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 Chapter 1 
 
    Jonathan’s weary gaze touched on the exhausted travellers while he paced around the campsite. They lay scattered around the small clearing in bedrolls and blankets. The few civilians bold enough to travel were in the middle, close to the handcarts. Off-duty guards were arrayed around them. At the edge of the camp stood the guards on duty, scanning the forested darkness for threats. Jonathan would rest soon, but as the captain he could never fully relax. The Council would hold him to account for the old man’s death. He couldn’t let himself be caught out again. 
 
    After the beasts struck five days ago, the civilians had clustered together during rest breaks and jumped at each noise from the undergrowth. Repeated assurances over the next few days had settled their unease, but the victim’s death had dealt another blow to morale. All Jonathan could do now was ensure the remaining travellers arrived safely at their destination, whatever it took. 
 
    His route took him past the campfire where a trader sorted packets of spices. Such an experienced traveller would shrug off the events of the journey soon enough. So would his regular companions—another trader, a scholar and an artist—whether motivated by profit or the desire to spread knowledge. 
 
    As Jonathan regarded the two remaining civilians, his brow furrowed. The young woman and orphan boy had joined the convoy at the previous village, seeking escort for the week-long journey to Maldon. The woman had treated the victim’s wounds, but her skills and dressings couldn’t save him from the consequences of his injuries. Poor woman. She couldn’t know the man had had no chance. Maybe Jonathan could— 
 
    “Sir!” 
 
    His head jerked round at the hissed alert, and he hurried to within whispering distance of the guard. This young man was on his first tour of duty, keen and alert, his grey uniform free from patches. 
 
    “What goes, Manni?” Jonathan kept his voice low. 
 
    “Scuffling, sir, over there to the left.” Manni pointed into the forest, where the dim outline of trees and bushes hunched as if in ambush. “Possibly a glint of eyes. Shall I take Opal and investigate?” 
 
    Jonathan considered. It would be good experience for the lad, but after the recent attack... “No.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No. I shall go myself. The group’s safety is my responsibility.” 
 
    Manni’s eyes widened. “Then take one of us with you.” 
 
    “No.” There was no point in risking anyone else. 
 
    “This is unwise! Ah, with respect, sir.” 
 
    The heads of the other guards swung round at Manni’s protest, but Jonathan’s glare scattered their gazes in other directions. 
 
    He held a hand up. “This is not a debate. Though if you hear me screaming, do feel free to intervene.” 
 
    Jonathan moved to the edge of the clearing then looked back. Manni wore a frown but remained at his post. Good. 
 
    After drawing his flechette gun, Jonathan squinted at its indicator in the moon’s dim light. The power cell’s charge remained over half full, despite its use in the recent attack. His left hand hovered over his sabre then moved to the sheath on his belt to pull out his flashlight. The incandescent bulbs produced in Ascar’s factories were dim, unreliable and prone to breakage, but safer than naked flames while among the trees. Fortune was with him as he flicked the switch—thank the Settlers—and a pale yellow beam spilled onto the ground. 
 
    He stepped into the concealment of the forest, out of sight of the guards. The smell of campfire smoke followed him, overlaid with that of damp soil. After a few more paces he stopped, barely breathing, to listen. 
 
    Only the soft rustle of leaves met his ears, then he detected a subtle scratching, ahead and to his left. He swung the flashlight around, scanning the ground inch by careful inch, his flechette gun tracking the movement of the light. If he needed to use it, his one shot would have to count: his target wouldn’t wait for the weapon to recharge. His grip on the flashlight’s ridged handle tightened to discomfort just short of pain. 
 
    Eyes. A pair of red circles flickered back at him above the flashlight’s wavering beam. He eased the beam upwards, taking in pale grey fur, a rounded face and pointed ears that contributed to the animal’s stature as it sat up on its hind legs. It reached no higher than his knee. As the light hit its eyes, the animal chittered, batted a tiny paw in the air and scampered off. 
 
    Jonathan’s grip relaxed, and he eased out a breath. A harmless animal, not a beast. All four-legged animals were decreed hazardous. But decades of experience, first as guard and then captain, allowed Jonathan to exercise his judgement. Only beasts, with their sharp teeth and claws, were a threat. Only beasts, that fed on flesh, were truly dangerous. Only beasts, that carried the curse, warranted killing. 
 
    Still, distinguishing beasts from other animals was troublesome. He wouldn’t encourage anyone else to even try. Circling the camp in a wider sweep, he spotted nothing else untoward. By the time he returned to the clearing, the guards had changed over. 
 
    Manni still waited, peering in his direction. “Sir, I’m glad to see you safe.” 
 
    “Your diligence does you credit.” Jonathan inclined his head. “You were right. I found an animal, but fortunately it was harmless and departed quietly. Go and sleep. You’ve earned it. For the safety of all.” 
 
    “For the safety of all,” echoed Manni before walking away. 
 
    Jonathan moved to his own sleeping area and eased himself down on his bedroll. His old bones protested as he stretched out on the cold ground. He considered tomorrow’s luxuries: sleeping safely indoors, fresh food, maybe even a shave. But sleep eluded him. Thoughts of the dead man intruded, and guilt over what he could have done differently. But he’d had no choice. He would tell the family the death had been natural to spare them further pain. Or was he trying to avoid blame? Events from the last few days played repeatedly in his head until soft footsteps signalled the guards’ changeover. 
 
    At a touch on his shoulder, he flinched awake, blinking at the dark face above him. A snatch of birdsong reached his ears, and dawn’s light crept over the camp. 
 
    “Sir,” came a whisper, “we’ll wake the others in an hour.” At Jonathan’s nod of acknowledgement, the guard went back to his post. 
 
    Jonathan picked up his bag and stumbled towards the stream, ignoring his guards’ glances. They should be used to his foibles by now. The captain’s morning preparation was the only exception to the rule that nobody, guard or civilian, should venture out of sight and earshot while travelling with the convoy. This time of total privacy was an indulgence he allowed himself, a short break from his concerns and responsibilities. As for the risks... he could look after himself. 
 
    He brought his sabre but left his flechette gun behind. Its power cells didn’t like water, or so the techne people in Ascar told him. 
 
    The stream had a pool, and he dropped his bag and weapon at the water’s edge. As he stripped off his clothing, his fingers brushed his right thigh with its puckered scar. He shivered. 
 
    His teeth chattered as he waded into the water, immersing himself fully to bathe. A convoy captain represented Crown authority over the settlements. He owed it to his position to arrive at Maldon clean and tidy, not grubby and in rumpled clothing. Especially today. 
 
    He donned a fresh uniform, taking a moment to relish the feel of sliding into clean fabric. Heavyweave trousers and lightly padded jacket, in a shade of grey darker than his guards wore. His custom-made boots were also of grey heavyweave, with thick rubber soles built to endure the long distances he travelled on foot. 
 
    When Jonathan returned to the camp, the others were eating a breakfast of dried fruit and hard bread. He gnawed on a piece while he supervised the loading of the handcarts. If the packing was less than meticulous, he wasn’t going to comment. Maldon was only a short morning’s walk away. Bedrolls, blankets, waterproofed ground sheets and sundry items were tossed in wherever there was space. 
 
    Jonathan hefted his official satchel, which was heavier than usual. Today, in addition to his papers, it contained an urn of ashes. 
 
    I killed him. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 2 
 
    Annetta flinched at the hubbub in Maldon’s town square while she removed her and Samuel’s bags from the handcart. Cheerful greetings rang between the other travellers and the townsfolk who’d turned out to welcome them. Well, what had she expected? Silly me, deciding I wanted to move somewhere bigger. 
 
    “So many people!” Samuel scuffed his tatty sandals on the unfamiliar cobblestones. His bright blue eyes widened as he stood on tiptoes and craned his neck. “So much noise! The whole town must be here.” 
 
     She swallowed, peering at the bottom of the handcart in case she had overlooked some small possession, or a dangerous remedy had fallen from her bag. “I guess a couple of hundred?” Certainly more than Keighley’s entire population. 
 
    At least after a week’s travel together the guards were familiar faces, their grey-clad figures reassuring islands in the seething mass. The guards would be here for a week before moving on. Ample time for us to settle in. Franka, Manni and the others... and Captain Shelley, of course. Annetta’s gaze travelled past Samuel and the row of handcarts and lit on the compact form of the captain. He stood with his arms folded, shaking his head at a balding man in a red cloak. 
 
    Straightening up, she directed her attention back to Samuel. She’d better see her young charge to his destination and hand him over. “I hope Adrian Pavey’s house isn’t too far. Can you carry your own bag?” 
 
    “Sure I can.” With a gap-toothed smile, he accepted the sack she handed him. He swung it over a skinny shoulder, just as the man in red bustled up behind him. The bag hit the man’s arm, and he jerked to the side with an exclamation. 
 
    Samuel turned and blinked. “Sorry, mister.” 
 
    “So you should be!” The man scowled at Samuel as he smoothed down his cloak. His gaze landed on Annetta. “Are you supposed to be looking after this brat?” 
 
    “Hey, you’re the one who walked up—” On noticing his golden chain and pendant, she bit her lip. “Um. I’m so very sorry, but we didn’t see you. It was an accident. Really. Sorry.” 
 
    “Hmph. You’re not completely lacking in manners.” The lines on the man’s pinched face eased. “I’m Mayor Sutcliff. Where are you from?” 
 
    “Keighley—” 
 
    “That explains things. I suppose you’ve come to civilisation to seek your fortune?” 
 
    Her grip tightened on her bags. “Samuel is apprenticing with Adrian Pavey, and I plan to set up as a herbalist here.” She lifted the bags. “Could you please—” 
 
    “Excuse me.” His lips scrunched. “I must see some people.” 
 
    He walked away towards one of the traders, leaving Annetta with her mouth still open. Couldn’t she even ask for directions? Just because her walking trousers were a bit grubby—whose wouldn’t be, after a week’s journey?—that was no excuse for bad manners. Well, maybe the mayor was having a bad day. Maybe he wasn’t really a jerk. 
 
    A wail arose over the sound of the crowd, which paused briefly, as if in respect. The cry came from a middle-aged woman who, hands clasped to her chest, faced Captain Shelley at the edge of the square. Two young men flanked her. Their hair was curly like hers, though red rather than grey. The captain held out an urn to her. 
 
    Ashes. Annetta slumped as she remembered her attempts to save Gerald. He was old and frail, but he might have survived, had she been more skilled. 
 
    A dark-haired lad approached her. “Welcome to Maldon, ma’am. I’m Thomas. Do you need any help?” 
 
    Ma’am? Did she look that old? She stiffened, then told herself off. This teenager had better manners than the mayor. “Can you please direct me to Adrian Pavey’s house?” 
 
