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Dedication

To Kathy.

I can’t remember when you weren’t part of my life. 

Thank you.
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What if the choice you have to make has devastating consequences for others?

How can anyone know the right thing to do?
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Leonie chose to sacrifice everything to save other people. Now those around her have to face the consequences – and those consequences are not what they expected.

Prospero must deal with his own guilt. He was the one who gave Leonie the tools she needed – her life was in his hands. To make the most of what she did, he will have to face up to all the family issues he has avoided for so long. Whatever he chooses to do, someone he loves will be hurt. For Leonie’s sake, is he now strong enough to make the choice he couldn’t make before?

The crisis predicted by Lord Gabriel has come and gone. But his task isn’t over. Leonie’s very existence may be out in the open but Gabriel discovers that the past is never what it seems – and nor is the present. How can he use what he now knows to bring together those who have been enemies for as long as anyone can remember? If he fails in this, everything he’s had to do so far will be in vain.
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Sign up for my newsletter to get all the news and exclusive benefits, including a free book – Trader’s Child – A Choices and Consequences Prequel Novella. Just click here to get your free copy. 
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Story So Far
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Weave of Love is the third book in the Choices and Consequences series. If you haven’t read Strand of Faith, or Thread of Hope I strongly recommend that you do read those first as you will get a lot more out of Weave of Love that way. You can find them at https://www.books2read.com/strandoffaith and https://www.books2read.com/threadofhope respectively.

But, if you are really eager to get on with Weave of Love, or you have read the first two and would like a quick reminder of what’s happened up to now, here is the story so far.
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Strand of Faith 

The story is set in a post-apocalyptic feudal society ruled by a few powerful families. 

It begins with a young Lord, Prospero, coming across a feral child, a meeting which changes his life. Subsequent events lead to him becoming a monk.

Years later, using his extraordinary mental powers, he senses a stranger hiding in the monastery at House St Peter and becomes obsessed with finding them. While dealing with a student having a nightmare (a consequence of developing mental powers) he discovers his stranger is Leonie, an orphan girl, masquerading as a male student. Abbot Lord Gabriel adopts Leonie as his ward, aware through his own mental powers that she unknowingly holds the key to the world’s future. He believes he must push Prospero and Leonie together for a chance of world peace – and this will potentially lead to their deaths. He makes Prospero and his close friend, Andrew, responsible for Leonie, using Andrew to influence Prospero’s actions. Tormented by his choices and troubled by a lack of progress in the relationship, Gabriel also turns to his sister, Eleanor for help. 

Prospero is terrified of falling in love with Leonie. Leaving the monastery means facing the issues which previously drove him to a breakdown. Andrew – who has long hidden feelings for Prospero – initially considers Leonie a trouble maker, but Eleanor leads Andrew to see Leonie as a victim not a villain and the two become friends.

Previous experiences mean Leonie is afraid her feelings for Prospero will lead to his death. When Prospero confesses his love to her, she is unable to reciprocate verbally, but her actions indicate she feels the same way. Prospero decides to leave the monastery, face up to his issues and impulsively proposes to Leonie.

Leonie thinks that marriage to her will put him in danger. She cannot take the risk and runs away, determined to find a new start elsewhere.
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Available at https://www.books2read.com/strandoffaith

––––––––
[image: ]


Thread of Hope

Prospero discovers that Leonie is missing. Eleanor encourages Gabriel to carry out a wide search for her, and once they find Leonie, ensures that Prospero is the one to bring her back. 

Prospero finds Leonie and convinces her to marry him. She shares her past with him and later he realises that he knows who she is – a detail he inadvertently shares with Gabriel. Knowing that this puts both Leonie and Prospero in danger, Gabriel blocks Prospero’s memory so that he can’t share the information with Leonie.  

Prospero leaves the monastic order and reverts to his past nickname, Perry. He faces up to some of his past issues, but postpones facing the expectations of his family to concentrate on being with Leonie. Leonie is terrified of the consequences of their relationship but finds marriage brings her a sense of completeness, happiness and confidence that she wasn’t expecting. Perry and Leonie rescue a group of feral children and Perry takes them to the orphanage at Taylor House. He tells Lord James, who runs Taylor House, all about his recent marriage and his wife.

Gabriel now knows that Leonie is the child of an infamous and scandalous relationship between heirs to the two largest warring Great Houses, and as such, those from both Houses either want her dead or at least under their control. He starts negotiations about her future with one of those Houses but is very much aware that his actions may yet lead to Leonie’s death. 

Whilst attending a conference in a neighbouring Great House, Perry and Leonie are involved in an explosion. Perry shows Leonie how to access almost unlimited reserves of mental power which enable her to save many of the victims. They are both aware that using power in this way will almost certainly prove fatal to Leonie.

