten along. Another part, a bigger part, was 

relieved he did.  He wasn’t frozen. My Protector was vulnerable. Emotions made you value, and 

if you had something to value, you had something to lose. A weakness in the UnCiv, in any 

form, opened you to danger. I relished his humanity though. Since the Sweep, I had doubts 

about people. Perhaps we are a race worth fighting for… Even a Protector could care about 

someone. 

He hadn’t allowed fires at night. When I went to gather wood the first evening, he shook 

his head “no” and pointed at the ground, for me to sleep. I had shivered until I fell into a restless 

slumber. After that, I was so tired, the chill of the forest didn’t matter. The Protector leaned 

against a tree overnight. I wondered if he ever slept, if he was entirely human or some hybrid 

from the Sweep - part machine, like in a movie - and if so, who had made him? 
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 But this night, the kitten got warmth. The Protector gathered wood for a campfire, built it 

to a small but healthy crackle and sat with a mewing kitten in his lap. He allowed it to sip 

precious water from his palm.  

In the back of my mind, something tugged. As I watched him play with the kitten, 

dangling a leaf while the little one chased it, deja vu washed over me. The kitten lunged and 

flopped. She didn’t catch the leaf, but landed clumsily on her back, all four paws still swatting in 

the air. 

That’s when it happened. He laughed. 

I gasped. I knew this man. I knew everything about him. The evenness of his pale skin, 

the definition of his arms, torso, thighs. How he would sit during conversations, his posture, how 

he slept, how he kissed, his expression when angry or curious or joyful or passionate. 

He had smiled shyly on our first date over coffee. I had watched him carry in groceries at 

our first apartment, water our windowsill garden, snuggle our gray cat, Dusky. I remembered 

him kneeling, offering me an engagement ring. I remembered our wedding day, when we ran 

away to city hall and blew off the entire idea of a big spectacle.  

Memories reloaded into my mind. 

My husband pre-Sweep. Owen. 

For the first time on this trip, he took off his hat and balaclava. Before the flicker of the 

fire even outlined him, I knew his strong jawline and defined cheekbones. I could remember with 

clarity the soft natural waves of his hair, knew how they felt between my fingers. The glossy 

brown was tinted with gray now. Years in the Sweep aged us all.  

In a past lifetime, this man had been mine.  Across from me sat a stranger. To consider 

him as anything but dangerous was foolish. He did not recognize me, I was sure of it.  
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My logical mind wasn’t winning, though. Tears quietly slid down my cheeks as I finally 

mourned for the life I lost, after years of simply not knowing. It was easier before I remembered 

how happy we were, the love we shared. How had Owen become a Protector? Had he been in 

the UnCiv the entire time? Where did he learn to use weapons? Did it even matter? I had 

moved on. At home Sean waited for me, didn’t know a thing about Owen. How might I react if 

Sean suddenly recalled a prior love? 

Then I paused in my thoughts. No one recovered memories from the Sweep. How did it 

happen? 

He lifted the floppy kitten to his mouth and tenderly kissed its head. Part of me flinched, 

remembering how he used to kiss my forehead and nuzzle his face against mine. This is 

jealousy. I’m jealous of the kitten.  I shook my head slightly to regain my composure. 

“You should give it a name,” I said.  

“Do you think it’s a boy or girl?” he asked, his eyes on the kitten. 

He spoke! Dammit, Owen. The voice I didn’t even know I missed. 

“Um,” I choked on my tears, “Guess you’ll need to check.” 

The Protector snapped to attention, gesturing for me to be quiet. I wiped at my tears and 

turned to follow his gaze. To my untrained eyes, there was nothing. Just trees washed in the 

yellow glow of our campfire. In a swift, fluid motion, he handed me the kitten as he picked up his 

tall metal staff. He looked at me and pointed into the woods behind him. 

“Hide,” he whispered, pressing a sheathed dagger into my free hand. 

