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To my Mum, who taught all us kids that life is made up of choices. 

And choices have consequences.
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In loving memory of my Dad

1934-2013

And of my friend, Ronnie

1935-2019
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Rest in peace and rise to glory.

Description

What if your secrets are so dangerous they could destroy the one you love? 

Is honesty always the best policy?

Leonie may have run away but Prospero will find her. He loves her and he wants a future with her by his side whatever the consequences. Only when he does find her, he ought to tell her who he really is, outside the monastery. That’ll make her run again. Dare he risk it? But if he doesn’t tell her, someone else may... 

Marriage to Prospero is what Leonie wants most and the one thing she knows she can’t have. If he found out what she was really like, what she’d been, what she’d done, he’d despise her and she couldn’t bear that. Better to leave now than live a lie – but it’s harder than she expected. If only... 

Gabriel is starting to discover the secrets inherent in Leonie, secrets that not even she knows, secrets that will tear the world apart. And the secrets he is keeping are tearing him apart. How can sacrificing those he loves possibly achieve peace when everything he discovers risks the death of millions?

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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Thread of Hope is the second book in the Choices and Consequences series. If you haven’t read Strand of Faith I strongly recommend that you read that first as you will get a lot more out of Thread of Hope that way. You can find it at https://www.books2read.com/strandoffaith .

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

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.

Available at https://www.books2read.com/strandoffaith
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Prologue
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She found him pacing between the stacks in the library; for all his other faults he was a conscientious student. 

“What are you looking for?” she asked, sensing his frustration.

He brushed her off. “It doesn’t matter, just something I heard about.”

“Tell me. Maybe I could help.” 

He thought about that; maybe she could. Although they were both student doctors, she was several years older and nearing the end of her studies. “Someone mentioned power stones and master stones. I want to know more.”

Now she understood. Such things would be irresistible to him. “You won’t find anything here. They aren’t stones. You’re looking in the wrong place.”

He rounded on her. “You know about them? What class are they covered in? Where can I find out more?”

“They aren’t taught in class. You’d only find out about them at the very end of your training, depending on the specialism you choose. Or if you became a monk.”

That made them both smile; anyone less likely to become a monk was hard to imagine.

“Or a High Lord,” she added. 

That took the smile off his face. The risk that might happen was something that both kept him awake and tormented his dreams. Their world was feudal; individual establishments pledged their loyalty to Low Houses, who in turn pledged to High Houses. And the High Houses pledged to Great Houses, each of which was ruled by a High Lord. He was eligible to be heir to one of those High Lords, and just the thought of the responsibility gave him nightmares.

“So how do you know?” he asked.

She shook her head. “Not here. Somewhere private. Come on.”

He followed her eagerly, lengthening his stride to catch up and wrap an arm round her waist. Although they weren’t a couple they had been lovers on and off for some time; he had no problem persuading her to talk.

“I overheard my mother and him talking about them years ago, when he became Abbot. His ring is one, you know,” she confessed, referring to the High Lord of the Great House they both currently lived in. Here, the Great House was based around a monastery and the High Lord was also the Abbot. “Then I made it my business to find out all I could,” she continued. “Most of the information is hidden away but I tracked it down.”

That didn’t surprise him. There was no one quite like her for getting into places she wasn’t allowed and finding out things she shouldn’t know. 

“They aren’t jewels like that,” she told him, gesturing at the emerald in his signet ring. “They’re constructs, a sort of miniature cross between an EEG machine and Shields.”

As doctors, this couple were both familiar with machines that sensed, measured and tracked brainwaves. As a part of the quarter of the population that were Gifted with extra abilities, such as telepathy or telekinesis, they also were familiar with what the mind could do and with the Shields that could contain or prevent the use of such Gifts. He nodded, understanding, and urged her to carry on, his thirst for knowledge consuming him.

“They’re about linking two or more Gifted people together,” she said. “You activate them by touching them with your mind, a bit like telepathy, and they transfer the energy you’d normally use for your Gifts to one dominant person, from all those who are connected.”

“So that one person has more energy and it enhances their abilities?” he asked, eagerly.

She nodded. “Yeah, but they’re limited. Power stones restrict how much energy is transferred to protect their users. And they only work over a short range. Master stones work over a much greater range, and they collect the energy and store it, like a battery. But they take all the energy they can from their user, too. People don’t survive using a master stone.” 

“What do they look like? Have you seen them? Where can you get hold of them?” he demanded.

