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	Dedication

	 

	To Mark

	 

	Without whom I would never have started and

	whose insight took us to places I didn’t expect.

	 


 

	 

	Chapter 1

	 

	 

	It really was a beautiful view. The sun, low in the western sky, created long shadows that stretched from the Western Slopes, putting the Bowl into a relief that allowed for a better appreciation of the land. The fading light highlighted its beauty and showed off the sheer, snow-capped mountains that encircled a country of fertile fields and rich pastures. She granted the scene a moment of contemplation before it had to be done.

	How long she had been here, she did not know, but it was much longer than anyone could want. It had not been a choice to come. No-one would choose to come here. There never was a choice – once you had been selected it was inevitable. You weren’t even aware that you were being selected until it was done, and you were brought here to the Tower. Left here in this dark and lonely place, to find a way to endure or fail.

	Confined to the dark. In this place, and in the dark. A darkness that subtly shifted between a cold, lifeless grey, and the inky blackness of a tomb. The sun, light, wind, and sky were removed and replaced by a still, breathless air that was chilled by the smooth black stone that surrounded her. Days were no longer marked by the dawn or the moon. The passage of time was noted only by the appearance of meagre rations of food and water, further punctuated by the requirements of bodily functions and the necessity of sleep – such as it was, filled with shapes and dreams that were as vivid as the torments of the waking hours.

	What she remembered was fading. She knew that there had to be so much more where those memories used to be, but now all she knew was the darkness of the Tower. As everything about her and who she had been became less distinct, less clear, like the impressions left of a dream after waking, the Tower became firmer and stronger. The Tower was becoming more present. Who she was, and who she would be.

	She remembered being collected and brought to the Tower. She alone had been taken. She could remember voices crying and pleading for her but could no longer see their faces. She assumed they were her family. Her mother, perhaps, or a sister, although she had no memory of either. In the dark she could still remember the sun and the feeling of freedom from having the wind on her face. And now, here at the window, she could once again feel the wind. It was a comfort to her when comfort was all but forgotten. She did not mourn – how could she mourn people she no longer remembered or a life that no longer left its mark? Her world now consisted of the Tower and nothing more.

	Once up the stairs and through the great entrance, the door had closed, removing the outside world and leaving her alone with the dark and what it held. Throughout her time here there had only been contact with one other being. One that she feared, although it appeared infrequently. Each time it came, things got worse; but still, she longed for it to come so that she would not have to be alone. To know that there was someone or something else, even if it caused her harm.

	It came to test her. If she failed, she would lose a bit more of herself to the Tower. To succeed was to gain some of that back. Time and again it came, and time and again she had to endure the suffering.

	She knew that she was failing more often now and that eventually she would fade completely. What it was that made her her would no longer exist and she would be fully part of the Tower. To never again have a thought of her own. Never more to feel or hope or wish. In a place like this, that could be a comfort. Still, right now, enough of herself remained to hope for a way out, a way to avoid losing herself completely to the Tower. To hope for freedom.

	In the dark she had stayed for so long, wandering circular halls and winding passages. Only now had she found the stairs which wound up and up, such a long way up. In almost complete darkness she had climbed, resting at intervals until she arrived. Here, in a circular chamber halfway up the Tower, there was a single window looking out to the west. Looking out, out of the Tower. Why had she not found this before? Perhaps she had but could not remember. Here she had a way to reclaim herself. This, she felt, was her last chance. One more visit from the being and she would lose herself completely, trapped forever by the Tower. There may be more time to do this, or perhaps not; she could not tell.

	It was time.

	Seated on the windowsill, feet hanging freely over the space between her and the land below, she fixed her eyes on the sun as it gradually set behind the Western Slopes. She felt the wind on her face and embraced it as a friend. Feeling more herself than she had since she began to forget, she leant forward and looked down. At least for the briefest of moments she could be free. Free of the darkness and free of the Tower before it would not matter anymore. That was freedom, that was hope, and that would be her victory.

	Raising her head to the last of the light, she pushed forward with her arms and felt the air encompass her. Enfolded in the rushing wind, she fell.

	***

	Angus just remembered that he had to deliver the tonic tonight. Maima had been preparing it all day and had been insistent that it must be taken while it was still fresh.

	“It works best if taken as soon as it is complete. Delays will just make things worse for her, so take it tonight and make sure that she drinks it all. Tell her that then she must fast till morning. It will be ready by the time you get back.”

	And so, despite being tired after finishing the rest of the deliveries, he still had to make one last trip before supper. There was no use complaining as it had to be done. Maima was attending a difficult birth in one of the poorer areas of Town and so it was up to him. After putting on his cap he carefully wrapped up the small, lidded bowl, making sure that none of the liquid could escape. This delivery would take him a bit out of his normal paths. He had to make his way into the “better” parts of Town where the important families lived.

	The sun was heading behind the Western Slopes by the time he set out. Looking ahead, he saw Town creeping up the lower parts of the Eastern Slopes. It contracted more and more as it climbed the slopes until it stopped at the foot of the Tower. The last of the sun’s rays illuminated both the slopes and the Tower. But, while the mountains glowed with a rosy tinge, the Tower stood as a black silhouette, seemingly absorbing the light, reflecting nothing.

	Heading off, Angus hoped that Maima would be back before him, as he would like a hot supper. He knew that if she was not then it was going to be reasonably poor fare. He would have to muddle something together that didn’t require cooking. He might have to get Maima to teach him to cook. He had to prepare his own meals more frequently now and, although he would never admit it to his friends, cooking was a skill that he thought all should learn, not just the women.

