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CHAPTER ONE



Alastair plunged the blade of his shovel into the ochre Martian soil. Heave. He dumped the soil in a pile to his left and bent low to retrieve the uncovered treasure.

“See this one Waleran. It’s a beauty.”

The tall man smiled. “Never have I seen a finer potato young Alastair.”

Alastair smiled and dropped the potato into a sack. He wiped the sweat from his forehead and surveyed the ground before him. Would he be able to finish this line before nightfall?

Waleran leaned on his shovel. “I’ve finished my row. Allow me to offer you some help.” Waleran’s row stopped shorter than Alastair’s due the presence of the water pump. Driven by the old draft horse it drew water from the nearby Nirgal River up to the plateau. Its innovation had made Lord Gareth a wealthy man

Alastair shook his head. Waleran had already shown him up by finishing his row first. The last thing he needed was to be further humiliated by having the tall man do part of his row for him. “No thank you Waleran. I can finish this myself. I am sure there are other tasks you could find to occupy yourself.”

“So stubborn Alastair. Accepting help is not a dishonour. We are hands. We’re supposed to help each other.”

Alastair snorted quietly. Waleran did not carry himself like a hand.  The man’s bearing was meant for grander things. Unlike Alastair, Waleran had not grown up on the manor. He’d come here some fifteen years ago, from where Alastair did not know. The tall man never gave complaint though. There was not a man more dedicated to working Lord Gareth’s lands.

From across the field the wind carried a distant voice. “Alastair! Alastair.” It was Percy. He was charging toward them from the direction of the village.

“What does that fool want?” Waleran stroked his neatly trimmed beard.

Alastair shrugged. “Percy’s not so bad.”

Despite Percy’s awkward gait he reached them quickly. He bent forward, drawing gasps of air.

Alastair laughed. “Percy, you ran so fast you’re too out of breath to speak. If you’d run slower you might have delivered your message more quickly.”

Percy straightened. “Alastair,” he gasped. 

Alastair crossed his arms.

“You must come back to the manor quickly.”

“Why, does Lord Gareth have a different task for me?”

“It’s Lynessa.”

Alastair’s heart clenched. “What about Lynessa?”

“There is something wrong. I know not what. Please come quickly.”

Alastair’s face cooled as the blood drained from his cheeks. Waleran placed a firm hand on his shoulder. “Don’t panic Alastair. Go. I will finish here.”

Alastair nodded. The potatoes no longer mattered. He took off with Percy on his heels. They crossed the field, passed the pump, and charged through the village, dodging between the hand houses. They emerged onto the village green.

Percy stopped, almost skidding on the damp grass. “Lord Gareth bids us wait here.”

Alastair took a moment to catch his breath. The village green was surrounded on all four sides. On one the manor house. Opposite it the church. Behind him lay the hand village and before him the common. It was here on this green that Alastair had fallen in love with Lynessa. She’d caught his eye the first day she’d arrived at Garibaldi Manor - so named after Lord Gareth’s father - but they’d only recently started courting. Still, Alastair knew he loved her. He would soon make her his wife if she’d have him. Assuming she was all right. What could be wrong that Percy had dragged him all the way over here before the work day was finished?

Percy shifted and pointed toward the church. “There Alastair.”

Alastair turned. Pastor Bryan was strolling across the green toward them. Alastair’s throat closed. No, was Lynessa dying? Was Bryan here to pray her peacefully into the arms of Jesu?

“Alastair!” Lynessa’s voice. 

He spun around. She was making her way slowly from the manor house where she worked. The Lady Celestine was by her side. She looked fine. No blood. Alastair heaved out a lungful of breath. At least she wasn’t hurt. So what was this all about?

He strode forward to meet the two women.

“Alastair.” Lady Celestine spoke softly. Sympathy tinged her every word. “I am very sorry to have to tell you this, but Lynessa has come under the curse. She is going to have to leave the manor.”

Alistair’s mouth went dry. He looked into Lynessa’s intoxicating eyes as his own brimmed with tears. The curse was a death sentence. Everybody knew it.


• • •


Alastair flopped down onto a wooden seat. Lynessa descended slowly beside him. How could this be happening?

“Lady Celestine says you have been cursed.”

“The mark of the curse is visible on my hand,” Lynessa said - her eyes downcast. “I tried to hide it but my lady saw it today.”

“May I see?” Alastair asked, not sure what else to say.