Moving with adrenaline-infused energy, I tucked the kitten into my coat and zipped it 

securely as I grabbed my backpack of precious remedies, food and supplies, and scrambled 

into the forest where he indicated. My mind was a clutter of confusion as I searched wildly for a 
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stealthy hiding place. Trees, brush, limbs grew sinister in the faint light from the fire and 

shadows felt alive. 

Glancing back, I saw the Protector, both hands on his staff, slipping away across our 

camp.  A stick cracked beneath my foot. Shit! Am I making too much noise? Announcing myself 

to any attacker concealed in the night? I made an effort to calm down, move more carefully – 

and silently.  

I kept going, listening raptly for any sounds until the light from the campfire seemed far 

away. As I burrowed into a dusty ditch, clasping the kitten to me, I heard the first shriek cut the 

chill of the night. 

Metal clashed in the distance, I heard male and female howls. Straining my senses, I 

desperately tried to see or hear the skirmish. Is he okay? Could he handle the assault? The 

Protector was one person. It was clear this onslaught was the work of several. My combat skills 

were well below average, but maybe it was better than nothing to at least have a second person 

in a fight? Should I go back? Or will I just get in his way… 

I couldn’t tell how much time had passed when the fighting fell hush. It was too far to see 

anything, so I concentrated on sounds. Am I safe? Will they find me and the kitten? Should I 

have gone further from the campfire? The faintest noise and I held my breath, praying it would 

pass.  

Unless it was the Protector. Can he find us?  

The kitten fell asleep, but I huddled wide awake in my ditch until the first fingers of dawn 

reached across the forest floor.  I eased out of my hiding spot, cautiously examining each inch 

of the woods before stepping back towards camp. I hoped he was sitting there by a tree as 

usual. I hoped he was just waiting for us to return.  
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The closer I got, the more my heart began to drop. The fire had burned out and the 

coppery smell of death burdened the air. I skirted two bodies, absolutely destroyed from the 

damage done presumably by the Protector’s staff. Who were they? What did they want? Were 

any of them still alive? There were more bodies as I got closer, human forms motionless in the 

morning dew.  

My Protector lay on the ground, completely still. 

NO! Not Owen, please! 

I rushed to his side and immediately saw the blood on his coat. All his? Trembling, my 

fingers reached beneath his coat collar. He had a pulse. He was alive. How much blood had he 

lost? Where are his wounds? 

“Owen? Can you hear me?” I asked as I scanned his head, neck, torso, limbs to find his 

injuries. Several scratches and abrasions, but nothing to account for the blood soaking his 

jacket. 

The kitten hopped down from my arm and bounced to the other side of him, mewing 

loudly. Then I saw it, a stab wound. On his right side, a knife had plunged in, twisted and pulled 

out.  

My training in this kind of injury was limited. My supplies were even more limited. I knew 

I could at least clean and dress the area. Whatever good that was worth. 

As I rummaged into my bag, pulling out a small bottle of alcohol, clean rags, bandages 

and a fresh bottle of water, I mentally filtered through what plants would help with a deep 

wound. Yarrow, calendula, comfrey, lavender. None of which I had left. Every leaf and bloom 

were used on the victims of the storm.   

Owen was too muscular for me to move him and slide off his jacket. Plus, I had no way 

of knowing if there were internal injuries which might get worse if I rolled him, so I used his 
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dagger to cut away his shirt and the side of his coat. I washed the wound, sterilized and 

wrapped it, finally pulling a cut flap of coat over the dressing. Then I gently cleaned his smaller 

cuts and scrapes, dressing the few that needed it. None of it woke him. 

I laid my hand to his forehead. He was warm. Likely feverish. I stood and scanned the 

forest. What grows here?  

“Kitten, please stay with him,” I said. 

Am I really giving instructions to a cat?  It regarded me curiously and then, as if it 

understood, circled up tightly beside him and snuggled up. 