    “The craftsman? Sure, it’s easy to find.” Thomas pointed across the square. “Leave the square by that path opposite, and his house is on the right. Built over two floors, so it’s taller than the other buildings. Do you need a hand with your bags?” 
 
     “No, thank you. We don’t have much with us.” 
 
    “In that case, have a happy stay. I hope you’ll come to the feast tonight.” He extended an arm and indicated a long stone building on the left. “It’s in the town hall. I’ll be telling the children stories. Your young friend is welcome to join us.” With that, Thomas waved and disappeared back into the crowd. 
 
    Annetta sighed. Of course there would be a feast. Why should Maldon differ from Keighley? The convoy’s arrival every few months made for a break in routine life, bringing new faces, exotic goods and news. This time though, she was one of the newcomers: a target for curiosity. Lucky her. They’d be disappointed at their unprepossessing skinny new neighbour. 
 
    Well, she’d just have to face that later. “Come on, Samuel. We’ll head over to Adrian’s.” 
 
    “Stories sound fun!” Samuel grinned and fell into step beside Annetta as she started round the periphery of the square, where the crowd was thinner. 
 
    They had just reached the town hall when a hand clutched her arm. She yelped and dropped her bags, wrenching herself round. Facing her was the bereaved woman, whose wrinkled face worked as she grasped Annetta’s hands and shook them. 
 
    The woman took in a great gulping breath. “You!” she shrieked, in a voice that surely could have been heard back in Keighley. “You killed him!” 
 
    Her words ended in a huge moan. Her hands slipped out of Annetta’s to cover her face as she sank to her knees, embroidered skirts spreading out in the dust beneath. 
 
    The two young men hurried towards them, pushing through the crowd. 
 
    A mutter of “... incompetent woman...” floated from a red-clad figure. 
 
    Annetta stepped backwards, only to bump into Samuel. One of the men knelt beside the woman, putting an arm round her shoulders and murmuring in her ear. The other approached Annetta, one arm outstretched, the other cradling the urn to his chest. Sweat prickled her neck, and she retreated until her back collided with a wall. Her breathing became rapid. How could she explain herself in front of all these people? 
 
    The man stopped in front of her. “I’m sorry. Ma’s really upset. Captain Shelley was telling us how you looked after Grandpa, and she wasn’t really taking it in. She’d waited so long to see her Pa again. This should have been a special day, and it turned into a huge shock.” 
 
    Why did Captain Shelley drag me into this? Annetta sneaked a glance at the captain. He stood some distance away, watching with a grim expression. It was all very well for him. “Quite understandable. I’m sorry I couldn’t have helped more. Now, if you’ll please excuse us?” 
 
    She scooped up her bags and escaped, with only a brief look to check that Samuel followed. The buzz of the crowd and the curious eyes were an additional burden. This was really not how she’d wanted her first day to be. Of course she hadn’t killed Gerald. But she hadn’t saved him either. 
 
    As Thomas had promised, their destination was easy to find. The house had external stairs leading to an upper floor about half the size of the ground floor. 
 
    “I’ll introduce you, then be on my way,” she told Samuel while knocking on the door. 
 
    While Samuel craned his neck to look at the stairs, Annetta turned her mind to her next task, that of finding somewhere to sleep tonight... Footsteps approached the door, which opened. 
 
    “You must be Annetta Benedict, with Samuel,” said the figure in the dim doorway. “I’m Adrian Pavey.” 
 
    The rough voice belonged to a man, but she couldn’t make out much detail of his appearance. Stop staring! Where are your manners? “Yes, this is Samuel, your new apprentice. So here he is. I’ll just, um, leave him...” 
 
    “Come on in. I’m sure you could do with some refreshments after your journey.” The man beckoned them in. 
 
    More awkward questions? “Wouldn’t you rather spend the time getting to know Samuel? I don’t want to intrude.” 
 
    In response, Adrian stepped out into the sunshine and surveyed the crowd in the square. He was plump with fair hair, ruddy cheeks and a square jaw, resembling a farmer more than an craftsman. 
 
    He smiled at Samuel, then at Annetta. “We enjoy having visitors. And you might find a quiet seat and some tea a restful change from the chaos over there.” 
 
    Following his gaze, Annetta reconsidered the crowd she’d just escaped. Gerald’s family might still be around. Her stomach twinged at the thought of encountering them again. There was no need to hurry, was there? “I see what you mean. In that case, I’d be delighted.” 
 
    The craftsman stepped back into the doorway and beckoned them inside. 
 
      
 
    Samuel wasn’t sure what to make of Adrian’s daughter, Lisa, as she showed him Adrian’s workshop. True, she’d first let him eat his fill of scones and jam, and given him a glass of honey water. But she was like a bossy big sister, with her clean smock, braided blonde hair and plump, well-scrubbed face. Not that he had any sisters himself, but some of the other boys in Keighley did. Girls who ruffled his hair and laughed, and told him what to do. He was glad to be away from them. 
 
    Coming to Maldon had sounded like a fun escape from boring old Keighley. But the journey hadn’t been fun, and it looked like being Adrian’s apprentice mightn’t be fun either. Lisa spent far too long pointing out stuff like buckets of sand and alarm bells. What use were they? 
 
    She opened a tiny window high on the side wall. “There! I can’t stand the smell of rotten eggs. Pa never notices it—all the chemicals dulled his sense of smell—though the sawdust still makes him sneeze. Anyway, he can’t make everything he needs, and the convoy has to bring items specially from Ascar.” She studied him and sniffed. “So, some things you’re not allowed to touch.” 
 
    Samuel’s heart sank. His hands itched to mix the carefully labelled chemicals. They’d be sure to cause an eye-watering stink! He wanted to make holes in the wall with the wind-up drills and peek at the other side. Maybe scrawl drawings on the drafting board, then use those funny glasses to see them bigger. But Lisa wouldn’t allow him to play with anything. She instead asked him what he’d done in Keighley. 
 
    When he told her how he’d spent the last year, her brow wrinkled. “You carried on living in your Ma’s old house after she went to Settlers’ Rest? And they just fed you from the guest-tithe? Nobody looked after you or invited you to stay with them?” 
 
    “I got enough to eat, and I could do what I wanted!” He’d got over his upset after his friends stopped keeping him company. He’d learned to keep himself amused. 
 
    She folded her arms. “And just what did you do with your time, young man? I hope you weren’t playing pranks on your hard-working neighbours.” 
 
    “Erm... only a little,” he mumbled. “Mostly I followed people around if they were doing something interesting. Some liked to talk. See, I wrote the interesting things in this notebook.” 
 
    From his pocket he pulled out a grubby bundle of paper scraps attached together with a piece of twine. Lisa’s eyes narrowed as he handed his prized possession to her. He’d better not tell her how he got it. She might not approve. 
 
    She leafed through the half-full notebook, pausing to study a couple of the pages. When she handed it back, she grinned. “Pa writes like that too, mixing notes and random drawings. Maybe you’ll be useful after all. I’ve been on at him to get an apprentice for ages, but all the other children here decided to train up in their family trades.” 
 
    Samuel scowled at her doubts over his usefulness, but then he caught on to her last words. “Family trades?” 
 
    “Yes, though they don’t have to stick to their own family’s. When they’re your age or a little younger, they decide what they’d like to do, like carpentry or weaving. Then they start working with someone experienced in that trade, so they can learn. Isn’t it like that in Keighley?” 
 
    Now it was Samuel’s brow that wrinkled. Was that why his friends had stopped playing? Maybe they hadn’t been avoiding him. “I guess so. I, uh, just hadn’t noticed it like that. So how come you’re not an apprentice craftsman?” 
 
    Lisa sighed. “I’ve no interest in wood or metal, or inventing things. I prefer making food and clothes to techne. Less risk of accident too. Ma taught me here until I was twelve, and I still go over to help her out when she’s busy in the guesthouse.” 
 
    Samuel looked at Lisa with new respect. Those scones had been good, and the jams even better. 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong,” continued Lisa. “I like living here. Pa lets me use his equipment, so I can grind ingredients in bulk. And he’s more easygoing than Ma, who gets irritated at the slightest thing out of place. At least they still get along well, not like—” She coughed. “Anyway, what was the journey like? Scary? Did you see any cursed mounds?” 
 
    She hopped up to sit on a workbench, between a pile of clay discs and the weighing scales, then gave him an expectant look. 
 
    Thinking over his adventure, Samuel stuck out his chest. “Lots of walking. We didn’t travel very fast. Captain Shelley said our route would be safely away from any cursed mounds, so I didn’t get to see any. Some of the guards told stories while we walked. That was fun. The artist drew a couple of people for me. The trip wasn’t too scary, apart from the night that old guy got attacked. That was pretty bad.” 
 
    He swallowed. “It was the second night we stopped.” On seeing Lisa’s raised eyebrow, he took a deep breath. “I heard him shuffling past. Going to take a—to relieve himself, I guess. Then he shouted real loud. There was another noise, like someone going ‘Grrrarrr’ but scarier.” He shivered. “Everyone woke up, and the guards ran towards him, shouting. A couple of them ran back to the camp carrying the guy. The rest came back later and threw things on the fire. They poured stuff from a flask on to the fire, so it burned really hot. It smelled pretty bad. Then, even though it was the middle of the night, they went to wash in the river.” 
 
    Remembering his own contribution, he perked up. “I helped Annetta treat the guy’s leg. She put stuff on it and bandaged it. Captain Shelley checked up on him a few times too, over the next few days, though it was Annetta who did most of the work. She was upset when he died.” Samuel shrugged. Old people died. It hadn’t been as bad as his own Ma’s death last year, and even that had grown distant with time. 
 
    Lisa screwed up her face. “Ugh. I bet you’re glad that’s over.” 
 
    The workshop door opened to reveal Adrian. “Annetta’s just leaving, so come and say goodbye to her. Then we’ll get you settled in.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 3 
 
    Despite a stomach full of good food, Annetta could barely maintain her smile until she stepped into the afternoon sunshine. She’d relaxed over a mug of tea and enjoyed Adrian’s stories about Maldon and his inventions, but he then enquired about her journey. What must he think, that her last patient didn’t even survive? 
 
    Samuel—Settlers bless him—had handed her a drawing he’d made of her on the way, as a thank-you gift. She looked resolute and adventurous, not at all like her real self. Still, maybe she could try to live up to his image. 
 
    When she reached the town square, the crowd had dispersed, allowing her to explore without everyone’s eyes on her. Twice the size of Keighley’s, it boasted cobblestones rather than packed earth. At one corner stood a well, although the dry wooden bucket suggested it wasn’t in use. Ah, Adrian had mentioned plumbing for the houses. Between two benches outside the town hall was a notice board. She’d need to check it later, to get a feel for how Maldon was governed. 
 