She laughed. “I’ve seen them and so have you. They are always disguised to look like jewels set in silver or gold. Some say the setting helps them transmit and receive energy.”

“So? Where are they?”

“Each of the Gifted monks or nuns has a power stone in the cross they wear. And I told you, his Abbot’s ring is one. I think it’s a master stone. And my mother has a power stone too, in that brooch she nearly always wears.”

“How can you tell? How can you be sure it’s not just an ordinary jewel?” His curiosity was overwhelming.

She shrugged. “If you touch an ordinary jewel with your mind, it’s just that, a stone, inert and non-responsive. If you touch a power stone you can feel it hum, a bit like the Shields do.” His disbelieving look stung her. “I can prove it,” she insisted. “Meet me on top of the Abbey Tower at midnight. I’ll show you.” With that, she was up and off, leaving him to ponder over all that he’d been told.

***
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He met her at midnight, as she had known he would, still insatiably curious. They made love first, at the top of the tower, another private place where they wouldn’t be found. She was insistent and he was hardly averse. Afterwards, she showed him what she had brought. First, one of the crosses worn by the monks and nuns. He didn’t ask how she’d got hold of it. Best not to know, he thought.

“That central stone is the power stone,” she told him. “Just touch it with your mind.”

“How can I?” he asked. “It’s night time and this is the Abbey. The place is shielded.” 

The whole campus – monastery, college, House and hospital – was shielded at night for protection but those Shields didn’t stop an adept using his or her Gifts within the area. The Abbey itself, the focus of the campus, was shielded at all times so that no adept could use their Gifts within it.

“Not here, it’s not,” she said. “The Shields don’t reach this high. Try it and see.”

Still not sure, he did as she had told him and found the stone hummed gently at him. Now that he looked with his mind he could see it was a construct, and it was obvious how to use it should he wish to. He withdrew his mind and looked again with his eyes. However hard he tried he could see no visible distinguishing marks; the stone looked like a small sapphire.

Reading his discoveries in his face she was satisfied and brought out her other find, a long thin box. She opened it in front of him to reveal two identical necklaces. Both were finely wrought in silver, intricately woven in the crossed keys pattern symbolic of House St Peter. Each had a large central sapphire, with smaller blue stones set elsewhere in the design.

“One is a copy,” she said. “Silver and sapphires, just what it looks like. The other... He said the central stone was a master stone. I heard him tell my mother.”

“Have you touched it?” he asked, his voice almost a whisper in awe.

She shook her head. “I haven’t dared,” she confessed.

He dared, though. Like a moth drawn to a flame, he was unable to ignore it. Gently, slowly, delicately he touched it with his mind. Like the power stone it hummed quietly and in that moment he understood it was a lock to which he didn’t have the key.

“Wow,” he said reverently as he withdrew his mind. “Where do they come from?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “Traders brought his ring and this necklace when he became Abbot. That’s all I know. Apparently, they said this was for his daughter.”

That made him look up, tearing his eyes away from the jewels. “He doesn’t have a daughter. How could he?”

“Well, no,” she agreed. “Unless there’s some terrible secret we don’t know.” She closed the case over the necklaces. “We should leave separately,” she told him. “You go first. I’ll follow in a bit and put these back where they came from.”

He nodded and left. 
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Alone on top of the tower, she reopened the box and looked again at the necklaces. His daughter, she thought. He had been her guardian; she was as close to being his daughter as anyone. Perhaps this master stone was hers by rights. Without thinking further she reached out to touch it. An explosion of colour hit her mind and then everything went black.

One of the senior monks, also a doctor, found her by chance a few minutes later. Unable to sleep, he’d been seeking a quiet place to pray but now he set about putting things to rights. He found her the medical care she needed and returned the jewellery to where he knew it was kept. He told her mother and the High Lord the bare minimum they needed to know. They chose neither to ask more nor to punish her, but she was sent away to stay with her father’s family. The Abbey Shields were extended to ensure the top of the tower was now covered.

The young man from the tower assumed all was well with her, knowing no better, and their worlds drifted apart. He became involved with a young lady that his High Lord thought might make him a suitable wife. Soon after that his whole world fell apart. 
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Easter Sunday Evening – April – Prospero 

As soon as the Easter evening celebration service finished Prospero went looking for Leonie. He wasn’t concerned when he didn’t spot her in the congregation. There were to be refreshments afterwards and he’d already expected that she would disappear to help Pedro in the kitchens. When he found that not only was she not in the kitchen but that she hadn’t been there since before the evening meal he became a little more concerned. He retreated to a quiet courtyard and started to scan the campus for her with his mind. He still didn’t find her; his first thought was that he must have missed her in the congregation. As there was a Shield over the meeting place he went back to search physically again but with no success. He came across Andrew amongst the crowd and asked him if he’d seen Leonie. 