	At fifteen, Angus was not yet sure what it was that he wanted to do. Maima was insistent on book learning. It did not come naturally to him, but he persisted. None of his friends could read. They never had the chance. There were none, apart from Maima – and now, of course, him – who could in their area of Town. Reading had been, and remained, the domain of the well-to-do. It was the province of the powerful and was not something that they were likely to relinquish.

	“Books,” Maima said, “are the foundation of what I do. Without them I would be as helpless as all the rest. What help I can provide comes from my books. It is the lack of understanding that keeps the lowly low and those without hope hopeless.”

	And this was true as far as Angus could see. Maima’s learning was able to give some ease to those who were sick. It prevented injury in difficult situations and limited further damage when things went wrong. She was the one person always called upon. At any hour, day or night, she could be relied upon to provide help. Those she helped would use what wealth they had as payment. There was bread from the baker or fruits from the grocer. Where there was less to spare, goodwill was even more bountiful. Maima and Angus were, therefore, continually cradled by a multitude in a sea of gratitude and love. There were certainly worse ways of living and so Angus had persisted. By learning to read he gained a deeper understanding of the world that surrounded them.

	Walking up into the better parts of Town revealed the benefits that wealth provided. These become more marked the further he went. The roads become wider, paved with cobblestones instead of being bare, compacted soil, allowing easy travel regardless of the weather. Here, the dwellings were sturdier, more permanent, with private land separated from public areas by walls. Further on the dwellings become larger and more elaborate, in proportion to the ever-higher walls surrounding them. Eventually, only the wall was visible, and one could merely assume that there was a house somewhere beyond the barricade. It was to one of these estates that Angus made his way.

	Arriving at a small gate, way off to the side from the ornate main entrance, Angus gave several quick taps. A face appeared through the open panel. Explaining the purpose of his visit, Angus was quickly escorted to the kitchens, where he was expected. Cook had been ill for a week, suffering severe stomach cramps and nausea. For Cook this was unpleasant. However, if she did not provide sufficient numbers of quality dishes on a daily basis then things could get so much worse. Not only for her but all her staff. The family did not care who prepared their food, or at what cost; only that the food was to their taste and ready when wanted.

	If Cook was unable to cook the ire of the family would hit them all. Not only those in the kitchen, but all the servants, from the highest to the lowest. Such was the urgency that the chief steward himself had visited Maima that morning pleading for something to cure Cook. After he had related her symptoms as best he could, Maima had prepared a tonic in the hope it would aid recovery. Presenting the tonic, Angus repeated Maima’s instructions, making sure Cook drank it all before reclaiming the bowl. He was then quickly ushered out of the house and grounds by those anxious for the family to remain oblivious to his visit.

	Once again outside in the street, Angus looked about. The sky was almost dark as he started his way home. The area was unfamiliar, and in the low light he mistook where he was and made a wrong turn. He found himself reaching the very edge of Town where the houses ceased and the rough, rocky ground of the Eastern Slopes had yet to be tamed. He had no cause for concern. As long as he headed down the slope he would reach the lower parts of Town, and from there he was certain that he would easily recognise where he was and make it home without incident. It was then that he felt something. A gnawing in his stomach that told him that there was something not right. From experience he knew not to ignore the feeling, so he stopped and listened.

	***

	She fell, out of the Tower and free. A million thoughts and sensations surrounded her: all competing, and all important. Foremost, however, was a feeling of hope, something she had almost lost in the Tower. She felt hope that there could be something, anything, apart from the Tower. She now had a wish to live, knowing that the Tower could be escaped.

	Time slowed.

	She could see the sun almost hidden by the western mountains. She could hear the wind rushing by her ears like a roar, cheering her freedom. She could feel the air as it cascaded over her skin, bringing it to life with desire. Air was her element. It was life and now it could save her.

	Concentrate. Feel. Weave. I can do this. I can create. The Tower was wrong, I am not destined to fail. There’s so much to do and now is the time to do it. I am not going to end here. I can be more.

	Looking into herself and accepting who she truly was, that was the key. Not to fight her central essence, but to be at home with who she was and not be in conflict. She had tried so hard but failed, again and again. Now she knew her hurts and desires and, also, her strengths. Now was the time to acknowledge and accept them and then be who she needed to be. This time, she had to. She still had time. To fall took only moments, but to be truly herself, as time stood still, could take an eternity. In this space she must accept. Letting her mind go blank she opened herself to just feel. Not to think. Just to feel, and create.

	Slowly, carefully, she started to weave, taking parts of the air about her, folding it, compressing it. She could feel it respond. Like water it flowed. It was erratic but she needed it to be controlled, to answer her and her need. Taking the air from around her, she placed parts on top of others, holding them together and constricting the way they moved. She compressed them into a blanket beneath her. More and more sections were placed with the others, held together by energy. Energy that came from her, from the very core of who she was. Any fear and any doubt could now cause it all to come apart.

	Feel, don’t think. Just do.

	Time crept forward and she could feel herself slowing in the fall. It took great effort and was severely taxing her strength. Slowing was good, but she was still falling too fast. She knew that she would not be able to slow her fall sufficiently in time. Below her was the gravel and craggy rocks of the Eastern Slopes in front of the Tower and just out of Town. Hitting that at her current speed would still be a victory of sorts. She had escaped the Tower, but this was no longer what she desired.

	Time began to speed up. Still too fast: she had not yet done enough. In one last desperate act of survival, she expelled all her remaining strength into the compressed air beneath her, filling every space with the energy from her core. With nothing left to give she fell, limp and barely conscious. The ground raced toward her, ready to welcome her with its earthy embrace.