    A few convoy guards remained in the square, unpacking and inspecting equipment from their handcarts. Swords were laid out alongside tubes with angled handles. More weapons? One guard shook an arm-length metal canister, head cocked as he listened to whatever was inside. Captain Shelley supervised two others unrolling a sizeable sheet of fabric with cables attached at various points. She craned her neck as she passed but couldn’t imagine its purpose. The captain frowned at her. Regretting her nosiness, she ducked her head and hurried on. 
 
    Franka, a large, muscular guard with a broad face, sorted dirty grey uniforms at the last handcart. She grinned at Annetta. “Boring job, but it’s my turn. And better than us trying to mend tears while we’re on the move.” 
 
    As Annetta opened her mouth to respond, a mark on a pair of trousers caught her eye. A bloodstain. The words shrivelled in her throat, her thoughts hauled back to Gerald’s injuries. Franka was waiting for a reply, so she pushed out some words. “How do you keep going, from place to place? Doesn’t the danger put you off?” 
 
    Franka shrugged. “Our trips aren’t usually dangerous. I’ve fought off, let’s see... eight beast attacks in a dozen years as a guard. I can’t say we get used to them, but we’re well trained on what to do. It was bad luck about Gerald, real bad luck. And poor you, having to cope with it. And Samuel. Whoops, here comes the captain. I’d better get a move on.” She picked up another uniform. 
 
    Annetta stepped away to let them speak, but Captain Shelley directed his steps towards her, a slight unevenness in his gait. He was of no more than average height, and she had never heard him raise his voice in anger. Still, she fidgeted under his regard. 
 
    Bracing herself for a reprimand or complaint, she gaped when he stopped and bowed, saying, “I apologise for the difficulty earlier, with Mr Gerald Mander’s daughter.” 
 
    Her ears heated. Had it been so obvious that she’d panicked? No. Not really panicked. Just, well, her composure was rattled. That was all. “It wasn’t your fault. I mean, it wasn’t anyone’s fault. Although I wish I could have saved him.” She studied his continuing frown. “Oh, will you have trouble when you return to Ascar because of everything that happened?” 
 
    The captain’s head jerked up. “No.” He cleared his throat. “No, I will not have trouble, nor will my guards. We did what we should, and the Council are aware that the journey has many hazards. I will provide them with a full report on my return.” 
 
    Annetta’s lip trembled. The man was taking Gerald’s death harder than Franka had done. Maybe he held himself more responsible, being captain. Was there any consolation she could offer? “For what it’s worth, I appreciate how you all looked after Samuel and me. Thank you.” 
 
    He blinked. “You’re welcome. We do our duty as best we can.” 
 
    The captain returned to the handcart, and she walked on while pondering his unexpected apology. It wasn’t as if he could have done anything differently, either on the journey or when speaking with Gerald’s family. In a way it was reassuring that she wasn’t the only one with regrets. 
 
    At the posthouse, Annetta bartered with Pascal, the rotund postmaster. In return for a sachet of headache powder, he’d send a messenger bird to Keighley’s posthouse the following dawn. After indicating the stationery boxes, he wiped the tables that lined the walls while she composed her note. 
 
    “I’ve repainted the recognition symbol on our roof, all bright and clear,” remarked Pascal. “Rather, my son did. So if they send a return message, the bird will easily find us.” 
 
    Small chance anyone would reply. Oh, her neighbours had said they’d miss her and would keep in touch, but saying cost nothing, unlike actually sending messages. After writing her final words to Keighley, Annetta set the pencil down and handed her note to Pascal. He provided directions to the guesthouse. 
 
    On entering Maldon’s guesthouse from the town square, she squinted in the reduced light. Once her eyes adjusted, she made out a long open room with another door at the far end. Benches ran along the side walls, and a couple of small tables were positioned near the entrance where she stood. Partway along one wall was a third external door which presumably led to outhouses. A half-drawn curtain divided the room, a bed visible beyond it. A sickbay, maybe? That would be familiar territory. 
 
    Judging from the bedrolls and other belongings scattered round, everyone else had already checked in. Two dozen guards could take up a lot of space. At least indoor accommodation, no matter how cramped, was preferable to the rough ground she’d been sleeping on for the past week. 
 
    One of the guards directed her towards Giselle Weaver, the logistician. A severe-looking woman wearing a faded black dress and headscarf, she sat at a table, muttering as she scribbled on a slate. Sheaves of papers surrounded her, and there was an abacus within easy reach. 
 
    The woman drew a line across the slate and looked up. “Yes?” 
 
    Annetta swallowed. “I’m Annetta Benedict, originally from Keighley, and intending to settle here. I’d like to request accommodation, please.” She reached into her general bag and pulled out a cloth-wrapped parcel. “Adrian asked me to bring this over as his contribution to the guest-tithe.” 
 
    Giselle took the parcel and inspected the scones inside, giving a sharp sniff. “Lisa’s cooking, of course. Good. I see you don’t have much baggage. There’s a space by the infirmary area.” She consulted a second slate. “Can you clean in return?” 
 
    “Yes. Or, if you have sick folk to look after, I specialise in plant preparations and remedies.” She removed from her herbalist’s bag a few neatly labelled sachets and vials. 
 
    After Giselle scrutinised the labels, her expression thawed a little. “A decent range of herbs, and well packaged. How long have you been a herbalist?” 
 
    “Over ten years now.” Annetta relaxed. Dealing with a born organiser should be straightforward. “I can prepare remedies for all common conditions.” 
 
    “I see. And have you made the full range of those remedies recently?” 
 
    “Not quite all of them.” She wrinkled her nose. Test me, will you? “The lands around Keighley yield little heart sage or dareth leaf. So I’ve not been able to make the best anti-infective and calming remedies.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Giselle lowered her voice. “And do you know of treatments for less common conditions? The sort that might need unconventional management? We want to be prepared in case of any, ah, dangerous events.” 
 
    “What?” Annetta flinched. Did Giselle know about herbalists’ secrets, or was she guessing? “Um, maybe. Depends on what the condition is.” 
 
    “Well, good, I suppose. Hopefully the issue won’t arise, but best to be prepared.” The older woman sat back and tucked an errant lock of auburn hair under her scarf. “Won’t they miss you in Keighley?” 
 
    Annetta fumbled for a reply that sounded neither petty nor pretentious. At least Giselle hadn’t probed further about her remedies. “I shouldn’t think so. Keighley has another herbalist, so I’m not leaving them short.” 
 
    “There were two of you? A luxury indeed. Lucky for us too, since our previous herbalist left with the last convoy. Were you trained by the other one?” 
 
    Despite her weariness, Annetta’s spine straightened as she looked Giselle square in the eye. “No. I trained her, in fact.” And she made me regret it. 
 
    Giselle quirked an eyebrow. “Good to make your own way in the world. I did that too. Once Lisa and Adrian could look after themselves, I moved out to run this place. Good challenge here. Now, put your stuff away, have a bath—through that door—take an hour’s nap, then come help me set out tonight’s food next door.” 
 
    Annetta moved to obey the directions. But even a leisurely soak in warm water couldn’t douse her reignited bitterness. She shouldn’t have had to give up her workshop and leave the village where she’d been born. Now here she was, a stranger in Maldon, having to start again. 
 
      
 
    Standing in the town square, Jonathan watched the two guards finishing off their final task: refolding the emergency blimp’s balloon. His stomach rumbled. “Are you done there?” 
 
    “Just about, sir.” Opal remained on all fours, pressing down on her half of the fabric. “It’s difficult to... squash it small enough.” 
 
    “I have every confidence in you. I’ve seen you lift weights in the gymnasium.” 
 
    “She’s certainly strong, sir.” Kneeling on his half of the balloon, Manni chuckled. “I wouldn’t want to bet on the outcome if we arm wrestled.” 
 
    “But...” Opal pushed harder, her arms quivering. “Strength isn’t enough. I’m not heavy enough to expel all the air.” 
 
    Oh. Was that how it worked? He’d better assign someone else next time. “Well, do your best.” 
 
    “Don’t I always?” With Manni sitting on the package, Opal pulled the binding ropes tight and tied them. “Why do we have to check this each time we stop? It’s a lot of work for something we never use.” 
 
    Why did they? Because they’d been told to. “Safety. Anyway, we did use it on my last convoy tour.” 
 
    “Ah, I heard about that.” Opal flexed her fingers. “I wouldn’t have minded having a go myself.” 
 
    Jonathan frowned. “It wasn’t for fun, Opal. I’m sure the guards I sent to escort that poor cursed girl back to the Keep didn’t enjoy being stuck in a basket with her for hours.” 
 
    Eyes wide, Manni stood. “They made it back to Ascar, didn’t they? And it took only hours rather than a week?” 
 
    “Yes.” He nodded at the folded and tied balloon. “But that’s another reason you should check the balloon each time. Imagine if it failed... Being trapped up in the air with someone so dangerous and then falling...” His voice trembled. Steady on, Shelley. 
 
    “Phew.” Opal shook her head. “Sounds pretty scary when you talk about it. I see what you mean.” She grinned. “Maybe we’d better unroll it again, just to recheck.” 
 
    Manni groaned. “No way. Are you strong enough to help me lift this back into the handcart?” 
 
    The two guards bickered as Jonathan walked towards the notice board with its list of current officials. On the way, Franka approached, and he waved at the hefty woman. Maybe she could check the balloon next time. “Everyone sorted?” 
 
    She nodded. “The washerfolk got started on our laundry right away. All our personal stuff is in the guesthouse. Giselle invited you to use the guest room in her house, so I accepted on your behalf.” 
 
    “And... no problems with the civilians? They don’t need help?” 
 
    She flapped a hand. “The regulars are fine. Samuel... well, we got the kid here intact, which is a fair achievement.” Franka mirrored Jonathan’s smirk then sobered. “Annetta’s still frazzled about poor Gerald. Of course his death wasn’t her fault.” 
 
    The back of his neck prickled. No, it was my fault. “At least she’s no need to travel further. I imagine she’ll settle in well here.” 
 
    Franka’s eyebrows rose. “You’re only responsible for them while travelling, remember? Left to yourself you’d spend the whole week here working, not taking the rest days you’re allowed.” 
 
    “You know me too well, Franka.” 
 
    “But you’ll at least attend the arrival party, won’t you? Maybe make some new friends?” She winked. 
 
    He sighed. “Of course, just for a short while.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 4 
 
    Annetta’s stomach churned when she arrived at the town hall that night, though the throng was no surprise. She’d spent the afternoon helping Giselle arrange food and drink on tables that extended the full length of the hall. 
 
    She slid along the periphery of the room. Guards mingled with townsfolk, chattering, laughing, eating and drinking. Everyone seemed to know everyone else. How could she push into a conversation? 
 