Andrew shook his head. “She’s not here. I’ve not seen her since the service. Why, what’s up?”

“I said I’d find her afterwards to talk to her about something and now she doesn’t seem to be anywhere.” Prospero ran both hands through his hair. “I have to find her.”

“Have you looked for her?”

“I can’t sense her anywhere, which means she’s either somewhere shielded or she’s shielding, and she’s not here.” He gestured across their meeting place.

“Why would she be hiding from you? Have you done something stupid?”

“Maybe,” Prospero confessed. “But if I have, that’s even more reason I need to find her.”

“The only other shielded place right now is the Old Chapel,” Andrew said. 

“She goes there to think,” Prospero said, feeling a surge of relief at this likely solution. He set off fast in that direction, knowing that Andrew would follow. When the Old Chapel proved unyielding to Prospero’s whirlwind like search, Andrew suggested that they try Leonie’s room. 

“She’s not there,” Prospero snapped. 

“I know that,” Andrew replied. “But it might give some clue as to where she is.” 

Impatient, Prospero agreed and this time Andrew kept pace with him. It didn’t help that from halfway down the corridor they could see that Leonie’s door had been left partway open. Prospero broke into a run, Andrew hard on his heels. Leonie’s room was normally both tidy and a little bare. As Prospero pushed through the door, his first glance suggested that there was nothing out of place.

Then he caught sight of the necklace sitting on the desk and snatched it up, turning to Andrew. “She always wears this,” he said, fear clutching at his throat. “If she isn’t wearing it...”

He couldn’t bear to think that she would be out there, vulnerable and alone, without the symbol that marked her as under the protection of this House. 

Andrew grabbed a sheet of paper from the desk. “She left a note,” he said unfolding it and they read it together. 

Prospero sank into the chair, his head in his hands. “I’ve chased her away,” he said brokenly. 

Lost in his own fear, he barely heard Andrew’s voice. 

“Stay there,” Andrew ordered. “Don’t do anything. I’m going to get Gabriel.”

Sitting with his elbows on his knees and his head bowed, the necklace and note crumpled together in one hand, Prospero didn’t notice the passage of time until they returned. He looked up as they entered, his eyes dark with pain, and silently handed the note to Gabriel.

’I’m choosing to leave. This problem can’t be solved, so it’s better that I go. There’s no need to come looking for me. Sorry.’

Gabriel read the note and looked back at Prospero. “What did you do?” he asked quietly.

“I asked her to marry me.”

“Already? What happened to being careful and taking it slowly? What did she say? Why has she disappeared?”

“She didn’t say anything. It was during the service. I told her not to, that I’d find her later. It just happened but I meant it. I have to find her.” 

Gabriel stared at Prospero for a long moment. 

Prospero stared back as determination flooded through him, hot and urgent. He stood up. “I am going to marry her,” he insisted. 

“And my permission?” Gabriel asked, sharply.

A small smile ghosted across Prospero’s face. “She’s chosen to leave your House.”

Gabriel did not to react to his challenge. “Very well. You have my permission on one condition, and that is that she agrees of her own free will. No coercion.” He paused for a moment. “Now, we need to find her. My office, I think, while we get organised.” 

––––––––
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Gabriel 

Striving to remain calm, Gabriel knew he was out of his depth the moment he scanned Leonie’s note and stared at the despondent Prospero, Andrew hovering concerned at his elbow. He reached out telepathically for Ellie. 

“She’s gone again, Ellie. He is distraught.”

“What did he do?” Was it just the lack of nuance in telepathy that made Ellie sound neither surprised nor upset?

“He asked her to marry him.”

“Yes!” 

This time he was sure he caught her feelings of satisfaction. “What do I do?”

“Find her, of course. She’s your ward, Gabe, your daughter. You don’t want her lost and alone out there. Get searching with all the resources you can find.”

“Last time I had to be reluctant. Sometimes I just don’t understand you.”

“Good thing, too. I’m on my way. Meet you at your office.”

***
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Gabriel stood in the doorway between his private office and the public outer office, watching Eleanor and Sister Chloe as they conferred over the search plans. 

This is ridiculous. How hard can it be to find one eighteen-year-old girl with the full resources of a Great House at my disposal?