	As the airy blanket hit the ground it exploded in all directions. Outwards and upwards, the compressed air regained its volume with such power it caused the scrubby vegetation to uproot. Rocks and small boulders were pushed away from the epicentre. It forced her to stop and slightly rise again before falling like a rag doll into the shallow crater it had formed below her. There she lay, flaccid and lifeless on the ground. Out of the Tower and free of its grasp.

	***

	A great, crashing roar came from outside the town. It caused Angus to stop and stare into the low light off to the north. After a few moments a strong rushing wind, carrying bits of sticks and gravel, hit him in the face. It subsided as quickly as it came but all the crickets and other evening callers were now silent. There was no breeze, no sound, and no explanation.

	No-one else was on this path but Angus. The Town’s workers followed the sun. When it retreated, so did they. Into their homes, soon off to bed to be ready for another early rise. Thus, it was Angus alone who was witness to this strange event, and his decision alone to shrug it off or explore.

	Maima had tried to instil curiosity into her son. Although he had found book learning a trial, he possessed a childlike inquisitiveness, particularly when there may be some adventure. He had found that adventure was not a too-common occurrence, and thus any possibility of it should not be ignored. So, with little thought, and a lot of interest, Angus made his way out of Town and onto the Eastern Slopes as the evening settled.

	Carefully making his way over the rough ground, he headed in the direction of the sound and wind. It probably was a boulder that had raced down the side of the slope, crashing into something larger. Still, a sound like that, followed by a disturbance in the air that carried to Town, would mean that it had been one impressive boulder. It must have made a huge dent in whatever it collided with. In Angus’ mind this was certainly worth a look. It also was exciting to be the only one who was investigating. It would make a good story for his friends. Some slight embellishments might be required in order to promote the correct response. Even so, he was sure that he could make it into a great story, with danger and a narrow escape that demonstrated his bravery in times of peril.

	It was not easy going and the ground would not keep even. He had to make slight detours around great rocks or take extra time to climb over the smaller ones. Still, he had a good sense of direction and was convinced that he was continuing on the right path. Fortunately, the moon rose early that night and provided some much-needed light.

	After not too long a time Angus started to notice the presence of freshly uprooted plants scattered around the rocks. Pleased that he had been able to maintain the proper course, he slowed in order to pinpoint the area of impact. He continued, following the increasing concentration of destruction. It was obvious that something had hit with great force. He was excited to see what had happened. Progressing further, he reached a circular area of windswept gravel that was cleared of any vegetation. In the clearing lay a blackened heap.

	The light was poor and it was impossible to make out any features. It looked strange. It was a pure, deep black that reflected none of the moonlight and was located right at the centre of the destruction. Approaching carefully, Angus put out his hand and touched it. To his surprise it was smooth, soft and pliable. Not hard and rock-like as he had expected. Leaning down he pulled at the material, revealing the face of a young blonde girl, unconscious and pale. Surprised and unsure what to do, Angus thought of Maima. What would she do in a time of crisis? Remembering that she would always check for injuries, he pulled back the cloak further to look for any blood. Under the robe she was dressed in a similar black tunic. Not seeing any obvious blood, he wondered what else to do.

	She hasn’t moved. Perhaps she’s dead. Maima would always check but, not sure how, Angus just yelled at her. “Hello, hi, are you alright?”

	This prompted no answer. A second attempt also failed to provoke a response. Grabbing her shoulder, he gave her a shake. Her head lolled to the side but her eyes did not open. She felt cold to the touch. Colder than anyone should. Still unsure what had happened, and not knowing what he needed to do to help, he decided that the best he could do for her was to get her to Maima as fast as he could. She would know what was needed.

	Placing one arm under her back and the other under her legs, he lifted her gently off the ground. Fortunately, he was almost full-grown but, still, there seemed almost nothing to her. She was so light. So frail and light, strange, and yet with a face that he knew he would never be able to forget. Making care to cause as little discomfort as possible he started to make his way back to Town. Surprisingly, this took less time than he expected. All too soon, yet perhaps not soon enough, he was striding down the road into the lower parts of Town. He made his way straight home, hoping that Maima had finished delivering the baby and was already there.

	 


 

	 

	Chapter 2

	 

	 

	Angus paced. Maima had not been home when they arrived, so he had placed the girl in his bed and covered her with blankets. Her pale skin was still icy to the touch and she had made no sound throughout the journey home, nor since they had been there. Not knowing what else to do, he boiled water over the fire. This seemed to be something that he remembered was often needed when Maima was working. Still waiting, he continued to pace.

	After a time that seemed to last forever, he heard the door of their cottage open. Leaving the small bedroom, he immediately went to find Maima. She looked tired after what must have been a difficult birth. Before she could even sit, Angus pulled her into his room. Looking surprised, she went to the bed and bent over the girl. After carefully examining her, she turned to Angus and with a weak smile nodded and said, “She’s alive. Barely breathing, but she is alive. Go and make a hot compress with the water you boiled and leave me to examine her more fully.”

	Pleased that he had a task to do Angus hurried off, only entering the room again after he was sure that the examination had been completed. Looking expectantly at his mother, he waited.

	“She needs rest and warmth. We will just have to wait, but she is young and I could not find any injuries. What happened?” she asked.

	Angus related the events of the evening, giving account of all that drew him to finding the girl. Maima listened attentively, pausing him on one occasion to have him more fully describe the sound he heard and the wind that followed.

	“Who do you think she is?” he asked. “And how do you think she got there?”

	“Who she is, that I don’t know. We will have to wait for her to tell us. These robes, however, they tell a very strange story. They are not something we often see. I doubt that there are many here who have ever seen the like or, if they have, would want to talk about it.”

	“Maima, what do you mean? You’re being unclear.”

	“Did you not look at the robes? Surely you saw them?” she asked.