Perry manages to bring the almost lifeless Leonie back to House St Peter, where every effort is made to treat her. Despite this, her life hangs in the balance.
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Available at https://www.books2read.com/threadofhope
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If you would like to know more about the Great Houses and people of this world, you can find more information and a ‘cast list’ on my website at https://www.racheljbonner.co.uk/people.html 
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Prologue
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This part of the ride was pleasant enough. He was on their own land, the afternoon sun was warm despite the time of year, and, although the route was narrow and twisted, his horse was surefooted and he could relax, riding with a loose rein. His thoughts, as always when he rode this way, were of his brother. They had been together since the womb, sharing everything, rarely apart for more than a few hours. Their sudden and total separation still tore at him like an open wound, unable to heal. How many times had he ridden this route now, since the first time he’d come alone, to grieve, the loss fresh in his soul?

His destination on that day, all those years ago, had been the rock formation on the very boundary of their lands. It had been a special place to the pair of them, him and his brother, a secret place, somewhere they’d come to escape, to adventure, to explore. Somewhere they’d toyed with challenge, excitement and danger. It had been the natural place for him to try to make sense of his loss.

Years ago, she’d been there too. Grieving like he was, and hoping in a way that he couldn’t, caught in uncertainty. They had met there again over the next months. Not often, for it wasn’t easy for either of them to get away unnoticed and the consequences of being followed were unthinkable. And then, once, she hadn’t been there. It had become much harder for her, in her condition and she was near her time so he hadn’t been altogether surprised. 

Still he’d gone back again as they’d agreed, knowing that this could happen. He’d seen a figure moving near the rocks and his heart had leapt with anticipation. He’d thought it was her, cloaked and hooded, until the figure had heard his arrival and turned towards him, pushing back her hood. Then he’d seen the loss and sadness in her eyes and known the girl he had expected to meet was dead. He’d slid from his horse and sunk to the ground, burying his head in his hands at this fresh loss.

The girl waited until he was ready to look up. She was sitting with her back to a rock, hunched over, as though she was sheltering something in her arms. It looked like a bundle of clothes, rags even, and then it made a small sound.

“The child?” he asked hoarsely, barely able to breathe with the additional grief she’d brought him. 

She nodded.

“Show me!” he commanded. 

Why, he didn’t know. What interest could he have in this bastard? The girl flipped back the blanket by the baby’s face and he took one look and fell head over heels in love. Not like the love he’d had for his brother, nor for the girl who was this child’s mother, or any of the women who had formed part of his life. This was an overwhelming love, a consuming desire to protect the child, to be there for her in whatever she needed. Instinctively he reached out and took her, cradling her to his body, crooning to her. Somehow, she soothed the pain in his soul. He could see her mother in her, and such a look of his brother. When he found the words, he said as much to the girl.

“Of course,” she said. “She looks like her parents.”

“Why?” he asked. “Why have you brought her to me?”

She shrugged, turning away slightly. “I thought you had a right to see her.”

“And now what? You just take her back and I never see her again?” His pain and sorrow made his voice bitter.

“Not back. I can’t go back. What you do is up to you.” Her voice was dead, devoid of feeling.

“Not back? Why? What happened?”

“I heard things. I’m neither heir nor spare so no one pays me any attention. They – one of my uncles, I think and someone else, I don’t know who – were going to get rid of her and the baby, that’s what I heard them say. I told her and she made me promise to keep her child safe. She wasn’t well by then, already. She died soon after the baby was born. I was ready. I took the child and came here.”

“I’ll take care of you,” he promised. What made him say that? What could he possibly do? 

“It’s okay,” she said. “We made plans. I had some help. We’ll be fine.”

“Where will you go? I can’t take you onto our lands, you wouldn’t be any safer there. But one of the Sanctuary Houses? Or House St Peter? I could help you get there.”

She shook her head and gestured at the baby. “She is the heir. These lands are hers, her place, in her blood. She should be raised on them. I won’t take her somewhere else.”

“If they want to kill her, you’re not safe. Let me take you somewhere else.”

“No.” She was adamant. She indicated back down the trail on her side of the rocks. “There’s a hut down there, a couple of miles or less. It’s hidden, difficult to reach, and it’s warm and dry. We’ll be safe there.”

“It’s hardly what you’re used to. It won’t be easy, not with a small child too,” he protested.

“We don’t live as richly as you,” she said disparagingly. “And I’ve been helping raise my siblings for years now.”

He could see she wouldn’t give in, so he stood up, the child still in his arms. “Very well, then,” he said. “But at least let me escort you there now.”

Once she was mounted on his horse, reluctantly he passed the baby back to her. “Does she have a name?” he asked.

“Not yet,” the girl said.

He sighed. “Her mother wanted to call her Leonie.”

The girl nodded. “I know. But I thought you should have a say.”

He was touched, and rested his head against the horse’s neck to hide the tears that sprang to his eyes. Eventually, he looked up. “Call her Leonie,” he said and then silently led the horse down the track. 