    A flash of red across the room caught her eye. Through the shifting mass of bodies, she glimpsed the balding head and red robes of Mayor Sutcliff. Despite the crush, he stood alone, a plate in his hand and a scowl on his face. Annetta’s lips quirked. There were worse things to be than a stranger... such as disliked. She reappraised the crowd, picking out individual faces. Her reward included smiles and waves, which she returned. That wasn’t so bad, was it? Taking a deep breath, she stepped away from the wall. 
 
    She eyed the food, but her anxious gut vetoed the idea. Arming herself with a mug of cider instead, she wandered from group to group. Most revellers chatted in small clusters, but some entertained a larger audience. She smiled at a trio of singers, but when the audience joined in the chorus, banging on the table with their mugs and singing out of tune, she moved on. 
 
    At the far end of the hall, Samuel sat on the floor with a dozen other children. Wide-eyed, they listened to Thomas, the young man who’d welcomed her. 
 
    “... Geoffrey crept closer to the cursed mound but tripped on a root and nearly fell over. The beasts immediately stopped digging and started to chase him! He knew they’d catch him because they ran faster on four legs than he did on two.” 
 
    A little girl gasped. “If they caught him, would he have become cursed?” 
 
    Thomas shook his head. “No, Rosie, he was so small that they would have eaten him, boots and all.” 
 
    Once the chorus of “Ewwwww!” and “That’s horrible!” died down, he continued. “Although Geoffrey was too nosy for his own good, he now found out he was also very brave. If he ran back to the camp, his family would be attacked. So he ran in the opposite direction, leading the beasts away. He spotted a tree he could climb. Up he scrambled, hoping the beasts couldn’t follow. And he was right! They snarled and scratched at the tree trunk. They jumped up but couldn’t reach him. He stayed perched in the tree until they gave up and left. Then he carefully crept down and back to the camp, where his mother gave him a right spanking!” 
 
    There were sighs of relief, winces and groans. 
 
    “And that’s why you should never travel without the convoy to protect you.” He clapped his hands. “Enough stories for the moment. Off you go and get some sweets before they’re gone.” 
 
    The children stampeded off while Thomas sprang to his feet, lightly dusting off his trousers. He grinned at Annetta. “The children love their scary stories.” 
 
    No more beasts please. That’s not my idea of fun at all. “Sorry I didn’t introduce myself earlier. I’m Annetta.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you properly,” said Thomas. “Samuel said you patch people up.” 
 
    But not always successfully. She washed down a lump in her throat with a gulp from her mug. “I’m a herbalist, so I mainly make infusions, remedies and salves. But I’ve picked up some bone-setting and midwifery too, with Keighley being so small.” 
 
    “That’s a valuable craft. I’m sure you’ll fit right in. Or are you thinking of travelling further?” He tipped his head to the side and regarded her. 
 
    She had to laugh. “Not at all, moving here from Keighley was quite enough adventure! So much for my childhood dreams of seeking my fortune in Ascar. I’d hate to move again. And what do you do, Thomas?” 
 
    “I teach the youngsters writing and arithmetic. They enjoy my stories, and I try to slip in some history too. Since this convoy includes a historian, I’ll learn what I can while he’s here. It must be fascinating piecing together what happened in the old days. We’ve lost so much.” His smile slipped for a moment. “Now come, I see your mug is empty. I recommend the ale, we’ve a particularly fine batch this time.” He winked and led her to one of the drinks tables. 
 
    She sipped and drifted round some more. The partygoers topped up her mug while sharing stories and news. This ale is certainly fine. After chatting with a weaver about dyeing techniques, she listened in a haze to local gossip. Everyone’s so friendly! Well, nearly everyone. She hiccuped and stifled a giggle on seeing Mayor Sutcliff with company. With his back against the wall, he held up both hands as Giselle jabbed a finger towards him. That’s right, put him in his place! 
 
    Eventually, Annetta found herself beside Marcus, a farmer around her age. 
 
    “Do let me top up your mug, Annetta.” He clinked his mug against hers. “This cider’s from my apples. I grow sweet ones too...” 
 
    “Delicious,” she murmured. 
 
    He stroked his goatee, light glinting off a gold earring. “Poppy and Rosie have been quite a handful since their mother left...” 
 
    The cider fizzed pleasantly on her tongue. 
 
    “... As I was saying, it would do them good to have a female role model...” 
 
    Her lids started to droop. 
 
    “But what of your own plans, Annetta?” 
 
    “Mmmm? Oh!” Her gaze darted around. “Ah... I’m not sure, it would really depend...” Anyone? Yes! Adrian’s coming this way! 
 
    As Marcus drew breath to continue, Adrian arrived beside them. “Sorry to interrupt, but I’m borrowing Annetta. Need to discuss a few things.” 
 
    Marcus closed his mouth and glanced at Annetta, who shuffled a little closer to Adrian. “I see.” He scowled at Adrian then nodded at Annetta. “But please drop by sometime.” With that, the farmer stalked off. 
 
    Adrian took her hand and led her through the room. Her face heated. Was everyone watching them? 
 
    But at least he’d rescued her. “Thank you for that,” she murmured. 
 
    His callused fingers twitched, and he led her out into the square. “You’re welcome. Marcus is, er, reliable, but once he develops an interest in something... or someone, he can be quite single-minded.” 
 
    She lifted her face up to the cool evening air. For once, the world seemed full of promise and mystery. Clouds passed over the moon’s face. What secrets did they carry, and what would they would reveal? “Are you interested in me too?” 
 
    Adrian dropped her hand as if it were poisonous. “Why, no! I didn’t mean to...” He broke off as she started to giggle. “If you sit on this bench, I’ll go back inside and bring you something to eat.” 
 
      
 
    Adrian really could have done without all the smirks and comments as he surveyed the tables, picking delicacies for Annetta. Everyone knew that much as he enjoyed eating, his palate wasn’t refined. Years of working with solvents and smoke had largely destroyed his senses of taste and smell. 
 
    After a quarter hour of nodding, smiling and gritting his teeth, he escaped the building with a plate of food and a mug of water. Being unsure what Annetta would like, he brought a little of everything: flatbread, a peppery salad, roasted tubers, smoked fish and grilled honey chicken wrapped in pastry. 
 
    “Thank you.” Annetta’s voice quavered when he passed her the plate. A few more giggles escaped her, but soon she was concentrating on the food as if she hadn’t touched Lisa’s good scones earlier. “This is delicious! Sorry if I embarrassed you earlier, but I don’t drink very often. I think it got the better of me.” 
 
    He chuckled at the memory of Marcus’ expression. That made up for any amount of embarrassment. “Think nothing of it. Not everyone drinks, after all. Captain Shelley doesn’t, for example.” 
 
    “Really? Never?” She paused to look at Adrian, her fork wavering in the air. 
 
    “I’ve never seen him drink, and he’s been here several times. He once told Giselle that alcohol makes him ill. One or two of the other captains have been like that too, though not the regular guards.” 
 
    “Interesting. Some of my remedies work best if made up with alcohol, so I’ll bear that in mind.” She returned to her food. 
 
    Adrian wondered what kind of sweet she’d like. “Are all your remedies infusions, or powders that need to be dissolved?” 
 
    “No, some are pastes, and I’m experimenting with pellets.” She set her knife down and picked up a soft piece of tuber, rolling it between her fingers. “See, I can turn a paste into a batch of pellets and dry them for long-term use. Though my hand cramps if I try to make too many at once.” She popped the tuber in her mouth and licked her fingers. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “You were saying you want to settle here?” 
 
    She sipped her water, spilling a little down her front. “Giselle—is she really your ex-wife? You’re so different!—told me Maldon doesn’t have a herbalist anymore. I can work in the infirmary for now and also get to know the local plants. In the long term, I’ll need a workshop.” 
 
    It sounded like she might need specialist equipment. Adrian sat beside Annetta. “I suppose you had your own workshop in Keighley? Did its design include—” 
 
    She put her plate down with a thump. Her jaw worked, and she swallowed. “I had a lovely workshop. Everything positioned exactly where I wanted it. I dare say my replacement is making use of it now.” 
 
    What had he said? “It can’t be that bad—” 
 
    Her voice grew strident. “Three years I spent training Cecily up as my apprentice, even giving her my special recipes. She planned to move on afterwards, since Keighley doesn’t need two herbalists, and then what happens? She gets pregnant by some convoy guard, and everyone says it would be unkind if she had to travel with a young baby in tow. So, I end up leaving instead!” 
 
    She fell silent, fists clenched by her sides. 
 
    Adrian dared to pat her shoulder. “Well, you’re here now. I’m, er, glad to have you as a new neighbour.” I hope. 
 
    A movement in the doorway caught his eye: the dark figure of Giselle, watching them. She shook her head and disappeared back inside. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 5 
 
    An hour after sunrise, Jonathan rapped on Adrian Pavey’s front door. The first official interview in a settlement would normally be with its leader, but previous visits had taught him that Adrian was an early riser, unlike Henry Sutcliff. So he made an exception to his schedule and visited the craftsman before the mayor. 
 
    People’s respect for Jonathan’s uniform was tempered with nervousness about his Crown authority, although few learned the true extent of his powers. During his token attendance at last night’s feast, he’d made vague comments about the beast attack, and dodged questions he couldn’t answer. Seeking his bed early, he then spent the night in peaceful solitude. 
 
    While he waited, he stroked the smooth contours of his chin. Giselle had even provided shaving materials, a rare indulgence. 
 
    Soft footsteps approached, and the door swung open. But rather than Adrian at the threshold, it was Lisa. Like her father, she was plump and fair, though with her mother’s fine nose and a broad smile all her own. “Please come in, he’s—” She stifled a giggle. 
 
    Eyebrows lifting, Jonathan followed her down the short hall. He halted in the sitting room doorway. 
 
    Adrian was rising to his feet, bleary-eyed and in rumpled clothing. Despite the open window, the smell of stale beer wafted around the room. Jonathan’s nose wrinkled. Were there rotten eggs somewhere? 
 
    “Captain Shelley, welcome,” croaked the craftsman, leaning on the table. 
 
    “Settlers’ sakes, man, sit down before you fall over!” He strode into the room with an arm extended to offer support. 
 
    Adrian collapsed back into his chair with a groan and rubbed his face. 
 
    Jonathan seated himself and unfastened his satchel before placing it on the floor. He glanced around, but everything appeared tidy, with crockery and papers neatly stacked on the shelves, and the door to the workshop firmly shut. A smirking Lisa placed a mug and a plate of flapjacks before him. 
 
    “And this is for you, Pa.” She stirred a sachet of powder into a cup of water and stood over Adrian as he drank it with a grimace. She whisked the cup away, replaced it with a clean mug, poured tea for the two men, and disappeared up the ladder to the upper floor. 
 