I hurried into the woods searching, hoping for a miracle. Or at least some plant that 

could help with fevers or infection.  

Plantain. Elderberry. White willow. Any of them might grow here and would be a 

welcome sight. Plus, I needed to not get lost. I had to be able to find my way back to him.  In 

wide circles I paced, examining the forest with riveted focus.  

A broad flat green leaf caught my eye. The strong veins, the familiar seed pods. I sighed 

with relief. Plantain. Grabbing all I saw of the low-growing weed, I ran back to Owen. My hands 

knew well how to make a poultice, how to apply it and re-dress. Then all I could do was wait. 

Plants didn’t cure like pre-Sweep pharmacy. Sometimes it was a day or more until you knew if 

someone might pull through. Even then, it wasn’t a sure thing. I’d learned not to believe a cure 

was complete until the patient was on their feet and well. 

Hours passed. I kept a damp cloth on his forehead to quell the fever as I watched him 

sleep. The kitten and I played with some sticks, and I learned it was a she. Sometime in the 

afternoon, I decided to check out the slain bodies of the attackers and drag them a little further 

from our camp. Owen had killed them, no survivors. My efforts weren’t fruitless. I relieved them 
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of their weapons and one was carrying a small bag of grain as well as a pouch of wild 

strawberries, which became my lunch and dinner. 

It occurred to me that others might come, perhaps the attackers had been part of a 

larger group. As night approached and the temperature dropped, Owen began to shiver. I 

decided it was worth it to risk a campfire. If the UnCiv had more to throw at us, let it.  

I had dozed off when the smallest sound woke me. My fingers instantly wrapped around 

the hilt of Owen’s sword. Of his weapons, it was the deadliest one I could hope to handle. The 

staff was much too heavy. 

Fingers tapped my ankle. I flinched away and sprang to my feet, sword in hand. But no 

one was there. Glancing down, I saw Owen awake, reaching towards me. 

I quickly put down the sword and kneeled by his side, taking his hand in my mine. 

“Owen? How are you? How do you feel?” I asked. 

He winced with bloodshot eyes, closing them and releasing a long breath. 

“Will you drink some water? Please?” 

He didn’t answer, so I tilted his head up and trickled water into his mouth. He drank a 

little, then his head grew heavy in my hand. I let him lay back. 

“First light, leave. Follow… the edge of the road and go home. You’re close, one day’s 

walk,” he said, his voice strained. 

“I want to help you,” I replied. 

“Safer to go,” he said. “Let me die.” 

It was a request I heard before and often. Let me die. In another scenario, I might agree. 

The wound was deep. There could be organ damage. Even with the best care, he might not 

make it. I thought of the faces of those I assisted in their final passage. Pre-Sweep, it was illegal 
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to assist someone in death. Not so anymore. If a terminal patient wanted to face their end with 

dignity, it was allowed. 

“I can’t…” was all I got out. 

This wasn’t a nameless patient. It was the man I had loved for nearly a decade. Perhaps 

not exactly the same person, but him nonetheless. How can he ask me to give up on him? 

Impossible. 

“You’re really strong. You can recover from this,” I stated, trying to convey confidence. “I 

just need you to stay hydrated and if I can find some elderberries –” 

“Please, save yourself. And the cat,” he spoke with effort. “Let me die.” 

“No. I won’t leave you here alone,” I said. 

“Ma’am, I’m always alone. I don’t remember any other way,” he said.  

Ma’am. He really didn’t know me. Nothing, not even a spark.  

His eyes were closed, his breath hard-won with each in and out. I knew a fever was 

working its spell. I scooted the kitten closer to him and lifted his fingers to her soft fur. He 

instantly reacted and offered her the tiniest of head scratches. 

In the dim campfire I studied his face. Owen’s long lashes were matted with dried tears 

and his forehead glistened with sweat despite his occasional shiver; the cloth I had been using 

for the fever had fallen off in his sleep. His jaw was clenched and there was a scar above his lip 

I didn’t remember. It appeared new, barely healed over.  