He needed directions to find the hut, which reassured him, and he was relieved to find it dry and reasonably well equipped. There was a cradle for the baby, already housing a small soft toy, worn with age. The girl saw his eyes drift to it. “That was hers,” she said. “I thought Leonie should have something from her mother. He’s called Taylor.”

Eventually, he left them there.

He’d been back many times since then. To start with he’d constantly tried to get her to move somewhere safer, but she’d been insistent and so he’d given up. She did have other help, besides him. He’d met her conspirator, early on and, of course, they’d recognised each other despite the ancient enmity between their families.

The first time, they’d watched each other warily, all but circling and baring their teeth at each other like a pair of wolves. The girl had snarled at them to behave and passed the baby between them. They had managed at least to accept their common ground in love of the child. Gradually, they had learnt to work together. Silently to start with, at opposite sides of whatever area they were in, simply doing whatever the girl had ordered. Then more closely together, communicating as the job needed, sharing tools, helping each other. Eventually, he had come to understand that what they had in common was far greater than their historic differences. Now he thought of the man as his friend. In a way, the girl’s other helper had come to fill some of the hollow left by the loss of his brother. 

Today was the child’s fourth birthday and, as he crossed the rocks and descended into the alien territory, his thoughts turned from his brother to her. He couldn’t help but smile as he thought of her. She had grown into a happy, active child, healthy if a little too thin. Full of mischief which was to be expected given her parents, and smart as anything. Bilingual, too. She spoke the common language with him, but with her aunt she spoke the ancient patois of her lands. In his saddlebag was his birthday gift for her, a new edition of her favourite book. He’d read it to her so many times, but this time he hoped she would read it to him.

She met him as he rode through the woods that surrounded the hut, dropping off a low tree branch to stand beside the track, Taylor clutched in one hand. She was never without Taylor.

“You should be more careful, Leonie,” he said. “Anyone could be coming along here.”

“But they weren’t,” she said. “Just you.”

“I could have been a stranger. It’s not safe.” He couldn’t keep the smile off his face, just at the sight of her. He knew it was taking the seriousness out of his warnings. “You need to make sure you’re not spotted by those who could hurt you.”

“I could see it was you, from ages away,” she told him. “I can always tell who it is.” 

He lifted her up to ride the rest of the way perched in front on him on his saddle, Taylor balanced in front of her. 

“It’s my birthday,” she said to him proudly. “My first real birthday. The one that doesn’t happen every year.”

The other two were waiting for them at the hut and greeted him with pleasure. It was a small celebration but a happy one. The book from him, a new outfit made by her aunt, with the scraps made into something for Taylor, a jigsaw from his friend. And a birthday tea with chocolate cake, a special treat in in this household. He stayed until the child was asleep in bed, exhausted with pleasure, Taylor, still resplendent in his new clothes, tucked in beside her. 

“You’re an amazing mother to her,” he said to the girl as he returned to the main room. 

“It’ll be your birthday soon,” his friend told the girl. “Twenty one. We should do something to celebrate.”

She smiled slightly. “Maybe,” she said. “But it’s a couple of months yet. There’s time to think.” 

They did manage to arrange a surprise party for her in the end, working together. How the girl didn’t suspect anything he would never know. When he arrived, Leonie was jumping up and down in front of the door with unsuppressed excitement. His friend was trying – and failing – to keep her quiet. 

“You’re here, you’re here,” Leonie exclaimed, leaping into his arms. 

“You got everything?” his friend asked. 

He nodded at his bags. “All here,” he said. “Let’s go.”

The three of them charged through the door, shouting “Surprise”—Leonie clearly the loudest. The girl jumped in shock, but her face lit up with a broad smile as soon as she realised what was happening. The afternoon passed in a haze of noise, fun and food until Leonie at least was exhausted, curled around Taylor and nearly asleep.

The girl reached to kiss his cheek before he left. “Thank you,” she said. “I loved my party.”

Afterwards, that always brought him some comfort.
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Thursday Midday – Early June – Perry 

How often will I have to do this? How often can I even do this before it breaks me?

Perry groaned and buried his head into the pillow, trying desperately to recapture those fuzzy moments on the edge of waking. Those warm, happy moments of forgetfulness before the memories of the last few days hit him. Before his mind was swamped with thoughts of Leonie sacrificing everything to save others, of her almost lifeless body as he brought her home, of earlier this morning when they’d had to stop supporting her.

I won’t think about it. I won’t. Just the happy times, I’ll think of the good times.

“Sit up,” said Lord Gabriel. “I know you’re awake. You have to face this, not run away from it.”

Gabriel’s voice reached somewhere below Perry’s conscious mind and obedience came without thinking. He sat up. “Andrew was here,” he said slowly.

“I took over from him. I have a confession to make to you. Under the circumstances, I think it needs to be before tomorrow,” Gabriel replied with a slight smile.

Perry stared at him, frowning and puzzled. “Okay then,” he said, relieved at the distraction from his own issues.

“Not yet. You need to eat first,” said Gabriel, nodding towards where food was set out on a nearby surface. “Many years of experience have taught me never to confess to someone with low blood sugar.”