    Adrian squeezed his eyes shut then popped them open with another groan. “Sorry, Captain Shelley, I’m not at my best this morning.” 
 
    Obviously not. “Good party last night?” 
 
    “Er... it was different.” The younger man reddened. “I upset a visitor by accident, and it took a while to settle things down again.” 
 
    Jonathan picked up a flapjack and took a nibble, although he had already broken his fast with Franka and Bernard while the other guards slept off the party’s effects. 
 
    Since it seemed he’d have to carry the conversation, he removed a few papers from his bag along with a canvas-wrapped package. “Here’s the latest from the techne people in Ascar. Some advice for... an easier way of piping water inside buildings? I think. And a tool they thought you would like, following your last request.” 
 
    “Oh?” Adrian pushed his mug to the side, leaned forwards and fixed his eyes on the package. 
 
    Jonathan handed it to him and sat back to watch, a smile tugging at his lips. Rural craftsmen were all the same, unwrapping their presents and whooping with delight, like children on Settlement Day. 
 
    Indeed, Adrian perked up as he unwrapped the canvas and turned the metal gadget over in his hands. “Lovely. I can’t make evenly sized fittings with my current equipment, so this adjustable wrench is great. I have an idea for you to take back in exchange.” He reached over to a shelf for some sketches and handed them to Jonathan. “It also concerns piping water, although regarding flow rather than delivery. Finer control of flow may help when mixing sources.” 
 
    Jonathan placed the papers in his bag. “Why would you want to do that? Water is water, no?” Damn! He should have learned by now not to ask questions. 
 
    Adrian shook his head. “I explored mixing hot and cold water to give a more even temperature. For example”—he waved at a spigot on the back wall—“the water temperature depends on how hot my workshop furnace is. If it’s too hot, we’d want to add cold water. I was thinking about relative proportions...” 
 
    Jonathan’s mind drifted away from all the foreign words. Had Bernard given Manni an extra rest day after his contributions in Keighley? 
 
    “... It depends on whether the pipe is flexible or rigid. If it’s flexible, we can slow or stop the flow by external compression—the same way as one might stop blood flow with a tourniquet—but if it’s rigid, it needs to be blocked from inside. You see?” 
 
    ... and I hope someone can repair that rip in my other jacket—Jonathan blinked, and he focussed on Adrian’s expectant face. “Ah... like a plug?” 
 
    “Yes, exactly!” Adrian beamed. “So, if we combine an internal mechanism with a magnetic external control...” 
 
    As he floundered among the unfamiliar concepts, Jonathan’s struggle to pay attention failed. He contented himself with the flapjacks and nodding at what he hoped were appropriate intervals. At last Adrian paused for a sip from his mug. 
 
    Hastily swallowing his mouthful of flapjack, Jonathan coughed. “My compliments to your cook. How old is she now?” 
 
    “Lisa’s fourteen, and I’m very proud of her.” Adrian smiled. “You know how it is, one minute they’re running around with runny noses and making mud pies, the next they’re managing the household and doing your job for you.” 
 
    Jonathan murmured agreement, although he didn’t know how it was. He’d fathered no children to his knowledge. It was safer not to know. 
 
    “No doubt we’ll have changes with Samuel moving in, but Lisa should keep him on the right track. Sounds like he was left on his own after his mother passed on last year. I’m grateful you escorted him here. And Annetta too.” 
 
    Jonathan waved a dismissive hand. “That’s part of our job. Now, do you have any requests for when we next visit?” 
 
    Adrian tapped his unshaven chin with a finger. “Is there a device that can make several medicinal pellets at a time? I believe herbalists make them by hand, which surely can’t be efficient. I’ve a couple of ideas, but if Ascar could provide a plan, that would be very helpful.” 
 
    A request for a herbalist? Annetta had obviously made an impression. Jonathan held back a smile as Adrian stretched out a hand for his mug and missed on the first attempt. “I’ll submit your request when I return to the city. We have two settlements left to visit, so it’ll be around a month. While I remember, we... used our accelerant on the way here. I need to requisition replacement quantities from you.” 
 
    The craftsman’s gaze fell to the table. “I’ll distil some more and have it ready by the time you go. I was sorry to hear about Gerald. I’m sure you did everything you could for him.” 
 
    Yes, I did. The two men sat in silence for a couple of minutes, then Jonathan took his leave. 
 
    Although the distance from Adrian’s house to the mayor’s residence was trivial, Jonathan took his time on the walk. He missed the city with its walls, the buzz of people and even the clanking of Ascar’s vehicles and machinery. And of course, he could speak freely in the captains’ lounge. 
 
    In the town square, a woman haggled with a trader for needles and pins, while the travelling artist sketched a young couple in front of the town hall. Dressed in wedding finery, the pair had attracted quite an audience, who were offering ribald suggestions on poses. 
 
    The mayor’s official residence was just behind the town hall. Ascar’s resources had contributed to its construction. Carvings of fruit and flowers adorned the entrance. Jonathan’s lip curled at the sight, as it did every time. This was a place of business, not a brothel. 
 
    Mayor Sutcliff hovered in the open doorway. His chain of office looked too heavy for his scrawny frame. At least he wasn’t wearing the same gaudy robes as yesterday when he welcomed the convoy. He had been all smiles and unctuous words to Jonathan then, but offered no practical support to the weary arrivals. Fine. If this man wanted the bells and whistles that went with his status, he’d get the full formal ritual. Time to remind him who really owned this building. 
 
    “Come in, please come in, sir.” Sutcliff waved at Jonathan to precede him. “I hope you enjoyed last night’s party. My assistants surpassed themselves with the entertainments, don’t you think?” 
 
    Not deigning to answer, Jonathan entered the coolness of the building and strolled to the room reserved for governmental use. Inside, he took a position behind the polished desk, gazing out of the window. Sutcliff entered the room, locking the door behind him. Jonathan then sat on the high-backed chair behind the desk. Sutcliff perched on the chair opposite, blinking as a sunbeam hit his eyes. 
 
    Jonathan stacked his papers before him, taking his time to ensure they were in the correct order. He drew his sabre and placed it on the desk, its point towards the mayor. Only then did he speak again, emphasising his native Ascarite accent, its clipped tones redolent of the governing classes. “I, Captain Jonathan Shelley, duly appointed representative of Queen Eleanor and her illustrious Council, have summoned you, Mayor Henry Sutcliff, duly elected representative of Maldon Town, to report to me on the doings of the queen’s subjects within this town and related environs in the time period since our last visit. Speak.” 
 
    Sutcliff, shuffling the papers he clutched, launched into an incoherent discourse about the growing town population and its needs, and therefore his own increasing responsibilities and pressures. 
 
    This will take forever. I should have eaten more of those flapjacks. Jonathan sighed and leaned forwards, elbows on the table. “Let’s start with the basics, shall we? What is Maldon’s current population?” 
 
    “Let’s see... We’re just over two and a half thousand now. That’s what Giselle told me, though she may be wrong.” 
 
    Sure. That woman never got anything wrong. “And your estimates of trends in numbers?” 
 
    “We’ve had, er, four babies born since your last visit and... nobody died? No, that can’t be right, wait, I have it right here...” 
 
    Despite judicious prodding, the mayor did not have any clear ideas about Maldon’s infrastructure needs, or whether projected crop yield would suffice to feed everyone. 
 
    “... I can’t tell you how many empty houses we have right now. Young people these days move in with each other for so brief a time I can hardly keep track... I’m not sure how much dried grain we have, but it should be enough... What? If the fields become flooded? Oh...” Sutcliff pulled a cloth from his pocket and mopped his forehead. 
 
    Jonathan frowned as he listened, scratching an occasional note. It was hardly worth the ink and paper. The man was wasting this opportunity to discuss town needs and request help. Even the information required by the Council was lacking. 
 
    He rapped the desk. “Mayor Sutcliff, you will not have forgotten that there is a contract between you, representing Maldon, and the Council in Ascar. In return for access to the convoy and its benefits, and discretionary aid from the capital, you agreed to governmental oversight. That is, you made a commitment to adhere to certain procedures and provide certain information to me in your report. You have yet to do so.” 
 
    He raised his voice over Sutcliff’s faint protestations. “To this end, what I expect from you is information regarding any beast sightings in the area, and to know whether anyone here has displayed signs that may suggest they are cursed. Do you have this information for me?” 
 
    Sutcliff spluttered and wiped his face with the cloth. He flipped through his papers, letting some slide to the floor. “We, we did have a sighting six weeks ago. An inexperienced field worker claimed he saw beasts while working an hour’s walk east of here. We sent an emergency bird, and Ascar responded with a blimp. Uh, the captain they sent left this message for you.” With a shaking hand, he passed a wax-sealed paper across the desk. 
 
    Jonathan grunted as he peeled open the message, recognising the seal. Maldon must have sounded desperate if the Council diverted Isabel from her city duties to investigate. In Noble Ascarite, the script used by government officials, he read: 
 
    Mayor is an idiot. Didn’t confirm sighting before shouting for help. Only harmless animals found. Bet he blames someone else. Arranging an accident for him is tempting, but left that pleasure to you. IH. 
 
    Tempting indeed, but Jonathan couldn’t do that. He restricted himself to glaring at the man. “Leaving aside the issue of just when you were going to mention this to me, may I remind you that we have procedures in place to minimise waste of valuable guard and blimp time. You will of course be familiar with Procedure for civilians in the event of a suspected beast incursion which was recently updated by Ascar’s Chief Councillor Hastings. Particularly paragraph 4. ‘If there has been a suspected beast sighting but no attack, ascertain the nature of the animal(s), using appropriate precautions.’ That means that we expect you to carry out the initial investigation yourselves. It’s called ‘confirmation’. Perhaps you’ve heard the term before. Sending a blimp all the way here costs the city more than a convoy’s full tour of duty does.” 
 
    The mayor’s pale sweating face brought to mind Gerald’s illness after the beast attack. We both paid for my mistake. Jonathan continued in a less forceful tone. “Of course errors can happen. But the procedures are there for a reason. Your field worker did the right thing, informing you, and you should have arranged for appropriate assessment before contacting Ascar.” He allowed his lip to curl. “And what of your people? Any unusual behaviour? Strange phenomena? Unexplained illnesses with lingering effects? I needn’t remind you of the procedure if you suspect that one of your townsfolk has been cursed, need I? I’m sure you know paragraphs 3 to 7 of Councillor Hastings’ Procedure in the event of a beast injury or suspected curse document by heart.” 
 
    “No, no, we’ve had nothing of the sort!” Sutcliff gulped. “All my people have been completely normal. Nothing out of the ordinary at all.” 
 
    Jonathan shook his head, but decided not to prolong the interview. The Ascar scientists speculated that curses might happen even without a beast attack. They could theorise all they wanted, but he’d never seen it. 
 