	“Yes, they are black and … soft.”

	“My dear, have you ever seen such as these before? Did you not notice that they are more than just black? That the light does not reflect off them? They seem to absorb it, releasing nothing.”

	“I almost didn’t see her,” he responded.

	“Mmm, and what else did you notice?”

	“That she was where the sound came from.”

	“I think that she came from the Tower. I don’t ever remember hearing of anyone leaving the Tower unless it was in order to collect another and go back,” Maima mused.

	“But what does that mean, Maima?”

	“I wish I knew. But at the moment she needs our help so we will just have to wait and see.”

	“I will stay and watch,” Angus offered.

	Maima nodded. “You will need to keep her warm, so go make some hot packs with the coals from the fire and put them under the blankets. I will stay with her until they’re done. After that, watch her, but let me know as soon as she stirs. We don’t know who she is or what has happened. There is more to this, I expect, than just a girl who needs our help.”

	After he returned Maima left to get some supper organised while Angus stood and looked at the girl. Now that he had been assured that she was alive he went over to the bed. Pushing the black hood further away from her face, he brushed the long blonde hair from her cheek. He gazed at the pretty girl who lay unconscious on his bed. Watching carefully, he saw a slight parting of her lips as a gentle breath was drawn in. He sighed, went and got a chair, placed it next to the bed, and sat down. He would be close in case he was needed.

	Angus was determined to stay up and watch and so, after supper, Maima brought in a small lamp to give some light to the room before retiring to bed. Sleep, however, often comes far too easily for the young even when they are distressed. So it was with Angus, who awoke halfway through the night, uncomfortable in the chair. In the dim light he saw, but more felt and heard, movement in the bed. The girl was squirming. She looked uncomfortable and distressed but made no other sound. Angus placed his hand gently on her shoulder, making reassuring noises. The movements quietened and her breathing slowed, becoming deeper and more regular. Leaving his hand there, he felt slightly happier that she was starting to show more signs of life.

	Morning came as it always does, bringing with it an end to both the restless and the peaceful nights’ slumber. As the light crept though the shutters of Angus’ room, the girl started to stir once again. The slow, calm movements of someone gradually waking, however, progressively became more fragmented and frantic. Angus again attempted to calm these with a light touch, but this time with no effect. The girl’s breathing increased as she flung her head from side to side. Kicking off the blankets she started making a soft, terrified wail. 

	Trying to hold her down so that she would not hurt herself, Angus called out to Maima to come quickly. Fighting against his restraint the girl kicked harder, flinging her arms about as if trying to ward off something. Hearing movement outside the door, Angus turned his head to see Maima opening the door. Just as he did the girl’s eyes clicked fully open. Seeing, but not yet understanding, the girl let out a scream of terror that tore the air. As if hit by a crashing wave, Angus saw a blinding flash of light emanate from the bed, and he was thrown back across the room, hitting the wall with a crunch before sliding to the floor. Maima immediately raced across the room to the bed, placing both hands on the girl’s forehead and, with closed eyes, started to chant. In an instant the girl relaxed, ceased her thrashing, and closed her eyes as if asleep. Angus, dazed on the floor, watched with amazement as colours engulfed his mother and disappeared into the girl as she relaxed.

	Leaving the girl, Maima reached Angus as he was starting to rise. Reassuring her that he was generally unharmed, he looked intently first at her and then at the girl. Before he could speak, Maima led him out of the bedroom, sat him in the kitchen and said, “She is safe and, for the time being, will sleep.”

	Preparing them both a cup of tea, Maima sat down on the other side of the table and looked at her son. “The Tower has had more to do with us than you are aware.” She spoke softly. “As you know, your father and I were not long together. Circumstances pulled us apart and he was taken from me … from us. What you don’t know is how or why.”

	Pausing, she took a sip of her tea and continued, “I was once one of those from an estate similar to the one you visited last night. I had books and learning and the privilege that came from a powerful father. As a child, my life had everything. All that I could want. As I grew, however, I saw that there was so much more outside the walls that surrounded my world. As a girl I was not allowed to participate in what went on outside the walls. There were so many people with so much less than me. There was so much need, and I could not help. I was not allowed to change things, to make a difference. I was a prisoner in a beautiful cell, nothing more than a bargaining chip, a jewel to be kept in the box of somebody else. This was not what I wanted. It was not who I was, or who I wanted to be.”

	Angus, forgetting his tea, listened intently to his mother.

	“I met your father,” she continued, “one day, by chance. He was handsome and charming, clever and kind … and a carpenter. I was forbidden to consider him. I was not to talk to him or see him. Neither of us could bear this. We were made for each other, and I would not listen to my parents or consider life without him. We loved each other and we found ways to be together. But my parents had me watched and knew that we were still seeing each other. One day there was a visitor to our estate. One that came as night was falling. They were like the night, dressed in black and almost invisible in the dimming light. They were dressed like this girl.”

	Pausing once again she took another sip and recommenced speaking, slowing as she remembered the past. “That visitor stayed only a short time to talk with my parents. What they spoke of, I don’t know, but after that I never saw your father again.” Her voice cracked with emotion. “I knew that they did something to him, my parents and the visitor from the Tower. No-one would speak to me about it, but it was the Tower that took him from us.”

	Giving a deep sigh and then a smile, Maima continued, “By that time I was already carrying you, but it was still very early days. I knew that if my parents found out about you then there would be another visit from the Tower, and I could not risk that. I had to get away. So, with just what I could carry and a few things to sell on the way, I fled. We would not be safe so close to my parents so I bought passage as far out of Town as I could. I arrived alone and scared near the Western Slopes.