Despite the circumstances, that brought a slight laugh to Perry, and he moved to comply. As he ate, he kept glancing at Leonie’s body on the other side of the bed.

“She’s not been alone. Never alone,” Gabriel told him. “And my confession is for her, too, even if she won’t hear it.”

“I can’t keep secrets from her,” Perry confessed.

“I know. And this isn’t secret, not now. Although I’d rather my behaviour didn’t become public knowledge. At least, no more than it already is.”

Tendrils of intrigue wound into Perry’s mind, challenging the numbness he was desperate to hold on to, detachment his only protection against the ocean of pain awaiting him.

Gabriel took a deep breath and started. “For the last seven or eight months, I’ve been having visions and dreams again.”

Now fear rose through Perry’s chest, hot and vicious. “Did you know that what happened at House Eastern was going to happen?”

“Not exactly. Not until that morning. All I knew was that something was going to happen and that it would be soon. And I knew that it would have consequences that would change the world – for the better if I took the right actions, for the worse if not. And those actions included pushing you and Leonie together.” He hesitated and then continued. “I knew that Leonie would die and I expected that you would too.”

“I wanted to. Without Leonie...without Leonie, I can barely breathe. I can’t stand what I feel. When I think of a world without Leonie in it, then I want to die.”

“I can understand that. Doing what I knew I had to do became harder and harder as I came to know her better.”

“Why didn’t you tell me? You should have told me. I might... We could... I should...” Perry couldn’t take it in. Gabriel had known what was coming? Had set them up? Had caused the pain Perry was now feeling?

“I didn’t make it happen,” Gabriel said, very softly. “I’m not defending myself. I am responsible for what I did and its consequences. I am so sorry for the hurt and pain it has caused. But I had to do what I was called to do, and act for the greater good.”

Somewhere deep inside himself, Perry started to think about what Gabriel had known and faced for the last few months. “You’ve suffered this,” he said, his speech slow as each thought bubbled to the surface. “You’ve lived with the responsibility for her death and mine for months. That’s why you didn’t tell me. It’s better not to know.” He looked up at Gabriel. “How?” he asked. “I can’t face it. How in the name of... How on... How do you deal with the pain? How do I deal with the pain? The loss? The fear?”

Gabriel shook his head. “I can’t answer that, other than with prayer and with time. I will be here, whatever you need. So will Andrew and any number of others.” 

“Who else knows then?” Perry asked.

“About the visions and my actions? Only Benjamin and Eleanor, though others may suspect.”

“Not Andrew?”

“Not Andrew. He has done what he has been told to do, whilst arguing to defend and protect you at every opportunity. He realised I was pushing you together; he doesn’t know why. He’s been a good friend to you. To you both.”

“And Leonie?”

“Knew nothing. Less even than you.”

Perry buried his head in his hands, fighting to regain the detachment that provided the only way he could find to function, the only way he could manage to survive the next minute, the next hour. Eventually, he lifted his head and looked straight at Lord Gabriel. “How does what happened benefit the world? What happens next? And why did Leonie have to pay the price?” he asked.

“I don’t know the answers to any of those. My vision tells me that this route leads to a more peaceful, united and prosperous world. I still don’t know how we get there, just that the key moment is past. If I’d done nothing, it would have led to wars and famines, trouble on the scale of the Devastation times. As for Leonie, perhaps the answer is because she could? Can you think of anyone else who could have done what she managed? I know I couldn’t have done it.”

“Would you have told me had she not...” He gestured again at the bed, unable to complete his sentence.

“Yes, I would. Just not yet. Under the circumstances I felt you should know before tomorrow.”

“I would have chosen to have these past weeks and months. Even knowing what was to happen I’d have chosen to have them rather than not to. So would she. However it started, what’s between me and Leonie is real.”

Gabriel nodded. “I know. I found that a comfort.” He paused. “Can you forgive me?”

Perry stared at him blankly, his mind unable to process what he was being asked. “It helps to understand why,” he said in the end. “I know I need to. I want to. I do forgive you, I just... I just... I’m afraid I’ll struggle. On the bad days.”

“Then we will work at it together, and we will pray.”

They continued to sit together, both watching the bed. The rest of the day floated past Perry; he simply sat or ate or slept as others directed, his whole focus on what would happen the following morning.
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Friday Morning

“Just me,” Perry said. “Just me and her here. No one else.” He glanced down at the bed beside which they were all standing.

“No,” said Benjamin firmly. “That’s not going to happen. Gabriel and Eleanor will wait on the far side of the room. Andrew and I will be right here.”

Perry narrowed his eyes, looking at Benjamin, taking a breath for his retort, not caring about the consequences. Then Andrew touched his arm and spoke, just to him. “It’s not just about what you want, Perry. We all understand you want to be alone with her. It’s about what could happen and what’s best all round. No one will interfere with what you’re going to do. I’ll see to that.”