“Do you know your name was Owen?” I asked him quietly. 

“Yes, did I tell you?” he replied without opening his eyes. 

“No. We knew each other. Before the Sweep. We…” my voice caught as he turned his 

head to me and squinted through his pain. “We used to be very close. I recognized you when 

you took off your hat and mask last night.” 
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As his dark eyes fluttered with fever, I knew he was regarding me. He was scouring the 

depths of what he could recall, trying to place me in his past. So little about me was the same. 

My hair had grown out from its stylish cut to a shaggy brown streaked with gray instead of my 

former honey blonde.  The curves he once loved were diminished. I was considerably thinner, 

perhaps borderline bony. 

“You were crying last night. Sometimes I wonder… who belonged to the tattoo on my 

arm,” he said. “Was it you?” 

Tears sprung to my eyes as I nodded. I knew the words on his arm read I carry your 

heart with me. 

I pulled up my left sleeve to show him its match. The words scrolled across my wrist… I 

carry it in my heart. He read me the poem it came from when he asked me to marry him. 

“What’s your name?” he asked.  

It was more than I could handle. I choked my tears back, but it was a futile effort. 

Nothing could stop me from crying. 

“Mercy. Now my name is Mercy,” I answered. “But you called me Elise. You don’t 

remember, do you?” 

Owen’s brow pinched. The kitten rubbed against his arm, purring as she scratched her 

ears on the zipper of his coat sleeve. 

“I wish I could remember you,” he said faintly. His voice tremored with pain. “Mercy, I 

want you to leave me here. They will come back. They will kill you and the kitten. And if that 

happens, I die for nothing.” 

“You aren’t dying,” I insisted, wiping my nose with the back of my hand. “You can pull 

through this.” 

“No one… has ever cried over me,” Owen said softly. “Were we happy?” 
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“Very,” I sobbed.  

“Did we have a family?” he asked. 

“No. You had a brother, he had three kids. They lived five minutes away. We had a lot of 

fun with them, but, no, not a family of our own. We decided to travel, see the world,” I replied. 

“Did we? See the world?” his voice was growing thinner, as were his breaths. 

I nodded and leaned over him. Putting my hands on his face, I could feel the fire of his 

fever. Owen was suffering. If I were objective, I’d reach into my bag and pull out the small blue 

bottle. By morning, he would be at peace. The decoction of nightshade and castor bean would 

cause his heart to stop. Owen’s heart, the heart I carry in my heart.  

My tears dripped onto his face. I bowed down and lightly kissed his forehead.  

Beside me the kitten mewed.  

“Can you name it Dusky? My last wish. Always wanted a cat named Dusky,” he 

whispered. 

“It’s the perfect name for her,” I replied, listening to her soft cries. I didn’t have the 

strength to tell him he had already had a cat named Dusky before the Sweep. 

Dusky’s cries got louder. In the distance, I heard a loud snap. Owen’s damaged body 

tensed.  

“Mercy, take her and run. I’m dying for you. Please,” he whispered urgently, one hand 

searching the ground next to him, finally settling on a weapon as the other pushed me up and 

away. 

Owen’s eyes were panicked. He was a Protector once more and now, he had something 

to protect, something personal. 

“Fucking run,” he hissed at me as sweat and tears rolled off his face. He was trying to 

stand up.  
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I grabbed Dusky and zipped her into my jacket. Tossing all my clean bandages, the 

plantain poultice, a bag of walnuts and a full water vessel on the ground behind him, I glanced 

once more at the blue poison bottle. I left it in my bag. Owen had stood up, his focus trained in 

the direction of the sound of the breaking stick. Fresh blood bloomed across his side. My bag 

slid onto my shoulder and I selected a small sword from the pile I’d collected earlier, checking to 

be sure Owen’s dagger was still secure in my pocket. 

“I love you,” I said and as fast as I could, ran into the trees.  