	“I will be forever grateful to a boy I met there in a small hamlet. Seeing my distress and that I was alone, he spoke to me and took me to his mother for help. Without even knowing the truth about me but just that I was in need, they took me in and there I stayed until you were born. It was sometime later, when I felt it was safe, that we returned to Town. You were still very young. I came back to learn of the Tower, to find your father, and to stop this ever happening again.”

	“I don’t remember anything before Town,” said Angus, “but is she really of the Tower? She doesn’t seem like the one you described.”

	“She is from the Tower, yes, I have no doubt,” Maima concluded. “But, no, she does not feel like one of the Tower, and she left the Tower.”

	Looking towards his room, Angus asked, “What happened in there? I saw a blast of light as I was hurled across the room. Then I saw you covered in colours that moved from you and into her before she slept.”

	“Mmm,” Maima pondered, “that is a lot to answer. I only know a little. I have tried to find out more, with little success. I do have some experience, but not a lot. There is a thing that they call Influence. It is something of a talent that may show itself in girls of about your age, like this girl. Some families have it more than others, but most families will have had something to do with it. The Tower wants these girls, the girls with Influence. I can only guess that they must give it something it wants. The Dark Ones, those in the black robes, come from the Tower and take the girls. Then, for their families, it is as if their daughters never existed. That they were never born. No-one is allowed to speak of them, although they do, in private and only ever in whispers. The girls are never seen again. Never seen again until this one time … with this child.”

	“Influence?” Angus asked.

	“Yes, it is called that. It is different for each. For this child, I think that she may be able to influence the air. I expect that is what kept her alive when she left the Tower and what threw you to the wall.”

	“But, the colours …”

	“Yes, well … There are other Influences. One may be able to change the way a person feels.”

	“But, Maima, you …”

	“Yes, me. It would appear that there are some girls that the Tower does not take or does not want. I only started to notice that I could help someone sleep better or feel less pain when I was a bit older than you. By placing my hands on them I try to will the pain away. I have to concentrate and I chant to help me focus. It is hard work and I have to be touching them. I have spent my life learning about herbs and plants that can be used in sickness. I use these skills together with my Influence and I try to help those I can. I suppose that the Tower only wants girls with more Influence than I. But I am careful not to openly display my skill. The colours, that is new. I have never heard anything like that before.”

	“I saw colours surrounding you and go into the girl,” he added.

	“I saw no flash of light and have never seen these colours. Perhaps you can see Influence. See it as it is working.”

	“How? I am not a girl. It’s never happened before, and I have been with you many times as you work.”

	“My dear, there is much I know but about Influence I know very little. I do know that some men may very rarely have some ability. I wish I knew more but my books tell me little about it. Most of what I have learnt has been from others, from memories of lost sisters and daughters.” Pausing in thought she added, “I know that you have many questions, many things that you want to know, but now we must be careful. The Tower is able to find the girls who have Influence. They come and collect them without warning, arriving at night, unannounced. Today this child is here, and we do not know who will be looking for her or if they already know she is here. We must decide what we should do.”

	Angus nodded and asked, “But we are still able to help her?”

	“Yes, my dear, we can. How much we can do … we will have to see.”

	***

	Waiting is never easy and waiting without knowing what to expect is even worse. Throughout the morning the girl slept. This time peacefully, uncomplicated by fits of distress and watched over by either Maima or Angus. But, work still needed to be done. By the afternoon Angus had finished the round of deliveries and Maima had set out to visit her patients and check on the mother and baby from the night before. Again sitting next to the bed, Angus waited. Slowly, and this time gently, the girl opened her eyes and looked directly at Angus. Seeing him gazing at her intently she gave a small, embarrassed smile.

	“How are you feeling?’ he asked softly.

	“Sore all over but alive, which I suppose is a lot better than I expected,” she said with a wry smile.

	“Drink this,” he said, lifting her head and putting a cup of tonic to her lips. “Maima prepared this for when you awoke. It will help.”

	After drinking as she was told, she lay back on the pillow and looked about. “How did I get here?”

	“I found you outside the town and brought you here last night. This is our cottage. Maima, my mother’s, and mine. You have been resting here since.”

	“Thank you. You are kind.”

	“No, you needed help. Who would not help?”

	“Many, I expect,” she responded sadly. “I am fortunate that it was you who found me.”

	“Who are you? Where did you come from?”

	Looking distressed at the questions, she closed her eyes and swallowed.

	“We know that you must have come from the Tower,” Angus continued. “Your robes told us that. Do not worry, we will be able to help you,” he added quickly in order to reassure her.

	“I … I … I did come from the Tower. I cannot go back there. I must keep away from it. Far away. I cannot face it again. Please, don’t tell the Tower. I beg you. I can’t …”

	“No, no, we’re not telling the Tower. You don’t have to go back. We won’t let that happen. You are safe here. I am Angus. What is your name?”

	“My name? I … I don’t know. I can’t remember. I had a name, but that was before, before the Tower. I must have had a family too, but I … I … there is nothing there, nothing left of them, nothing I can remember.”

	Seeing her getting more and more upset as she tried to remember, but recalled nothing, Angus took her hand and held it. “Do not fret, it will come. It takes time. Maima always says that time is the best cure. You rest here. You are safe. Are you hungry? That can help. Can I get you something?”

	“No, thank you. I need to rest. Thank you, you are the first kind face I can ever remember seeing.”

	With that she closed her eyes and gave a soft, sad sigh as she sank deeper into the bedding.