Perry swivelled round, turning his stare on Andrew, sighed then nodded, his shoulders slumping. “Okay, then.”

He sat on the edge of the bed and then reached to stroke Leonie’s cheek. “Leonie,” he said softly but insistently. “Leonie, it’s time to wake up.”

––––––––
[image: ]


Leonie 

Where am I? I’m dead. At least...I should be.

My mind was full of fog, nothing seemed to be working. I couldn’t sense any other presence. There was no light, no dark; just greyness. The last thing I remembered was the sound of Perry singing. The pain of never seeing Perry again coiled round my heart, a physical ache as I drew breath.

I’m breathing?

A voice intruded on my thoughts, calling my name. Perry’s voice.

Perry is here? 

I strained to open my eyes. It was hard work; my eyelids were stuck together, my eyeballs scratchy and dry. The light was too bright, my sight was blurred, a jumble of colour with no meaningful shape. As my vision cleared I saw Perry sitting beside me, looking down at me. His face was so drawn, so worried and concerned that I tried to reach for him, tried to speak his name, but my body was as unresponsive as my mind, my voice not even a whisper. He placed his fingers on my lips. 

"Don't try to talk or move yet. You've been hurt, but everything's going to be okay. Sip this." 

He held a straw to my mouth. The juice was neither too sharp nor too sweet and it soothed my dry throat. This time I managed his name. "Perry." 

Again he silenced me. "I'm going to help you sit up a bit, okay? You might feel a little dizzy." 

He slid one arm round and underneath me, and that gave me the chance to wrap both arms round his neck, bury my head in his shoulder, and drink in the scent and feel of him. "I couldn't find you, I couldn't find you," I kept repeating. 

He adjusted his position so we were sitting wrapped together, his arms around me. "You did find me. Do you remember? You rescued me." 

He didn't understand. "No, after that,” I told him. “After the power left. I couldn't find you, and then I heard your voice and now I'm here." 

He held me like he'd never let me go, and that was more than fine by me. After a while, someone coughed and I became aware there were others in the room. Perry drew back a little. I knew my eyes were wet; I hadn't expected his to be, too. He busied himself making sure I was sitting comfortably against the pillows. I didn't want to let go of him so I kept one hand twisted into the fabric of his top and as soon as he had a hand free I tucked my other hand into his. 

He didn't look round at the others but spoke to me. "Now you're awake, Benjamin and Andrew need to examine you, alright?" 

I nodded but I kept tight hold of him. Lord Gabriel spotted that – he noticed everything – and he stood up and spoke quietly but very firmly, "Prospero is going to wait outside with me." 

Perry looked as reluctant as I felt, but there was no way I would disobey Lord Gabriel and neither would he, so I untangled my fingers from his top. 

"It won't be long, and I won't be far away," Perry said trying to reassure me and then I was left with Andrew and Benjamin. 

Andrew came over to me. I grabbed his arm as he sat down beside me. "Is Perry alright? He looked so... so..." I couldn't think of the right word. 

"He'll be fine,” Andrew said. “He's just been worried about you." 

I tried to reach Perry to reassure him and found I couldn’t. My mind was still foggy, not working. An icy swell of panic rose through my middle, clouding my thoughts further. “I can’t reach him, I can’t find him,” I said, my voice rising with my fear.

“Don’t try,” said Andrew hurriedly. “You won’t be able to and it won’t be good for you. He’s okay.”

“He needs me,” I pleaded, tugging on his arm. “I need him.”

Lady Eleanor appeared beside Andrew and, despite my pleadings, Andrew moved away and she took his place. She put her arm round me. “You can’t use your Gifts right now,” she told me gently. “Gabriel’s looking after Perry. He’ll be fine. He’ll be back as soon as Benjamin and Andrew have done what they need to.”

Not use my Gifts? How can I not have my Gifts? 

After the time of Devastation, as our world healed and the population regrew, people discovered they could do things with their minds – things like telepathy, telekinesis, and fire starting. Now around one person in four could do something, and some people – like me, and Perry and many of those around us – could do a lot. 

How can I be me without them?

But with Andrew and Benjamin pestering me, I couldn’t think. They tried to be gentle, but they were thorough and it wasn't particularly pleasant. I supposed medical matters rarely were. I wanted to scream at one point but I choked it back because I was afraid Perry would hear and worry. Eventually it was over. Benjamin left the room first, closely followed by Lady Eleanor. 

“Andrew,” I hissed, and he turned back towards me. “Take this drip out.” 

He shook his head. “I know you don’t like it, but medically, we have to leave it,” he whispered. “And it’s bandaged like that to stop you pulling it out. But Perry’ll take it out in a moment if you ask. Everything he’ll need is on the table.”

And then Perry was there. Andrew winked at me over his shoulder, nodded towards the table and disappeared. Finally I was alone with Perry. I held my arm out to him. "Please?" I begged. 

He understood instantly and set about removing the drip. “If I do this,” he said, “you have to agree to eat and drink anything and everything you’re told to, understand?”