    “Very well. Maldon will remain on the convoy’s route. For now.” He wouldn’t punish the whole town for having an ineffectual leader, but Sutcliff didn’t know that. Let him sweat a bit. “I shall discuss matters with the Council and Captain Hanlon when I return to Ascar. You may leave.” 
 
    After the chastened Sutcliff escaped from the room, Jonathan remained to write his report. It was a pity the Council would intervene only if they perceived a major threat to safety. All they were interested in was saving money, and whether settlements complied with directives. Still, the threat of another visit from Isabel might keep the man in line. 
 
    As he exited the building to meet his other obligations, he reminded himself of his purpose. For the safety of all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 6 
 
    With gummed-together eyelids and a dry mouth, Annetta lay scrunched under her blanket, taking slow breaths. Furniture scraped across the wooden floor, the vibrations rattling her skull as if it were empty. Maybe it was. What had got into her last night? Fragments of memory seeped in, and she held back a moan. 
 
    Footsteps moved away, and cheerful farewells were followed by the creak of the door. In the ensuing silence, she finally dared to work her eyes open and lever herself upright. 
 
    On the floor beside her was a mug, half full of water. Grasping it with shaky hands, she drained it at a gulp, the rim clattering against her teeth. She then braced herself and scanned the rest of the room. 
 
    The windows shed weak daylight on neat rows of packs and bedrolls along the wall. Her breathing eased at the emptiness of the sleeping area, but Giselle occupied her habitual seat near the door, head bent over some papers. Annetta’s heart sank. Had the woman been there while she ranted on to Adrian? She broke into a sweat. Surely I didn’t talk about—But no. She might have made a fool of herself, but trade secrets were the last thing on her mind. That was some consolation. 
 
    She gained her feet and shuffled towards the outhouses. Cold water from the pump washed away the muzziness, but not her mortification. The Maldonites would be laughing behind their hands at the bumpkin from Keighley who couldn’t even hold her drink. Her innards cramped. So much for giving them a good first impression. 
 
    On her return to the guesthouse, Giselle nodded at her. “Come and sit.” 
 
    With slow, reluctant steps, she complied. As she sat down, Giselle stood, and Annetta shrank back against the expected rebuke. Instead, the older woman reached over and placed a mug of water and a piece of dry bread on the table. “Get these down. Ease your stomach.” 
 
    Annetta choked down the bread, a small mouthful at a time, washing it down with sips of the water. Her roiling stomach settled. “I’m sorry about last night.” She winced at a memory of waving a finger in Giselle’s face, lecturing her on the ingratitude of the young. 
 
    Giselle shrugged. “These things happen. You won’t be the only one with a sore head this morning.” 
 
    “Did I make a big scene?” Annetta’s voice was small. 
 
    “Not really. You did get a bit loud, and Henry—have you met the mayor?—complained about the shouting...” 
 
    “Oh, no! Was he very angry?” Her hands twisted against each other as her guts paralleled their movement. 
 
    “... but then, he’s always complaining about something.” Giselle sniffed. “Just to keep him happy, Adrian and I took you round to my house, out of the way. I brought you back here later.” 
 
    “I must have been in some state.” 
 
    “Adrian was worried about you. So worried, in fact, that he decided he needed a few drinks as well. A right pair you are. At least Lisa knows how to make a headache remedy.” 
 
    Annetta’s cheeks heated again. Adrian had nodded sympathetically while she rambled on. Had she really blurted out her life story? No wonder he was concerned. How might this odd woman have influenced his new apprentice? 
 
    Giselle’s nostrils flared. “Sounds like those Keighley folk treated you dreadfully, throwing you out of your own house like that. No surprise you were angry.” 
 
    Embarrassment flooded Annetta’s chest. “Um, they didn’t exactly throw me out. It just felt like that.” 
 
    “But you told them you wanted to stay, didn’t you?” 
 
    Her shoulders sagged. “Not exactly. Just... I heard people talking about Cecily and... I didn’t want to make a fuss...” And it had been easier to pack up and leave than to speak out. 
 
    “Never mind,” concluded Giselle. “You’re here now. Time to start earning your keep. How about you make yourself useful and scrub the floor?” 
 
    After a couple of hours spent scrubbing, Annetta went out for some fresh air. With an anticipatory wince, she stepped into the bright midday sunshine and then relaxed when her eyes didn’t hurt. Picking a side street to wander down, she took a turn round the block and arrived back in the town square. The traders she knew from the journey bartered with townsfolk over their displayed goods. She waved to them as she passed by. 
 
    The travelling historian, a chubby man with a scraggly beard, pointed with a twig at a map drawn on a borrowed blackboard. By his feet were a couple of apples and a cup containing a few coins. He’d attracted a mixed group of residents, some joining the audience as others drifted away. Thomas sat at the front on a wooden stool, a notebook in his hand. 
 
    Annetta listened to the lecture for a couple of minutes. With the map, the historian’s lesson was less dry than it had been during their journey. And it was obvious how big the world was, compared to Annetta’s little corner of it. 
 
    “... Ascar’s historians are still piecing together that part of the Great Journey. Some surviving journal fragments suggest we communicated with the Old Lands during our early days. Others state we were completely cut off from the start, and anyone left behind didn’t survive. We don’t know which claim is closer to the truth, and it’s impossible to cross back to find out. 
 
    “Thomas asked me earlier how our ancestors decided where to found these settlements. We believe there were different groups of Settlers who picked their own territories. It so happens those early settlements are a week’s travel apart. That’s the distance now recommended to prevent an undetected curse spreading between communities...” 
 
    “Good day, Annetta.” 
 
    She jumped and stifled a squeak at the murmur in her ear. 
 
    Marcus smiled down at her. “You’re looking very well.” 
 
    She flushed, aware of her bloodshot puffy eyes and creased clothing. Desperate, is he? “A good day to you too. Are you here to listen to the historian?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure he’ll be very interesting. Maybe afterwards we could—” 
 
    “Oh! I’m sorry, must go. Need to familiarise myself with the town information. Much as I’d love to, I can’t stand around chatting. Enjoy the talk!” She hastened off towards the notice board on the other side of the square. If Marcus followed... she’d just stare at the notices until he went away again. 
 
    The double-sided notice board was another reminder of the differences between Maldon and Keighley. Glass panels protected the papers on display here. In her old village, news and notices were pinned to the wall of the village hall where they fell prey to bad weather or rough handling. 
 
    However, the content was much the same. A map of the town and surrounding fields, notices about meetings and market days, and names of town dignitaries. Some announcements about weddings, births and so on. And of course the official guidelines from Ascar that all residents should know about: 
 
    Procedure for civilians in the event of a suspected beast incursion (v4. Hastings, J.) 
 
    Procedure in the event of a beast injury or suspected curse (v3. Hastings, J.) 
 
    Annetta glanced over the familiar documents, nodding at their contents. Beasts were so rare, there was no requirement to memorise the procedures. She shivered. Of course she’d never forget the attack, but the guards and Captain Shelley had handled it. After that, well, she’d not needed to try her old mentor’s remedies on Gerald. 
 
    She made a circuit of the notice board, hoping not to catch Marcus’ reflection in the glass. There was no sign of him, and she relaxed. Time to look around a little more. She moved away from the safety of the notice board. 
 
    As she meandered along, a grey-clad guard entered the square from the road by the town hall. How odd, a convoy guard she didn’t recognise. When he drew nearer, his dark uniform and pale blue eyes became apparent. The pallor of his chin contrasted with his weather-beaten complexion. It’s Captain Shelley with a shave, silly. 
 
    He pursed his lips. “Good day, Mistress Benedict. If you don’t mind my saying so, you look a little tired. Did you not sleep well?” 
 
    Did everyone know she’d had a rough night? She cleared her throat. “Not as well as I would have liked, I’m afraid. I hope I didn’t disturb your sleep.” 
 
    “Not at all. Mistress Weaver was kind enough to offer me a room in her house for the week.” 
 
    “You were sleeping at Giselle’s?” blurted Annetta, a hand to her mouth. Had he been in the next room, overhearing all she poured out last night? 
 
    Captain Shelley’s frown deepened. “There was nothing improper about it.” His clipped Ascarite accent came to the fore, another reminder of his status. 
 
    “Oh, no, of course not! Pardon me, I’m not quite myself today.” 
 
    She fled back to the guesthouse. When she arrived, Giselle was speaking with a man with curly red hair. He turned to face Annetta, and she halted in the doorway, heart plummeting. 
 
    “Annetta, good timing.” Giselle’s brisk voice allowed her no opportunity for escape. “I gather you met Brian Mander yesterday, Gerald Mander’s grandson. He’d like a few minutes of your time.” 
 
    More accusations? At least she could face them in privacy here. Be professional. She raised her chin. “Of course. Brian, I’m sorry for your loss. Perhaps we could speak in the infirmary area, where we won’t be disturbed.” 
 
    In the infirmary, standing between the two beds, Brian gazed at the well-scrubbed floor and shuffled from foot to foot. “I’d like to apologise again for my mother’s behaviour yesterday. She now understands it wasn’t your fault. The captain visited us specially, even though he must be really busy. He explained that Grandpa was carried to Settlers’ Rest by a combination of blood loss from the attack and his general frailty. Although you made a huge effort, you were fighting a losing battle all the way.” 
 
    Annetta blinked. Gerald’s leg wound had been deep, and she was no chirurgeon, but she’d treated worse injuries before, though not from beasts. To her eyes, he’d been progressing well. Yet Captain Shelley had known from the start how serious it was, even though he wasn’t any sort of healer. “Oh.” 
 
    “Captain Shelley also said that if anyone is to blame, it should be him, for not protecting the group better. Ma wouldn’t ever attach any blame to him as he’s always been so good to everyone. Strict, yes, but fair as well. We now know you did the best you could, and nobody could expect more than that.” 
 
    Anetta gaped. He must have felt really sorry for me. Was I that pathetic? 
 
    Brian rubbed the back of his neck. “In fact, we’d like to thank you for your efforts. I guess you’ll want to set up shop here in Maldon. We’ll give you some furnishings to help you get started. Deal?” 
 
    He extended a hand. 
 
    Annetta’s lips trembled. Then she straightened up, took his hand and shook it. “Deal.” 
 
    Over the rest of the week, Annetta started to settle in. The cleaning duties she traded for her guesthouse accommodation weren’t onerous, and she had plenty of free time. She even took a short walk into the forest and made some notes on the flora. Maldon’s surroundings seemed more fertile than Keighley’s and she looked forward to expanding her range of remedies. 
 
    Giselle consulted her records and directed her to an available workshop with attached living area and bedroom. With the contributions from Gerald’s family, it wouldn’t take long to make the place comfortable. She could have peace and quiet at last. 
 