	***

	Over the next few days Angus and Maima were particularly vigilant, but neither observed anything unusual about their new charge or in the town about them. Jess, the name agreed to by all, gradually recovered her strength and was able to sit out of bed for longer periods each day. Still weak, she moved slowly around the cottage, often assisted by Angus. Whenever he was at home, he was never far away in case he was needed. Despite their curiosity, Maima had insisted that all questions about what had happened could wait until Jess regained her strength.

	On the evening of the third day, Jess was strong enough to sit at the table as Maima prepared the supper while they waited for Angus to return. No longer encased in the black robes of the Tower, she instead wore a pretty, flowing dress that was pulled in at the waist of her slim figure. Her long blonde hair was held back from her face by a ribbon and her sweet and delicate features were relaxed and peaceful.

	“I cannot tell you how much you have done for me. I cannot remember ever feeling like this. Thank you,” she said.

	“My dear, you thank us constantly, every morning and every evening. There is no need. It is our joy to see you getting well,” Maima replied.

	“You have no idea what it means to me. I’m sorry. I just wish there was something I could do to show how much it means.” After a pause Jess continued, “I would like to tell you what happened.”

	“There is no rush.”

	“I hope not, but I don’t know. There are many things I can’t remember but I know that the Tower is vile and takes what it wants, without regard or regret. I don’t want you to be pressed by the Tower.” Taking in a deep breath, Jess continued, “I will need to go when I am able. I will only be a risk to you if I don’t.”

	As she was speaking the door of the cottage opened and Angus entered, carrying something behind his back. Smiling awkwardly, he walked over to Jess and presented a slightly bedraggled bunch of wildflowers. “I found these just outside Town as I was doing my deliveries,” he stumbled.

	“Thank you, you’re sweet,” responded Jess, giving him a peck on the cheek as he bent down. Smiling a bit too broadly he stood up again and spoke in a brash voice, “You do not need to go. Where would you go anyway? You do not know who you were or where you are from.” He glanced up at Maima. “You can stay here, with us. Isn’t that right, Maima?”

	“Indeed, my dear. Of course you can.”

	Tears in her eyes, Jess nodded and smiled. “I would like to,” she said, “but I need to tell you about the Tower. I try to remember what happened, but things are not as clear as they were. I have to tell you now or it might be gone. I might forget and … and the Tower … it might come. If you know, then it might help.” As she spoke Maima crossed over to the table and cradled Jess’ head to her breast, while Angus stood uneasily to the side.

	“Don’t worry, my dear. We will work this out. But supper first, and then we talk over a nice cup of dandelion tea.”

	***

	Jess’ memory was fragmented. She remembered almost nothing from the time before the Tower. Nothing about her family or where she was from. Her first memory was of the great door of the Tower blocking out the light and leaving her alone with her tormentor in the semi-darkness. Time in the Tower meant little. At times it appeared to crawl at a snail’s pace, while at others it seemed to jump forward at a great rate. Much of her time there was jumbled and confused.

	Most clearly, she remembered being alone. No sound, no breeze, and no evidence of life. Alone she would wander in the sunless space. Moving through windowless halls and cavernous chambers, finding nothing and no-one. Crying out in these spaces gave no comfort as even the echo of her voice was removed before it could return to her. In the cold, silent darkness she would search for something, anything, that would show her that she was not alone. But she would find nothing except meagre amounts of food and water, left at intervals that were neither regular nor predictable. Eventually, she just sat for prolonged periods in the corner of a room and waited. Waiting and listening for anything. She hoped for something, but feared the nothing she found.

	Only once did she remember hearing a voice other than her own. Her tormentor never spoke, and the voice she heard was masculine. This spark of humanity in an otherwise inhuman place emboldened her and she raced toward the sound, feeling the air around her pulsating as if she were in a living thing. But as she ran the voice started to fade. Like smoke it appeared to disperse and lose its substance. Then, turning a corner, her way was blocked by her tormentor.

	“They are not to be tolerated,” it said, turning as the last of the voice evaporated, leaving only silence. Struck with how fully alone she really was, Jess remembered collapsing in a heap. She stayed there until she woke sometime later, feeling cold and alone.

	What she also remembered was that she was there to be tested. How often this occurred she could not say, but the whole point of her being in the Tower was to be tried. Her tormentor would arrive at random times. During periods when the space was filled with a lifeless, silver-grey light or when she had been plunged into the impenetrable blackness of a crypt – it did not matter. Once present, the testing would commence. The mere mention of these trials was enough to cause Jess to go pale and shake uncontrollably. What made up the aspects of the trials she was unable, or unwilling, to recall. She could not, or would not, face the memories of these, and Maima would not press her further about them.

	Over time it became clear to Jess that each time she failed to please her tormentor there was a little less of herself present. Bits of who she was became thinner, less distinct. Like her memories, who she was became unclear and harder to remember. Loneliness and despair were her constant companions, feeding her belief of failure and the inevitability that she would be fully absorbed by the Tower, no longer to exist. At her most desperate, she found stairs. Stairs going up. And so, she climbed. Rising higher and higher in the Tower, she eventually reached the only room she had ever found with a window. And, from there, she had jumped.
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	Despite the initial concerns about Jess and the Tower, their constant vigilance revealed nothing out of the ordinary. Yet, still being careful, they gradually fell into a new normality. During the day Jess would stay in the cottage and out of sight. She was eager to learn as much as she could about the preparation of tonics and creams that formed the central component of Maima’s work. She learnt quickly and was good at what she did. As the months went by her strength gradually returned, but her sleep was still broken by images of the Tower. Most nights she would wake, at times screaming in terror, as images of the Tower would engulf her. She could not tell if these were images from her own imagination or memories of what had happened to others who were taken to the Tower. At times they even felt like a prediction of what would happen to her. With each episode Angus was there, attentive and calming whenever she was in distress. His kind voice and gentle touch brought her back to the new reality about her. It reminded her that she was now part of a family. Either for the very first time, or once again – she could not remember.