I nodded but he'd almost finished before he spoke so it didn't really matter. When he stood up to put things away, I swung my legs round and sat on the side of the bed trying to hide how weak and dizzy I felt. 

He turned back. "And what do you think you are doing?" 

I was pretty sure I wasn't going to get away with it but I tried anyway. "I want a shower." 

He sat back next to me, sliding one arm round my shoulders. "No way. You aren't strong enough. That can wait until tomorrow and I'll help you." 

If I wasn't strong enough to shower alone, I certainly wasn't strong enough for his help, with its inevitable consequences. I tried for my next option. "Then I want to sit there, with you." I pointed at the large armchair we had in the bedroom, where we'd often sat curled up together. I could see he was weighing up how stubborn I was likely to be, but he gave in. I guessed he wanted that, too. 

"Okay," he said. "But I'm going to get a blanket so you don't get cold, and you're to drink that juice." 

He indicated a glass standing on the table. That seemed a good deal to me so I drank it, and we snuggled into the chair together, me partly sitting on his lap, with my head tucked into his shoulder. I made him take his top off, so I could feel and smell his skin, and for the first time I saw the bruises spread across his ribs. I traced them gently with my fingers. "I didn't know you were hurt?" 

I should have known; how could I have missed that? 

"They're nothing, they're nearly better; I didn't know myself till we were back here." 

I trailed my fingers along to the monitor disc on his chest and down his arm to the patient bracelet. "If they're nothing, why these?" 

He took my hand in his, placing it on his chest between us, then tucked the blanket round us before answering. "I thought you were going to die on me and I couldn't handle it. And I was drained by what we did. They spiked my drink to make me sleep. That’s why." 

I looked towards the now empty glass of juice and he followed my glance. He answered my unasked question. "Probably not. But honestly, you're not going to stay awake very long whether they did or didn’t. For the next little while you aren't going to want to do anything but eat and sleep." 

Actually, I could feel my eyelids growing heavy already. I didn't mind; I was where I wanted to be, and that was enough. I’d worry about everything else later. I rested my head on Perry’s shoulder and let my eyes close.
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Chapter 2
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Perry

Perry could feel Leonie’s breathing becoming more even and her body relaxing against him as sleep overcame her. He was overwhelmed by how possessive and protective he felt and how unwilling he was to let go of her. Fancy her trying to get out of bed, demanding a shower. That was so like Leonie, wanting to do more than she was able, sooner than she could. Mind you, he'd have indulged her in practically anything. He suspected he'd have given in on the shower, had she pushed any harder. Letting his joy at her survival sweep through his body, he rested his cheek on her head and closed his eyes.

It was a couple of hours before Perry awoke, conscious first of the warm weight of Leonie as she still slept on him, the feel of her breath on his chest, the heat of her hand resting on his skin. With his eyes still closed, he could even sense her heart beat, steadily, strongly, in time with his own. Eventually, he opened his eyes, to see Andrew sitting across the room from them, watching closely. 

"Your turn on the rota again, is it?" he said drowsily. "I'm glad it's you."

Andrew walked round the bed to stand over them, looking down. "I think the rota's pretty much over now. You look stuck."

"Oh, I am. Are you planning to rescue me?"

"Do you want to be rescued?"

"Not really, no. I'm quite happy here."

"Stay there then. It seems to be doing you good, you look a lot better than you did earlier."

"How can I help but feel better?" Perry couldn't stop smiling.

Andrew sat down on the edge of the bed, facing them. "I owe you an apology."

"I can't think how, but right now I'd forgive anyone anything, so if you do it's a good time."

Andrew paused, looking anywhere but at Perry, his fingers playing with the covers on the bed. Then he raised his head, met Perry’s eyes and said in a rush. "You were set up, you and Leonie. Gabriel pushed you together, trying to force something to develop."

"I know. Gabriel confessed yesterday. But however artificial the situation, what Leonie and I feel for each other is genuine. Is that what's worrying you, that you helped in pushing us into this? Because that doesn't need an apology, rather I owe you my thanks."

"No, that's not exactly it. I did help, but I was following orders. No, it's that I argued against it, I said it wouldn't work, it wasn’t fair, that they'd be playing on your shortcomings. And I guess I was jealous. And then, these last few days, I've seen what you risked, how much you've hurt and that's shown me just how much you love her, and I'm sorry I tried to prevent it."

Perry smiled at him. "There’s nothing to forgive. I know you were just looking out for me. Gabriel told me you’d been a good friend to both of us." He looked down at Leonie. "I do love her. I didn't know it was possible to feel like this about anyone."

"There isn't anyone I love so much that I would hurt for them the way you've hurt," Andrew answered. 

Perry adjusted his position slightly and winced. “Andrew,” he said sheepishly. “I think you’re going to have to rescue me after all. I need the bathroom.” 