Lynessa met his eyes briefly. She unfolded her arms and displayed the back of her hand. There was a bright red welt about three centimetres across. The skin edging the welt was crinkly. In the centre of the welt was a crusted point. The mark of the curse. Alastair had never seen it but he’d heard it described.

“Pastor Bryan says I must leave the manor before sundown.” Lynessa’s eyes shifted to the ground again.

Alastair shook his head. “I don’t understand. Why should he make you leave?”

“This is what is done Alastair,” she said.

He placed his hand on hers,” not caring about touching the mark. But I don’t want to lose you.”

Lynessa jerked away. “You must accept it. I am cursed.”

“It makes no sense. You’re a good woman - one of the finest I’ve ever known. Why would God curse you?”

“I wish I knew. I’ve tried to live in a way that is honouring to Jesu Christu. I can think of no sin I have committed to bring this upon myself.”

Alastair’s mind was whirling about in a frenzy. He was about to lose everything that mattered most to him, and what would become of Lynessa? He knew very little about this curse.

“What will happen to you?”

“The curse takes away the life of the one who has it. I will need to travel to a cursed camp.” She sniffed and wiped away a tear. “Apparently it becomes very painful before the end.”

Alastair took a deep breath. “Where is this camp?”

“I’m told the closest is in a village on the Valles Marineris trade route, near the Eos Chaos Mountains.” 

Alastair squeezed her hand. This time she did not pull away. He placed an arm around her and held her tightly. “I will not let this happen. If this curse is going to cause you a painful death then you will not suffer it among strangers. You will be right here surrounded by the people who love you.”

“If only that were possible,” she said.

Alastair stood to his feet. “I’ll go and speak to Lord Gareth immediately.”


• • •


Alastair had never been inside Garibaldi Manor House before. His mouth opened at the opulence of it all. He knew that the Lord and Lady lived comfortably. Lynessa had told him many stories - but seeing it with his own eyes was something else. The inside walls were panelled with Planitia Redwood. Alastair ran his fingers over the deep rich timber. So smooth.

The sitting room was furnished with several plush chairs but Alastair shied from sitting. It was not his place to occupy such a seat.

There was a ruffling of clothing from the doorway. Alastair turned. Lord Gareth.  Pastor Bryan stood a pace behind him.

“Now then. Nasty business this is,” Gareth said.

Alastair bowed his head slightly. “Thank you for seeing me my lord.”

“Think nothing of it. You have been a good worker like your father before you. I know this is difficult for you.”

“My lord, I wish to request that Lynessa be allowed to stay here in the village.”

“You know that is not possible.”

“I know it is customary to send the cursed to a camp, but if she were to remain here, we could-”

Lord Gareth raised his hand - a well known signal for silence. Nobody ignored such a sign.

Pastor Bryan stepped forward. “It is not just a custom Alastair. It is law.”

“Whose law?” Despite Alastair’s best efforts his voice rose higher than was appropriate for a hand.

“The law of Jesu Christu,” Bryan said. “Scripture teaches us that light and darkness can have no fellowship with one another. They must be kept separate.”

“But there is nothing dark about Lynessa.”

“On the contrary. She has been cursed by God. She must leave.”

Alastair appealed to Lord Gareth’s eyes. “Please my lord. I beg of you. Overrule this decision.”

The lord shook his head ever so slowly. “I am afraid I cannot do that. I wish I could, but Pastor Bryan is the authority when it comes to moral and spiritual matters.”

Alastair ran his hands through his hair. There had to be some way to convince them.

“I understand how much this young woman means to you,” Lord Gareth said. “I have already decided that Waleran will escort her to the camp. She will be safe with him. However, under the circumstances I would be willing to allow you to accompany her as well. It could be a chance to say goodbye.”

A tear streaked down Alastair’s cheek. It didn’t matter.

“Do you accept my offer?”

What more was there to say? Gareth would not be swayed. Alastair nodded. “I accept my lord.”


• • •


Alastair held the reins, his knuckles white, as the beast trotted beneath him. Clop clop clop. It was kind of Lord Gareth to allow them the use of the horses. At the beginning of the trip Alastair had not been an experienced rider, but after eleven days he was much more confident. If only the lesson had not come at the expense of a sore rump. Waleran seemed to be having no trouble riding. He was a natural. The only thing that made this trip bearable for Alastair was Lynessa’s arms wrapped tightly
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