    After opening the windows, Giselle wiped down the work surfaces while Annetta swept the floor. 
 
    “But surely this must have been used by a herbalist before,” remarked Annetta as she stowed away her belongings. “It has a grinding slab and everything.” She’d even found concealed storage under the bed. 
 
    “You’re right.” Giselle gave her a long look. “This workshop belonged to Marcus’ wife. His ex-wife, rather. Before she left.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    The morning after she moved in, Annetta opened the door of her new home to find a basket of fruit on the doorstep. The attached note made her sigh: 
 
    A warm welcome to our new neighbour. Please don’t hesitate to let me know if I can be of help. Marcus. 
 
    How could she let him know this was a game she didn’t wish to play? Not with him, at least. Her thoughts drifted towards Adrian, his interest in her work and his concern for her. But no, she had embarrassed the poor man enough already on that first night. Best to stay out of his way too. 
 
    Departure day came around. Although no Maldonites were leaving, the townsfolk still gathered to see the convoy off. There was a Keighley tradition that residents who could afford it bestowed small gifts on the travellers to ease the journey. Annetta guessed Maldon had a similar custom. Choosing a gift was easy. Handing it to the recipient might take some fortitude, but it was something she needed to do. 
 
    Captain Shelley was supervising the loading of the handcarts, and Annetta stood to one side until he noticed her. She hadn’t spoken with him since the day after their arrival. Was he still annoyed with her over her faux pas? She chewed at her lip. 
 
    He gestured to the guard and approached her, no expression on his face. “May I be of help?” 
 
    “Here’s something to help you on your journey.” She thrust the cotton pouch at him. “And to thank you for speaking with Gerald’s family on my behalf. You’ve made a lot of effort for me. And, um, sorry about any awkwardness I caused the other day.” 
 
    He paused, eyebrows raised, then gently extended his hand to receive the pouch. “Think nothing of it. I was just doing my duty.” He inspected the pouch. “And thank you for this. What’s inside?” 
 
    Annetta managed a smile. “The pouch contains two types of sachet, and I’ve given you three of each. The ones marked with red thread, which smell a bit peppery, help you stay alert. The unmarked sweeter-smelling ones will relax you. They should be mixed with water, although in an emergency you could inhale the powder for reduced effect. I hope you’ll find them useful.” 
 
    “Thank you again. I’m sure to put your gift to good use. I wish you well in settling in.” Captain Shelley gave her a brief bow before turning back to the handcarts. 
 
    Annetta returned to her workshop satisfied she’d cleared her debt to him. With the convoy’s departure, the final tie to her old life would be severed, and she could move on. New opportunities, new challenges... and new people. Maybe this could work. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 7 
 
    Jonathan’s leg twinged as he led the convoy towards the gates of Ascar. Nobody had objected to the increased pace today: all were keen to reach the city and its myriad conveniences. Looking back at the bright, expectant faces, Jonathan wished he could share their cheer. But this time, his usual pleasure at returning home was absent. 
 
    Ascar nestled at the foot of the Cleon Mountains, which provided the stone for its walls and the houses that clustered inside. Crowded and noisy, its population was larger than the surrounding fields could support. The secret was a second agricultural area to the north, accessed by a tunnel under the mountains. Or, in recent years, by travelling over them. 
 
    His moment of contemplation vanished at the sight of a blimp, hovering over the city in the afternoon’s clear sky. He glowered at it. The most common reason for a blimp flight these days was “for the queen’s pleasure”. Queen Eleanor was fascinated by this new techne and insisted on taking regular flights. Absolute monarchy? Ha, absolute irresponsibility. Blimp rides were a drain on the city’s coffers, and her father would never have tolerated such waste. Things had deteriorated since King Frederick’s death last year. 
 
    The guard at the city gates held up a hand at Jonathan’s approach. “Please state your business, sir.” 
 
    “Captain Shelley, returning from convoy duties.” 
 
    “Who is with you?” 
 
    “Two dozen guards and eight civilians.” He sighed at the pointless bureaucracy. This was only the first of today’s official hurdles, although he should be glad it was so trivial. 
 
    Two other brown-clad city guards walked down the line until they reached the civilians, who hastily unloaded their bags from the handcarts. Wares were inspected and occasional questions posed. This so-called “safety check” never made sense to Jonathan since entry was never denied. If a few coins or other items happened to change hands, that was none of his business. Maybe city guards had nothing better to do. 
 
    The guard stepped aside from the gate and thumped his chest with a closed fist. “For the safety of all.” 
 
    Jonathan returned the salute and led his team through the archway with the handcarts, leaving the civilians to disperse as they wished. He’d release the guards to their leisure time after they reached the barracks. After that... he would meet his own obligations. 
 
    Situated close to the gate, the barracks was the largest building complex in the city after the Royal Compound. It included several low stone residences, training halls and a mess which served both convoy and city guards. There were private quarters for the captains at the far end of the complex. 
 
    In front of the main barracks building, Jonathan addressed his guards. “We’ve survived another trip. Well done. I’ll see you on the next tour in a few weeks’ time, unless you’re assigned to other duties. Now go and enjoy yourselves. You may leave.” 
 
    After saluting, the convoy guards dispersed, heading for their quarters and seeking friends or family. 
 
    Franka remained, however, which was uncharacteristic of her. She usually launched herself into the fleshpots when they returned to the city, with a joyous disregard for dignity or reputation. Jonathan remembered her dragging him from tavern to tavern one evening in his younger days, before he was injured. Other memories of that night were a blur, although the next morning’s illness was etched on his mind in glorious detail. 
 
    “A problem, Franka?” He kept his tone mild, but a shiver ran down his spine. She can’t know. 
 
     She pursed her lips. “Just a bit worried about you, Captain. I know you feel bad about that old man, but you did everything you could. It’s not your fault, and don’t let anyone tell you otherwise!” 
 
    Jonathan needed a moment to think of what to say. It had been his fault. He forced a smile. “I appreciate your words, and I’m grateful for your support.” 
 
    “Do you want to come out with us tomorrow night? They’re bound to have some new brews in by now.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Thank you, but I have other commitments.” 
 
    “You always say that. And I’ll always keep inviting you. Even if you’re not one of us anymore.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. It just wouldn’t be the same.” You have no idea how different. 
 
    “Let me know if you change your mind. And don’t forget to have yourself some fun too!” 
 
    He watched her depart with a spring in her step then allowed himself to sag. Now to report to the Council. For judgement. 
 
    Jonathan made his way through the crowded streets of the outer city, where most Ascarites lived and worked. Chatter and the smell of frying onions spilled from a cafe. In the window of a dressmaker’s, an assistant repositioned a mannequin. A bell sounded, and people stepped to the side to make way for a pedal rickshaw carrying a trio of giggling children and their governess. 
 
    Despite the crowding, Jonathan’s progress was unimpeded. Somehow, unprompted, a path would open in his direction of travel, closing again behind him. He might have enjoyed the convenience, had the phenomenon not been so depressing. Even these Ascarites who prided themselves on their sophistication were wary of his uniform. Captains were known to work under direct orders from the Council, answerable to no other authority. Nobody wished to attract their attention. 
 
    A beggar, squatting out of place on the clean-swept pavement, extended a filthy hand towards Jonathan as he drew near. Why could ruralites take care of their own unfortunates when the city couldn’t? Jonathan pulled a penny out of his belt pouch and tossed it over. Cries of gratitude followed him up the street until he reached the entrance to the inner city. 
 
    This gateway also had guards posted, but only to keep an eye on people. Ascarites avoided the inner city unless they worked in techne or manufacturing, or were passing through to the north. The guards returned Jonathan’s nod as he walked past. 
 
    Once in the inner city, the sound of voices diminished, replaced by clanking and banging. Food smells were replaced by sharper, more acrid tangs, and the air became hazy with dust and smoke. Rather than winding streets crowded with pedestrians, the roads of the inner city were straight, broad and regular. They were designed to allow ease of movement to carts powered by humans or the newer engines. Shouts and laughter came from a sweatshop, where both convicted criminals and paid workers sat in closely-spaced ranks, pedalling machines that recharged the city’s precious energy cells: both the portable ones used on convoy, and larger ones providing power to buildings. Jonathan had done the occasional shift there in his younger days, and “working the battery” was a decent way for the able-bodied to make a living. 
 
    Ahead of him loomed the bulk of the Royal Compound. The upper floors of the Keep and the Royal Palace rose over the compound’s walls. A slender bridge connecting the two buildings glinted and seemed to sway as someone walked across. 
 
    Jonathan’s palms sweated, and he dropped his gaze to the gap in the wall ahead of him. At his approach, the two guards blocking the way nodded and stepped aside. His gut clenched. 
 
    A substantial full-height turnstile was built into the archway. He gripped one of the bars with a clammy hand before he pushed and entered the checkpoint building. 
 
    He was in a short cramped passageway, a second turnstile ahead of him. To his right, visible through a tiny hatch in the wall, a slovenly guard laid out playing cards. Couldn’t the man show some respect? If not for a superior, at least for his post. Jonathan knocked on the frame. 
 
    The guard looked up. “Oh, it’s you. Interview first.” He pointed at the door in the opposite wall and returned to his game. 
 
    Jonathan turned his back on the guard before easing out a breath and clenching his fists. Avoiding the post-tour interview was a desire he couldn’t suppress, unrealistic though it was. He straightened, set his shoulders back and pushed the heavy door open. 
 
    The room was small, almost a cubicle. The walls were bare, interrupted by pairs of small holes at head height. The air was musty, with a hint of old sweat. In the centre of the room stood a shoulder-high column of dull, dented metal. Jonathan pushed his left hand and wrist through an aperture in the upper part of the column, then pushed down on the top until it clicked into place, snugly restraining his wrist. For the safety of all. He tried to slow his breathing. A muscle in his face twitched. 
 
    The crackle that emanated from the wall in front made him flinch. It always did. 
 
    A muffled voice spoke. “Name?” 
 
    “Captain Jonathan Shelley.” 
 
    “Age?” 
 
    “Fifty-six.” 
 
    The first few questions would allow the hidden observer to familiarise himself—or herself, he couldn’t tell from the voice—with the interviewee’s response patterns. 
 
    “What did you have for breakfast?” 
 
    “Today? I didn’t have any. We were running short of supplies.” And he’d had no appetite. 
 
    Something tickled inside Jonathan’s head, a tiny suggestion he was no longer alone with his thoughts. He’d only noticed the sensation on his last few interviews. It made him want to scratch his brain, or maybe pull it out and scrub it with harsh soap and a coarse brush. 
 
    “Captain Shelley, are you aware of the penalties for inappropriately divulging classified information?” 
 