Andrew grinned and started to lift Leonie off him, revealing Perry’s topless state. Perry was more concerned about Leonie. “Don’t let her get cold,” he instructed. 

“Stop fussing, I won’t, she’s quite safe,” Andrew responded as he carried her across to the bed and gently laid her down, tucking the covers round her. 

Perry watched them for a moment, seeing a range of emotions cross Andrew’s face. “You love her, too,” he said in wonder, experiencing a moment of revelation. 

“Of course,” said Andrew, tranquilly. “Just not like you do. And anyway, she loves you.” He grinned at Perry. “When you’re done in the bathroom, I’ll see if we can discharge you. Then you can go down to the kitchens and get something to eat, and see if you can stop Pedro baking all these cookies!” 

It had become a source of much amusement, despite the circumstances, that the head chef, Brother Pedro, had dealt with his own fears and emotions by baking large and continual quantities of chocolate chip cookies, Leonie’s favourite. Perry laughed, the tension broken, and went to obey. He didn’t want to leave Leonie but Andrew shooed him out of the room. “You need to eat, and you need a break from being here,” he said. “Leonie will be fine; she won't be alone for a moment.” 

When he thought about it rationally, Perry knew Andrew was right, but he still planned to be as quick as he could manage. The kitchens were pretty quiet, in that lull after lunch had been cleared but before any preparations had started for the evening meal. Pedro came rushing to meet him. “How is she? How’s Leonie? Is she...?”

“She’s woken up. She’s asleep again now, but she woke up. And she remembers a lot of what happened. So far, it’s looking good.”

Pedro stopped in his tracks and sighed deeply, closing his eyes. “Thank you, Lord.”

Then he opened his eyes and looked straight at Perry. “Come on, you need to eat. Sit.” He pushed Perry onto a chair by a small table and hurried off, before quickly coming back with a bowl of thick soup and fresh bread. “Eat, eat,” he instructed. “You need to keep your strength up too.” 

Pedro sat down opposite Perry and started plying him with questions about Leonie’s recovery. He didn’t seem to expect any response, which was as well given that Perry was eating and no one knew the answers anyway. 

“I think of her as a daughter, you know,” Pedro confessed. “Poor little nestling.” 

Perry looked up sharply. “You knew she was a nestling?” he asked. “Since when?”

“I knew we had a nestling around sometime in the autumn but I couldn't tell who or where. I knew it was her that first time you brought her into the kitchen. If you've been one, you don't miss the signs. And I assume she was taking food to feed another nest.”

“She was. We rescued them, they're safe now. I didn't know you'd been one until she told me. Not many make it to adulthood.”

“It was a long time ago. And someone rescued me.” Pedro shook his head slightly as if to disperse the memories. “Now,” he said, “we need to think about what Leonie should be eating. I’ve got some plans.” 

––––––––
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Leonie

I slithered to the edge of the bed and stood up. I wobbled for a moment and then arms slid around my waist from behind as Perry caught me.

“I need the bathroom,” I told him.

He didn’t object, but kept his arm round my waist and supported me on the short walk to the bathroom door, Andrew hovering behind. Only then Perry started to come in with me.

“No way,” I said. “I can do this on my own.”

He shook his head. “It’s not like a hospital,” he protested. “There’s no grab rail or call buttons. What if you fall?”

“I’m going to be fine,” I insisted. “And besides, I want clean clothes.” I gestured towards the nearby chest of drawers. 

Without thinking, Perry let go of me, opened the drawer and found me some pyjamas. That gave me the moment I needed to slip through the bathroom door. I just didn’t quite close it in time. He grabbed for the handle, held the door open and glared at me through the gap, before relenting and passing me the pyjamas.

“Don’t lock it,” he instructed. “And call if you need any help. Promise?”

“I promise,” I said and shut the door. 

Of course my definition of needing help might not have been the same as his. I tried not to look in the mirror, but I couldn’t help it when I was washing my hands. My face looked like a skull, all sharp angles and bones with sunken eyes. My skin was washed out, no longer its usual golden honey colour, and my hair was just a matted mess. I managed to wash my face and attempted to brush my hair although it made little difference. I sat on the chair to put the clean clothes on. What I really wanted, still, was a shower, but I had to admit I didn't feel strong enough for that right now. Instead, I reached in, turned the shower on, then sat back down to see what would happen next. 

The door burst open and Perry shot through, skidding to a halt when he realised the shower was empty and I was just sitting there. The look on his face was well worth it. “Back to bed for you,” he said, picking me up and carrying me there. 

Andrew was right behind him and he at least appreciated the joke. I could see him trying hard not to laugh out loud. “Don't be mad at her,” he said, defending me. “It's a good sign, shows she's feeling better.” 

Perry turned towards him, still holding me. “I'm not cross with her. I was just worried.” 

That made me feel instantly guilty. “Perry, I'm sorry.”

“It's okay, beautiful. I just don't want you to do too much, too soon.”