Chloe turned towards him. “She’s not on campus anywhere,” she said.

“I know,” he replied. “I already checked. Have the Shields raised again and put perceptors at the boundaries to search as far out as they can sense. Put Philip on the town side, and Henry can check the wood side. Use Nick and Beth too.”

“What about a search of the woods?” Chloe asked.

Eleanor responded before Gabriel could, “No. It’s dark, it’s late. There’s no reason to think she’s hurt so the woods can wait till tomorrow. We’ll send search parties into town, where there’s more light.”

“There are shielded buildings in town,” Chloe pointed out. “We should prioritise them.” 

“I should never have taught her to shield herself,” Gabriel admitted, trying not to meet anyone’s eyes.

To his surprise, Prospero corrected him, “She’s known how for months, probably since before she got here.”

Prospero had been sitting despondently with his head in his hands. Now he started pacing up and down to the extent the room would allow, checking on what everyone was doing. On the whole, Gabriel preferred it when Prospero was sitting still. At least then he wasn’t interfering with the organisation and progress of the search. Gabriel strode over to beside Ellie and made a small gesture towards Prospero.

“He needs something to do, to occupy him,” she whispered.

“I know that, but what? He’d be way too disruptive on a search team and right now he can’t find the discipline to be useful as a perceptor. He’ll not be able to stick to anything.”

“If Mark pulls the Shields in as tight against the campus as possible, would the very top of the Abbey Tower be outside them?”

“You know it would, Ellie. I haven’t changed that since Mel was up there, I just extended the Shields.”

“So pull in the Shields and send him to the top of the tower to search from there. He’ll be able to look wherever he chooses. He can pace round the top and he won’t get in anyone else’s way. Send Andrew to keep an eye on him.”

That seemed to be as good an idea as any that Gabriel had, so he dispatched both Andrew and Prospero to the top of the Abbey Tower. 

“It’s going to be alright,” Eleanor told him as they watched the office door close behind Andrew and Prospero. “We will find her. She won’t be far away.”

“How can you be so sure?”

Ellie just smiled at him. “I am though. My guess is we’ll find her and have her back here before lunch tomorrow – I mean later today.”

––––––––
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Andrew

On top of the Abbey tower, Prospero cycled through three activities – searching the surroundings with his mind, pacing up and down, and sitting in despair with his back against the parapet. None of them occupied him for long at a time. Right now he was in the despondent phase and Andrew sat beside him offering what comfort he could by his presence. Prospero tipped his head back against the wall, staring up at the stars. “Why did I do it?”

“Because you're impulsive, hot-headed, act without...”

“Andy!” 

The anguish in Prospero’s voice stopped Andrew in his tracks. “Seriously,” Andrew continued, trying to keep his voice soft, “what I don't understand is why she ran away. You may have been a little impatient, but she loves you so what's scared her this much?”

Prospero shook his head. “I don't know. The other day I asked her how she felt about me and she almost ran. I thought I'd scared her then but it wasn't me she was scared of, it was something else. Like when she ran from the hospital; it wasn't us she was scared of, it was the hospital itself. But this time I don't know what it is.”

“Commitment then? Perhaps she feels too young for marriage?”

“No, I don't think so. She's been living among Traders for the last few years at least. They tend to marry young so she’d be used to that.”

“Maybe she's scared of actually being married, you know, the physical side. If she's heard about your past?”

“Has she? Who told her?”

“I don't know. She’s not said anything to me but it seems unlikely that she hasn’t heard.”

“No.” Prospero’s voice was certain. “Whatever else, she’s not scared of me, not in any sense, physically or emotionally.”

“Maybe,” ventured Andrew attempting to find his way through the minefield of Prospero’s emotions, “just maybe, could she think she’s not good enough? That something in her past means she can’t be with you?”

“There's nothing, absolutely nothing that could possibly be in her past that would change how I feel about her,” Prospero said fiercely, turning towards Andrew. “Nothing, you understand?” 

“I know, I know that,” Andrew said, resting his hand on Prospero’s arm to calm him. “But does she?” 

“Well, I can't tell her unless we find her. Come on!”

Clearly imbued with a fresh sense of purpose, Prospero got to his feet and leaned on the wall looking towards the town. Andrew scrambled up to stand next to him.

“Right,” said Prospero. “Let's think about this. She's on foot and it's dark, so she can't go far, and she's got to hide both physically and mentally. She can't stay on the campus because we can drop the Shields and even if she's shielding from us, we'd see the energy pattern on the monitor. She can't go across the open farmland because we'd be able to see her, so her only choices are the wood or the town.” 