	When Maima’s patients were visiting the cottage, Jess was introduced as her new apprentice, there to learn the skills and be another healer in Town. To further her studies even more Angus started to teach Jess to read. Together, they spent time each evening siting at the kitchen table, heads close together, speaking softly and enjoying the time with one another. Angus also began applying himself to further learning. Emblazed by Jess’ desire to learn, he studied all the books Maima had and questioned her mercilessly. He would not stop until he was sure that he understood or, as sometimes was the case, when Maima would have to admit to not completely understanding it herself.

	Angus also spent more time being interested in the treatment of the sick. Whether this was a true interest, or so that he could be near Jess, Maima was not sure; but she welcomed the curiosity. One thing that was obvious was that Angus watched intently every time she would use Influence. He said that the colours were getting clearer. They were more distinct and he could see where these colours dispersed in the body of the sick. It allowed him to see where the problem was that Maima was Influencing. In the more difficult patients this knowledge was invaluable, aiding Maima to be more effective in her treatments. Over time he was even able to detect a slight multi-coloured aura around Maima that diminished when she used her ability. With Jess he started to see that she was surrounded by a pure white light.

	Jess was careful never to use Influence. Maima had warned that the Tower had a way of knowing which girls had Influence. It was assumption only, but she speculated that it was the use of Influence that alerted the Tower to their presence. As she herself only had limited Influence she reasoned that it was just not strong enough to be noticed but, as Jess had been collected once before, it would be vital for her not to use her ability in case it was noticed again. It did not take any convincing for Jess to avoid manipulating the air. As far as she could tell, this skill had only brought her misery. And so, for the most part, it was a happy and productive household.

	***

	The days passed serenely but the nights were still disturbed by Jess’ dreams. Excelling at being Maima’s apprentice and despite her continuing fears, Jess started taking more and more responsibility for making the basic tonics. This allowed Maima more time to explore her books and experiment with different combinations to improve the medicines. Angus found enjoyment in invention. Applying what he had learnt through study and experimentation, he began creating designs that could help the older townsfolk that suffered from poor mobility. He invented ways for them to get out of chairs, and things to help with washing. He would also make visits to Maima’s patients to put these inventions in place. Still only eighteen, he was now receiving almost as much praise as his mother for the improvements he created in the townsfolk’s lives.

	One evening as he headed home after such a visit, Angus was taken by surprise. Out of the corner of his eye he noted a man quickly disappearing around a corner, coated by a golden light. Startled and intrigued that there was another in Town with Influence, he turned to follow.

	The man was moving quickly down the slope into the lower parts of Town, weaving through those still on the streets. It was not someone Angus recognised, and nothing about him would have sparked the interest of a passer-by. He was dressed in the drab clothes of any farmer and carrying a bag over his shoulder. Angus trailed him, unsure what he was doing but wanting to see who this man was and where he was from. The man appeared anxious, continually glancing about him yet, even if he noticed, he paid no attention to Angus following. The sun was almost gone, and the streets empty, by the time they reached lower Town, but the glow surrounding the man made tracking him simple.

	In the square in front of the main Town gate the man suddenly stopped. Dropping his bag, he stared straight ahead without moving. Keeping out of sight behind a cart left for the night by the side of the road, Angus watched. Nothing appeared to be happening but the man stayed still, fixed to the spot. Gradually Angus became aware of a field of darkness moving toward the man. It contained a spot of flickering blue light. Others displaying a similar blue light then also advanced on him from either side. Indistinct and undefined, but just visible as voids that were slightly darker than the space around them, they encircled him. Even at this distance they felt cold and dead, as if all the warmth in the air was being drained. He could see and feel the intensity of the golden light begin to build within the man. As the intensity grew, pulses of light shot forth from him toward the voids. The lights exploded, outlining shapes of hooded persons, silhouettes of perfect blackness. The light was then sucked into the blackness and disappeared.

	The shadows surrounding the man slowly tightened their net, circling closer and closer. Again and again, bolts of light pulsed into the dark shapes, but faster and faster they were absorbed and gone. With each round Angus saw the man glowing less as the Influence was consumed. Unable to look away, Angus witnessed the voids touch and consume the man as a blue light flared about him. With no sound and no-one else to witness, the golden light was drained from around, and then from the heart of, the man. As if watching the wind erase a child’s drawing in the sand, Angus watched the man gradually evaporate, becoming thinner and thinner, less substantial and more transparent until, finally, he was gone. The blackness started to lift from the square. The air regained its warmth.

	Angus stayed where he was, too scared to move but afraid to stay. Jess’ greatest fear was to be absorbed by the Tower and now, right in front of him, he had witnessed just that. To lose who you were – never to die but never more to think or feel. No longer to exist as you, but to be a part of the Tower, under the full control of another. Now Angus could finally understand what she meant and why it so terrified her.

	Staying longer than was necessary in order to be certain that he did not encounter one of the voids, Angus eventually emerged from behind the cart. He walked cautiously into the square to where he had witnessed the man fade. All felt normal and he saw no signs of Influence, but there on the ground was the bag dropped by the man. Picking it up, Angus scanned the square and made quickly for home.

	Once safely behind the closed door, bathed in the warm light of the cottage and back in the company of others, Angus finally allowed himself to rest. Never before had he felt so scared. He needed to compose himself before speaking of the encounter. He knew that he must warn the others that the Tower was about, but he did not want to provoke further distress in Jess. He decided that he would speak with Maima first while Jess was practising her reading. So, taking Maima aside after supper, he related the events of the evening.