Andrew butted in, “He's going to be seriously overprotective for a while even for him. He won’t be able to help it. You might as well get used to it for now. He’ll get over it eventually.”

“I'm going to be seriously overprotective forever,” Perry growled at him. He turned back to me. “And you don't get a choice in the matter so yes, you'd better get used to it.” 

But he was smiling now as he said it so that was alright. I got back into bed and Andrew ambled off to our kitchen to find me something to eat. He came back with a tray holding some of Pedro’s soup and bread and a cookie. It didn’t look like much to me but it was all I could manage. I dozed through most of the rest of the afternoon, not really wanting to do anything but sleep and hold onto Perry. He must have felt the same because every time I woke, even for just a few minutes, he was right beside me, his hand in mine. I was a little bit more awake when Lord Gabriel came in later to find Perry and take him to the evening meal.

“Your presence at the meal, looking happy and relaxed will do far more than I can to convince the rest of my House that Leonie is recovering,” he said. 

Perry got off the bed reluctantly, but really he didn’t have any choice. “I’ll be back soon,” he said. “Andrew will stay with you.”

Lord Gabriel had a bandage on his hand, but he seemed to be ignoring it and I didn’t get an opportunity to ask about it. He looked pale and drained himself, and thinking about it, so did most of the people I’d seen around since I’d woken up.

“Why is everyone so pale and worn out looking?” I asked Andrew as soon as we were alone.

“You’ve had the easy bit, being unconscious or asleep,” he said, teasing me. “The rest of us have been worrying about you. Everyone will start to feel better now you’re awake.”

“Why aren’t I dead?” Andrew was the only person I felt I could ask.

He smiled slightly, no doubt at the bluntness of my question. “Perry saved you,” he said. “He – I suppose the best way to put it is, he shared his life with you. And then he brought you back here where we all could help. It takes a lot of energy, that’s one reason people are looking so drained.”

I understood what he meant; I’d done it myself a couple of times. I’d shared a part of myself, my energy, my desire to live, with someone else so that they’d had a chance to live. Katya – the Trader Headwoman I’d been apprenticed to – had taught me how but she’d had very strict rules on when to use it. We’d only ever used it for a minute or two, to get a mother or a baby, or both, through a traumatic birth. I’d never heard of it being used for anything else, nor of it going on longer than a few minutes. No wonder those around me were looking tired. And no wonder Perry was feeling overprotective – I’d barely been able to let those babies out of my sight for about a week after helping them.

“You helped me too?” I asked him, because he looked just as pale as everyone else.

“Yes,” he said. A fleeting shadow passed across his face, so quickly I might even have imagined it. “Though most of it was Lady Eleanor and Melanie.”

“Melanie’s here?” I asked. “I’d like to meet her.”

“What do you know about Melanie?” Andrew asked cautiously.

“She’s Lady Eleanor’s daughter,” I told him. “Perry’s friend, ex-lover. Your friend, too.”

“Perry told you all about her then?”

I nodded. “Ages ago. But I knew before that, anyway.”

Andrew smiled. “I’m sure you’ll get to meet her soon enough. She wants to meet you, too.”

“Was it worth it? What I did? All the trouble I’ve caused here?”

“Yes, it was,” he answered quickly and certainly. “What do you remember about it?”

“Mostly just needing to rescue people, to get them out of the damaged building,” I said, trying to remember. “But I had so much power, so much knowledge. I could do anything, know everything. And now I can’t do or remember any of it.” I paused, then looked straight at him. “And I thought I would die.”

“You saved a lot of lives. Many of those you rescued would have been killed by the building collapsing further, or died while they waited to be rescued. And they’ll make a better recovery because they were treated sooner. It was well worth it.”

For a while we sat quietly while I thought about what I’d done and what I could remember. Andrew had always been someone who knew when I needed just to be silent. Then Perry’s absence started to tickle at my mind. I pushed it down; Perry wouldn’t be much longer. It fought back, tormenting me like an itch I couldn’t scratch. What was taking him so long? Where was he? I couldn’t stand his absence; I needed him there with me. If he wasn’t there... Panic was flooding up, ice cold fear rising from my stomach, through my chest. I knew Andrew was right there but still I needed Perry. I looked at Andrew again. “I want Perry,” I said, unable to keep it in. 

He tried to be reassuring. “He’s not far, he’ll be back soon, don’t worry.” 

It didn’t help. The panic rose further, my chest and throat tightening. I couldn’t sit still. I needed to run, to escape, to find Perry. 

And then the door opened and Perry was there, and I was launching myself across the bed and into his arms almost before he could cross the room. Once I touched him I was safe again, but still I wrapped my arms around him and buried my face in his shoulder. He spoke to me, his voice soothing, but I didn’t really pay any attention to what he was saying. He picked me up and sat down on the bed, keeping his arms round me and holding me on his lap. I knew he was speaking to Andrew, but again I chose not to pay any attention, I just wanted to stay where I was. I heard another voice and Benjamin was there, saying my name, softly but insistently
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