Andrew nodded in agreement and encouragement, although he was aware that Gabriel had already worked this out.

Prospero continued, “If she chooses the wood, she'll have to move slowly in the dark and by now she'll be struggling to find the energy to shield. And if she finds somewhere safe to stop she can't risk sleeping or she'll definitely drop her Shield and we’ll spot her easily because she'll be the only person out there.”

He glanced towards Andrew for confirmation, and again Andrew nodded and murmured agreement. 

“So,” Prospero carried on, “she must have chosen the town. There's people she knows there, places she could hide, and if she does drop her Shield there's probably only me who would be able to pick her out in a crowd.”

Andrew pointed out the flaw. “She'll know that you’ll be looking and able to spot her, so crowds won't help her. She'll either have to find somewhere with a Shield or get past your range. Does she even know how far you can see?”

“I don't know. She'd be able to work out it must be more than a couple of miles. But she's got Trader and Settler connections. They'd have Shields.”

Again, Andrew disagreed. “They’ll only have Dampener Shields. That’d stop her shielding but not you looking. She needs to find somewhere with Defender Shields that you can’t see through, which mostly means churches and working and shopping areas.”

Prospero shook his head. “Gabriel had the churches checked, and most working and shopping areas don't use Shields at night, when they're empty.” 

Their eyes met and Andrew voiced the thought they'd both had at the same time. “Does Leonie know that?” 

Before they could take the thought further they were disturbed by the sound of footsteps as someone raced up the tower stairs. 

Chloe appeared. Somewhat breathless, she spoke fast. “Philip’s spotted something or someone in the riverside shopping area. It's at the limit of his range and it keeps disappearing and he can't be sure he recognises her, but there shouldn't be anyone there at this time. Can you look?”

Prospero turned back to the parapet wall and leaned out over it towards the town as if every inch closer would make a difference. “I can’t see anything,” he said. “No one inside. There’s someone walking outside, but that’s not Leonie.”

“No,” agreed Chloe. “There’s a security guard there. Philip said it flickers, comes and goes. Could she be starting to fall asleep, but keeps waking? Or just getting too tired to maintain a steady Shield?” 

Andrew agreed absently that either scenario could lead to a flickering image. His eyes were fixed on Prospero’s hands, gripping the top of the wall, knuckles white as the tightness of the grip reflected his concentration.

“Wait,” Prospero said at last. “I saw something, just for a moment. It could be her.” He paused. “Yes, I see it. It’s her. We’ve found her.” In almost the same moment he bent over, as if hit in the stomach, his hands still gripping the top of the wall. “Her colour,” he gasped. “So dark. I have to get to her.”

“You can’t,” Chloe told him, her voice worried. “We checked. We can’t get into the area until morning, between six and seven maybe.” 

Andrew stepped closer to Prospero, standing over him as he crouched against the wall. Prospero looked up at him. “Andy,” he pleaded. “She needs me. I can see her, I just can’t reach her!” 

Andrew reached out and placed his hand tenderly on Prospero’s temple. “Breathe,” he said, “and pray.” 

Leaving his hand there, he turned towards Chloe, meeting her eyes. Eyes that were wide in startled witness, and in which he could read her realisation that the rumours she must have heard and dismissed were probably true. 

I thought she was too young to know, too new here to have heard.

He pushed the thought away to be dealt with another time and kept his voice low, his face calm. “Go and tell Lord Gabriel that we’ve found her,” he said to Chloe. “We’ll be down in a few minutes. We’ll meet you at the gate on the town side.” 

Chloe nodded and raced off, although Andrew didn’t even wait to see her go before he turned back towards Prospero and squatted down beside him. “You hurt when she hurts?” he asked, not bothering to keep his concern and compassion from his voice. 

Prospero nodded. 

Andrew sighed. “Oh, Perry,” he whispered, as he reached out with his mind and linked with Prospero. 

If a person wasn’t tall enough to reach something on a high shelf, a friend could help by lifting them up; two people could reach further than one. It was the same with the Gifts; by linking minds together, Andrew and Prospero could reach further than Prospero could alone. But, in the same way that a physical tower couldn’t be maintained for long, or could become unstable the more people were involved, so such linking of minds like this was limited and of short duration. This link was strong enough for Prospero to reach Leonie’s sleeping mind. Andrew felt his delicate touch as he soothed her and saw the colour she appeared in the image in Prospero’s mind improve. Once he thought Leonie would stay asleep without Prospero’s help, Andrew broke the link and both he and Prospero sank down with their backs against the wall, breathless from their exertions.