	“And what was in the bag?” inquired Maima.

	“I don’t know; I simply forgot about it until now,” replied Angus. “I left it outside. I didn’t want to distress Jess.”

	“Take it to my room and have a look. It may give us further insight into who he was.”

	Following Maima’s direction, Angus retrieved the bag and emptied it on the bed. A coat and cap, a purse containing a few copper coins, some bread and cheese. But, what was remarkable was a rolled-up piece of parchment, a small bottle of ink, and a quill. Calling Maima to come, Angus showed her the find.

	“Someone who can read and write,” stated Maima, surprised, as she unrolled the parchment revealing a list of names, all of which were male. Beside each name was written a region of the Bowl and then a number.

	“What do you think it means?” asked Angus.

	“Can’t say. The names are from all over the Bowl and what the numbers mean … there is no pattern.”

	“This name here, this one is from just outside Town. I should go and see,” said Angus, thinking aloud. “He was leaving Town before they … stopped him. These people might know more. They could be in danger from the Tower.”

	“Or they might be helping the Tower,” warned Maima. “We have no idea what this list means. No, you must not go. Promise me.”

	Giving a non-committal flick of the head, Angus turned to leave the room. “We must not tell Jess about this. She is not ready for it.”

	***

	Angus rose early the next day explaining that he had a number of visits to complete before he could start on the daily deliveries. Waving to Jess as he left, he called back that he should be finished by midday and would return. Turning left he moved in the direction of upper Town but, when out of sight, he made a detour though some alleys in order to head further down through Town and to the main gate. The sun had risen, and Town was alive with the markets opening and tradespeople going about their duties. Passing the site of the previous night’s encounter, Angus noted how normal everything seemed. No trace of the deed remained but he paused, just for a moment, to acknowledge the man who once had been. Gaining further determination, he set his face to the west and headed out of Town, making for a small village an hour or so’s walk away.

	He walked quickly through bountiful fields along a well-maintained road used by the produce carts to deliver their goods to Town. As usual it was a warm, sunny day, perfect to be outside as it was neither too hot nor too cold. On the parchment, he had counted ten names. William Farley was the one he was going to look for. The region written next to his name on the parchment surrounded the small village to which he was headed. Without knowing what William did for a living, or where he lived, Angus thought it best to first visit the general store to inquire where the Farleys lived. He had with him, as a pretence, a small parcel he had wrapped with the name William Farley written on it. He would say that he had the parcel to deliver and had been charged to see that it was delivered to William in person.

	Soon enough he arrived at the village, unremarkable in all aspects. By heading down the main street he walked straight to the general store. He opened the door and went in. A few customers were getting orders filled when a girl, slightly younger than he was, returned to her place behind the counter. Standing up straight and putting on his most endearing smile he winked at her. He thought that if he could charm her a little then she might be more forthcoming with the information he required.

	“Good morrow, what a charming day, made all the better by a smile from you,” he crooned.

	The girl giggled and blushed slightly. Angus continued, hoping that he did not sound quite as pretentious to her as he did to himself, “I am new around here and was of the opinion that someone like yourself could aid me. I have an important message for the Farleys that my employer would like me to deliver in person. Can you assist me as to the whereabouts of the Farleys?”

	The girl did not answer and looked confused. Feeling a bit deflated, Angus repeated, “Do you know where the Farleys live?”

	“Oh,” she said, “that’s what you mean. Their plot’s a ways out on the western track. You’ll know it by the sunflowers.”

	Feeling that he needed to keep up the pretence a bit longer so as not to lose face, Angus responded with the flash of a smile and quipped, “There, I knew that beauty and brains do, in fact, go together,” and turned to leave. Once outside again he quickly headed out of the village to the west, feeling a bit silly after the less than authentic way he tried to get the information.

	At least it worked. But, perhaps, if there is a next time, I might just be myself.

	Time was moving on and he was unsure how much further he had to travel to the Farley plot. Undeterred, he set a rapid pace and scanned the land about him for any glimpse of the tell-tale yellow of sunflowers. Eventually, after walking for over an hour, he caught sight of the tall yellow plants waving in the breeze, off to the left of the road. Finding a rough track that was tending in that direction, he turned and made his way towards the plants. After topping a low rise, he spied a small homestead made up of a cottage, barn and home garden nestled amongst the yellow fields. Heading directly toward these he kept an eye out for anyone who may have been around.

	“Hey, hello, is anyone around?” he called as he walked toward the homestead.

	An old man emerged from the barn as Angus got closer. Slightly stooped but still retaining the solid build of a man who had worked his whole life on the land, he regarded Angus from under his broad brimmed hat.

	“You lost?” he asked in a gruff voice. “There’s not much going forward this way. Youse be wanting to head back the way youse came.”

	“Are you Farmer Farley?”

	“And why you be asking?”

	“I have come to speak with William Farley,” Angus replied.

	“None by that name here. You best be going,” came the short reply as the old man abruptly turned and made his way back into the shed. After a slight delay Angus followed him into the barn.

	“Can you tell me where I can find the Farley plot? I must speak to William Farley.”

	“There ain’t no William Farley, I tell you,” the old man responded.

	“But if you can tell me where, I will be going.”

	“Ain’t nowhere to go.”

	“Please, I need to at least speak to Farmer Farley,” Angus pressed.

	“And so you are,” came the terse response.

	“You are Farmer Farley? Please …” Angus started, but as he followed the farmer into the dim light of the barn he noted a pale glow around the old man’s hands. Surprised, Angus blurted, “You have Influence!”

	The farmer stopped and slowly turned. “Who are you?” he demanded.

	“No-one, no-one important,” Angus stuttered and then quickly
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