“I must try not to make a habit of this,” Prospero muttered.

“You’ve done it before?” Andrew asked him, voice rising with alarm. “You understand how entirely inappropriate it is?”

“I do. But it’s been for her benefit both times and anyway, I’m going to marry her.” Prospero’s voice was euphoric with relief at having found Leonie.

“Only if she agrees,” Andrew insisted. “And anyway, at least promise me you won’t do it again without telling her.”

“How can I tell her when she’s asleep and I’m not there?” Prospero stood up. “Come on. Gabriel will be waiting for us.”

Andrew followed him down the stairs. “You know someone will have spotted us doing that?” he said. 

Prospero brushed it off. “Who? Neither Gabriel nor Eleanor can reach that far and it’s at the limit of Philip’s ability so he won’t have spotted it. Henry was looking on the other side of the campus and Beth doesn’t have the experience to have noticed it. So that leaves Nick, and if he saw it, he won’t tell.”

Andrew just shook his head, not quite sure that the confident euphoric Prospero was an improvement on the uncertain miserable one. By the time they’d reached the gatehouse on the town side of the campus, Gabriel, Eleanor and Chloe were already there. Gabriel’s look at Andrew and Prospero was penetrating enough to make Andrew wince, certain that Gabriel must know what they’d done, but at least Gabriel didn’t say anything. Prospero rushed headlong through the main archway towards town. 

Gabriel called him back. “No,” he said firmly, his voice harsh. “She’s safe enough. We’re watching her from here, and I’ve people watching the shopping area exits.”

Prospero came to a sudden halt, looking back at Gabriel in what Andrew could only interpret as astonishment and indignation.

“You have my permission to leave here at six this morning,” Gabriel continued, his voice still hard. “No earlier. In the meantime, you are to sleep. You look like you’ve used far too much energy today already. If anything changes, you will be woken.” 

Prospero opened his mouth to object, but to Andrew’s relief something – probably the look on Gabriel’s face – made him stop. 

Gabriel softened slightly. “Use the bed in the office. You’ll be close to hand if anything happens. Andrew, go with him, and sleep too, if you can.”

Prospero turned and went without any public comment, but he muttered to Andrew most of the way. “Sleep, if you can! I’m not going to be able to sleep. How am I supposed to sleep when she’s out there alone and scared? I need to get to her. I need to be with her. She needs me. How can I sleep when she needs me?”

“Even you aren’t daft enough to say you can’t sleep, are you?” Andrew warned him. “You do know what will happen if you do? You won’t be given any choice. You’ll be given something to make you sleep and you won’t be awake by six for sure. At least lie down and pretend to sleep.” He drew a deep breath and started again before Prospero could answer. “And anyway, Leonie is peacefully asleep, thanks to you. Right now she doesn’t know she’s scared or alone, and she’s safe and she’s being watched. Nothing’s going to happen to her in the next few hours.”

Wisely, Prospero took Andrew’s advice, lay down on the bed and closed his eyes. He obviously had no intention or expectation of sleep but, as Gabriel had noticed, he had used a great deal of energy searching for Leonie, fretting about her and then soothing her sleep. Andrew watched until he was sure Prospero was deeply asleep and then lay down on the couch to sleep himself.
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Chapter 2

[image: ]


Monday Morning – Andrew

“Come on, wake up, we have to go get Leonie.” Someone was shaking Andrew. 

“Get off,” he grumbled, still more than half asleep. “What is it? What’s happening?”

“We have to get Leonie.” Prospero’s voice was urgent, almost panicked.

Andrew pushed him away and sat up. “I need coffee first. Not going anywhere without coffee.”

Chloe, who he hadn’t noticed until that point, pushed a hot mug into his hands with a smile. “Here, take this. Leonie’s still asleep, but we expect them to switch the Shields on any minute. You can get going as soon as you’re ready.”

Slightly more awake after several mouthfuls of coffee, Andrew risked a glance at Prospero, who was almost vibrating with impatience and unable to keep still. He gulped down the coffee, deciding to be ready very quickly. They met Lord Gabriel, Lady Eleanor and several others at the gate on the town side of the campus. Prospero stepped outside the range of the campus Shields for a moment, obviously checking on Leonie for himself, and then, with a sigh, turned back towards where Gabriel was giving instructions.

“Andrew, Nick,” Gabriel said. “You’re to go with Prospero to the shopping area, but only Prospero is to go in to search for Leonie. Should all be well, you can return here, and bring with you those who’ve been stationed there overnight. Prospero, if you need help, you ask for it, understood?”

Prospero nodded. Andrew hoped he meant it.

“Should there be problems,” Gabriel continued, “Nick is in charge, and I am relying on all of you to make sensible decisions.” 

He looked hard at Prospero, but didn’t comment further before sending them off with a wave of his hand. Andrew trailed slightly behind the other two.

“I hope this works,” he overheard Gabriel say. “I don’t think Prospero would make any sensible decision right now, not if Leonie turns him down. I can’t see him letting her walk away.”

“No,” Eleanor replied sounding satisfied. “Neither can I.”

***
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They were almost at the shopping area when Prospero increased his pace sharply.

“What?” Andrew asked telepathically as he hurried to catch up, Nick matching his pace.

“The Shields have been switched on. I can’t sense her anymore.”

The main entrance was just being unlocked as they arrived, and they paused for a moment outside. Andrew and Nick glanced at each other, and then Andrew turned to Prospero. “Go on, then,” he said. “I guess it’s now or never. We’ll be praying for you. Let us know if you need us.” 

Prospero nodded in thanks and acknowledgement, took a deep breath, then stepped through the entrance.

––––––––
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Leonie

Voices tried to find their way in. No words, just a hum of sound. Then a knock, a clatter as something dropped, hitting the ground hard. I bolted upright, not sure for a moment where I was, scanned the room with eyes and senses, then sagged with relief to find no one there. I was in the back room at the bakery I used to work at and what I could hear was the sound of the shopping area starting to come to life around me. Today was a holiday but it made little difference for this particular shopping area. It focused on fresh foods, baked goods and cafés, and most places would be open to entice those spending a relaxed day free from work. 

The pain of having to leave Perry hit me sharply again but I had only a few minutes before someone would arrive to unlock this shop and catch me hiding, so I collected up my things and left. The Shields were still on, but there were a few people milling around already. I pulled my hood up in case anyone noticed my hair, and I found a bench to sit on in the central plaza while I thought things through again. 

My plan had been to steal anything I might need and then catch a train out of here just as fast as I could. That would get me out of the range that Perry could search. I knew now that I couldn’t do that. I’d stolen before, many times, but it was one thing to steal when it was the only way to get what you needed for survival, or for the survival of others. It was quite another to do so under these circumstances, and I wasn’t going to. I could buy what I needed, but one way or another I’d be noticed and remembered – I was known round here, at least by some. It was the same for the train. I’d never been on one but I assumed I’d have to pay somebody something. Then they’d remember me too, a girl who didn’t know what she was doing.

As I sat there, I realised the real problem was that I didn’t actually want to leave. Even if I couldn’t have him, Perry was where I belonged, the place I fitted, where I was safe. I needed to know where he was, how he was, that he was okay. And this Great House, these people I’d been with for months now, they were the closest I’d ever felt to having a family. I knew Perry had left his birth family and I’d not been able to understand it. Now I was beginning to comprehend that there could be reasons, circumstances under which that was the only option. But he always knew the right thing to do, he was strong and brave and I wasn’t. I didn’t think I had the strength or courage to walk away from what had been offered me, but nor could I take it up.

Unable to leave, and unable to stay, I sat there on the bench, arms around my knees, paralysed by indecision.

––––––––
[image: ]


Prospero 

Prospero came to a standstill almost as soon as he’d entered the shielded shopping area. Where would she be? The place was a maze of little streets and alleyways. Without thinking, he reached out to look for her with his mind, and hit the Dampener Shield. Idiot. He was going to have to do this the hard way.

Right, where would I hide if I were her?

He studied his surroundings, trying to concentrate, to think instead of rushing headlong. There were one or two people around, starting to roll up blinds, unlock shops, set out café chairs. Leonie wasn’t likely to be in the busier areas, the ones that opened for the early trade. She’d have found somewhere quieter, one of the lanes where the shops opened later, surely?

Or, given that she’d somehow got into this place when it was locked, might she have also got into the back room of one of these shops? How could he possibly find her if she’d done that? It would be easy enough to miss her in this maze even if she wasn’t trying to hide from him. With no other option coming to mind, he headed towards the central plaza.

One of the workers setting out chairs caught his eye with a smile. “Good morning, Brother,” she said.

Ask, you idiot, ask for help.

Prospero turned towards the worker. “Good morning,” he replied. “I wonder if you can help me. I’m looking for Lord Gabriel’s ward. She’s about this tall”—he indicated her height—“with curly red hair and I think she’d be wearing grey trousers and tunic.”

The woman shook her head. “I’ve not seen anyone like that around this morning.” She called a colleague over from inside the café. 

The second woman agreed, “No one answering that description, today, no.” She studied Prospero. “There used to be someone like that working at one of the bakeries. Leonie, she was called. But I’ve not seen her for a while either.”

“Leonie, that’s her,” Prospero said. “Which bakery was it? Can you tell me where it is?” If Leonie knew one of the shops here well, that would be where she’d hide for sure. And a bakery. No wonder she got on so well with Pedro.

The woman shrugged. “Sure. You don’t want to go all the way to the centre or you’ll miss it. Take the next left up here, then there’s a right turn. Don’t take that, but go past the next shop, then up a little alleyway to your right. It twists a bit, but it opens out onto the lane the bakery is on. When you get to the end of the alleyway, you want to turn left again, away from central plaza, and it’s the second shop on your right. Got it?”

Prospero nodded. “Left, alleyway to right, turn left, second on the right. Thank you so much.”

He set off, trying hard not to run, at least not until he was out of sight. Left turn, alleyway – he ran through there – left again, and there was the bakery, just being opened up.

“Excuse me,” he said to the man out front, “I’m looking for Leonie. Have you seen her today?”

The man shook his head. “I’m sorry, Brother. She hasn’t worked here for a while.”

“I know that,” Prospero replied, trying to keep calm. “She’s Lord Gabriel’s ward but she’s gone missing. I thought she might have come here.”

“She’s good at hiding, that one. You’ll not find her unless she wants you to.”

Prospero sighed and his shoulders slumped. “That’s what I was afraid of. Thank you anyway.”

He turned towards the central plaza, his head down, feet dragging, not sure where to go next. He might as well sit there and think about what to do now. He looked up as he entered the space, still all but empty in the early morning. 

And there she was, perched on one of the benches to one side, hood pulled over her head, knees drawn up to her chin, and looking as if she was lost in thought. As delight surged through him, he breathed out her name in relief. She couldn’t possibly have heard at that distance but she looked towards him. He caught the sheer joy on her face and body language for a moment before it was replaced by overwhelming sadness, loss and rejection. She scooped up her backpack and turned away from him. Terrified she would run again, he was at her side in a moment, taking her by the shoulders and pulling her towards him. She didn’t resist but nor did she move closer. He didn’t know what to say and again blurted out the first words at the top of his mind. 

“Leonie, marry me.”

“How can I?” she said bitterly. “You are a monk, the Order doesn’t marry. You can’t leave where you belong for me. Even if you could, someone like you can’t marry the likes of me. And Lord Gabriel would never permit it. Let me go, it’s better this way.”

She pulled away from him and ran, heading out of the shopping area. He set off after her, his longer legs partly compensating for her extra nimbleness in avoiding obstacles. They were halfway down the street before he caught her up. He levelled with her, then reached out and pulled her towards him, using his telekinetic Gifts both to hold onto her and bring them to a stop. She fought back, as he had expected her to, flailing at him with arms and legs. He was prepared; he held her physically close so she couldn’t get much momentum to punch or kick him, though he suspected he’d still find a few bruises later. 

She gathered power around her but moved upwards, aiming her shoulder for his chin instead of pulling away. He jerked his head away. She wrapped her legs around his waist, her heels beating a tattoo on his back as she continued to push upwards. He concentrated his own energy on dampening hers, on holding her still to minimise injuries to them both. She stopped attacking him physically, but now she devoted her mental strength to combating his tactics. She pushed against his mind with all the power she could muster, a battering ram seeking his weak points, searching for where he was vulnerable. How was he supposed to deal with this when all he could think of was the feel of her arms and legs wrapped around him, the weight of her head on his shoulder, her breath warm on his neck? He aimed only to keep hold of her and keep them both unhurt while she fought out her fear and anger, loss and uncertainty against him. Just as he was beginning to think this was more than he could manage, her mental attack weakened. He relaxed a little and she took advantage, pushing her upper body away from his, although her legs were still clamped around his waist, and his arms around her shoulders. 

“Let me go! Let me go! I hate you!” 

Pulling her back towards him until their foreheads touched, he smiled, his eyes seeking hers. “Liar,” he breathed, slipping one hand into her hair and touching her lips with his
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