    This question would lead into the real interview. If he answered in the negative, the voice would remind him that the holes in these walls could conduct a selection of gases into the room. One detailed description of the effects had given him nightmares, and he had no desire to revisit the information. 
 
    “Yes, I am aware.” 
 
    “Are you aware that we can ascertain whether you are lying?” 
 
    “Yes, I am aware.” 
 
    “Have you any infractions which you wish to disclose in advance, of your own free will? Volunteering information may allow you some leniency.” 
 
    Jonathan paused. Although confident he had not said anything inappropriate—keeping secrets was a necessary survival characteristic—there was always a niggle that something unintentional might have slipped by. “No, I have not.” 
 
    “Have you, at any point on your tour of duty, intimated, suggested or implied to individuals without the appropriate clearance level, verbally, by gestures or in writing, any of the information that follows... 
 
    “Firstly, any internal deliberations of the Council.” 
 
    “No, I have not.” 
 
    “Secondly, unpublished information from the scientists or historians.” 
 
    “No, I have not.” 
 
    “Thirdly, classified information pertaining to the existence of any individuals with cursed powers, either confined within the Keep, or unconfined.” 
 
    “No, I have not.” 
 
    “Fourthly and finally, that you are an unconfined recipient and practitioner of a cursed power.” 
 
    “No, I have not.” 
 
    “State the nature of your cursed power.” 
 
    “I am able to move small items without physically touching them.” 
 
    “Did you, at any point on your journey, make use of your cursed power?” 
 
    “Yes, I did. Once.” Jonathan’s voice was husky. 
 
    “While exercising your cursed power, did you take precautions to ensure that you were unobserved?” 
 
    Sweat dripped into his eyes. “Yes, I did.” 
 
    “What was the outcome of that use of your cursed power?” 
 
    Jonathan could not answer. His vision blurred, the holes in the wall expanding to float in mid air. 
 
    “Captain Shelley, I repeat. What was the outcome of that use of your cursed power? You have ten seconds to provide an answer.” 
 
    He forced out a whisper. “I killed a man.” It didn’t seem enough. “He was under my care.” And I murdered him. 
 
    Unmoved, the voice continued. “Were there any witnesses to the aforementioned use of your cursed power?” 
 
    “No, there were not,” he croaked. 
 
    In the silence that followed, the damaged muscle in Jonathan’s thigh began to tremble. His arm ached, and he blinked rapidly. 
 
    The column clicked. 
 
    “You may leave.” 
 
     Once back in the corridor, he lifted a shaking hand to his face and wiped his eyes. The guard, whistling tunelessly, reached back to pull a lever and waved Jonathan towards the turnstile that led into the Royal Compound. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 8 
 
    Jonathan spent a few minutes composing himself, in trivial defiance of his standing orders to report to the Council without delay. Splashing water from one of the courtyard’s fountains over his face helped remove the external signs of his distress. But his sense of violation from the returners’ interview remained. The idea of someone accessing his innermost thoughts, weighing them before he even expressed them—it was obscene. 
 
    The Council Hall was the third building within the Royal Compound. Built later than the other two, it was three stories tall, barely topping the compound’s walls. Its square functionality contrasted with the Keep’s looming menace, and the delicacy of the Royal Palace. 
 
    Inside, he padded up two flights of marble stairs, viewed by portraits of councillors past, then along the hallway towards the meeting room. At his approach, the guard outside the room opened the door and briefly muttered to someone. 
 
    The guard nodded at Jonathan. “Just a few minutes, sir.” 
 
    The immobility of waiting made Jonathan’s leg ache, and he welcomed the discomfort as a distraction from his memories. Pain had more than one use. 
 
    The door swung open, and Isabel strode out, flicking some dust off her bespoke captain’s uniform. How did she do it? Nobody else looked smart in brown. He sighed at the contrast with his own dingy, travel-stained appearance, even as she gave him a smile. She brushed past him and headed for the stairs as the door closed. 
 
    Jonathan waited for several more minutes, during which he tried to tug his uniform into better order under the raised eyebrow of the guard. At a call of “Come!” from the room, the guard opened the door and waved him inside. 
 
    Dim light flickered from incandescent bulbs on the walls. The city’s power production was erratic, so modern lighting was supplemented by two oil-fuelled standard lamps within the curve of the room’s U-shaped table. Five council members sat around it. Taking up his position between the lamps, Jonathan recognised four of them. The fifth, with a bulky body and receding hairline, slouched back in his chair. Obviously a new member had been appointed over the last three months. 
 
    Positioned in the central chair, Chief Councillor Hastings laid the ceremonial sabre on the tabletop with a clatter. His soft, pale hands fumbled as he turned the point towards Jonathan. Nobody seeing him now would believe he’d once been a skilled boxer. Hopefully the man’s mind hadn’t declined in parallel with the sagging of his formerly rugged physique. Though he wasn’t as effective as King Frederick had been. 
 
    Hastings cleared his throat. “We, the appointed Council, have summoned you, Jonathan Shelley, Captain, in your role as intermediary between settlements and Crown, to provide to us an account of the events and observations you have encountered on your tour of duty and matters thereof. Speak.” 
 
    Jonathan saluted. “Councillor Hastings, sir. I visited six settlements while touring the northern region. They all provided reports as agreed in their contract with the Crown, and my written notes are available for your clerks. All express satisfaction with the contributions of the convoy, although they would appreciate more frequent visits. No ruralites have attempted to travel by themselves, preferring instead to wait for the escort.” 
 
    “No surprises there. Continue.” 
 
    “Pace Village, the last settlement I visited, requests aid to establish a new settlement further east.” 
 
    “Why?” Councillor Randall leaned forward to scowl at Jonathan. The florid-faced logistician clenched a meaty fist on the table as if he itched to hit someone. 
 
    Don’t look at me as if it’s my fault. “Sir, the land around the village is unproductive. Their crop yields can’t support their growing population. If they could move somewhere more fertile...” Why was he bothering to explain? These Council members had little idea of the practicalities of feeding people. 
 
    “Unconvincing,” grunted Randall. “If they can’t support even themselves, how can they afford to build a new settlement the mandatory week’s travel away? It’s not worth subsidising them. The request should be rejected. If the population is too large to feed itself, the inhabitants can move elsewhere.” 
 
    After glancing at the others, Hastings nodded. “We’ll tell them their request is declined. And what about monitoring for signs of the curse?” 
 
    “The settlements remain vigilant and are familiar with current official advice.” Though I wish you’d write in plain language so I don’t have to keep explaining it. 
 
    “Good. Nice to know they pay attention to those notices we send out. Any beast encounters in the settlements?” 
 
    A bead of sweat trickled down Jonathan’s neck. “No confirmed beast sightings in any of the settlements. A suspected beast was seen near Kyleth. The residents were enterprising enough to kill it before we arrived. From their description and sketch I suspect it was an ordinary animal, that is, harmless. I could not, of course, confirm my impression as the body had already been burned.” 
 
    Security Councillor Martek nodded, his tufts of white hair waving as he did so. “Good to see some self-sufficiency, even if it was a false alarm. Maybe we can send them some token of our approval. And what of Maldon? We had a report from Captain Hanlon following her emergency visit there. She told us you would follow up.” 
 
    Jonathan hesitated. Much as he disliked Mayor Sutcliff, he didn’t really want to bring the wrath of the Council down on the man’s head. Isabel’s reprimand followed by his own should be enough. “Councillor Martek, sir. I spoke with Maldon’s mayor about the unnecessary call for help. I concluded that it was an honest mistake.” 
 
    Martek sighed. “I suppose as long—” 
 
    Randall thumped the table. “It was an expensive mistake—for us! Do you know how much that egregious misjudgement cost? That mayor is too twitchy. We don’t like waste. He should be replaced.” 
 
    There was an uncomfortable silence. Jonathan regarded the sabre on the table. Well, I tried. 
 
    Historian Gauntlett leaned forwards and peered through his thick glasses at Randall. “Jeremy, I sympathise with your frustration. But being heavy-handed with directives from central government can lead to unrest. I suggest a light touch here. Let the Maldonites make their own decisions, and allow their mayor’s term of office to come to an end, ah, naturally.” 
 
    As the Council members discussed the matter and agreed to leave things be, Jonathan raised his chin and steeled himself for judgement. Now he would learn what price he needed to pay, what price his duty demanded. He’d done what he thought best at the time, but— 
 
    “Captain Shelley! I repeat, report to us of this killing you mentioned in your post-tour interview.” 
 
    Heat touched Jonathan’s face, and the unfamiliar councillor sniggered. 
 
    “Sir. I apologise for my momentary inattention.” Jonathan cleared his throat. “We had camped between Keighley and Maldon. A civilian was attacked and bitten by a single beast, which we killed and burned according to protocol. Two days later, the civilian displayed signs of being curse-stricken, and I judged it necessary to... take action.” I murdered him. 
 
    “What sort of signs?” The new councillor leaned forwards, studying Jonathan intently, an elbow on the table and chin propped on his hand. The men on either side leaned away. 
 
    “Ah, sir.” No, I’ve not seen him before. “Are you aware of the signs we look for? Two days after the injury, we check—” 
 
    Councillor Hastings interrupted. “Captain Shelley, this is Scientist Silvers, replacing Scientist Staunton following his retirement. He has extensive knowledge about the curse. You may continue with the specifics of this case.” 
 
    “Scientist Silvers, sir. The man’s leg wound was tended by a herbalist, and she told me it was clean and healing well. However, he became confused and disorientated, and spoke on worrying topics.” If only he hadn’t been within earshot. 
 
    “In what way?” Silvers leaned back and folded his arms. 
 
    Jonathan licked his lips. “He said something that startled the herbalist. Her response suggested he had unexpected knowledge about her, even though they had never met before. Later, I was thinking about my early training exercises, and he said to me, ‘That’s some trick, how do you move them like that?’” 
 
    “So you deduced he’d developed a mind or memory reading power.” 
 
    He’s quick, I have to give him that. “Yes.” 
 
    “In that case, why didn’t you send him here with a couple of guards rather than offing him? Even the most ignorant rurie knows that’s what’s supposed to happen if someone’s cursed. I’m told your equipment includes a portable blimp for rapid transport now.” Silvers’ thick, full lips curved downwards. “Powers like that are enormously useful.” 
 
    Jonathan’s fists clenched. Yes, enormously useful to torment us during interviews. “Given his tendency to talk, he’d have mentioned my power to someone else. I couldn’t keep him quiet without someone noticing. He was not well enough to cooperate voluntarily. If he had been, I could have spared him.” 
 
    “So you eliminated him, and a useful power, in order to cover up your own,” mused Silvers. “For a power like his, it would have been worth gambling on the possibility of exposing yours. After all, there would have been only a small number of witnesses to deal with.” 
 
    Jonathan stiffened. “Sir! You can’t mean that!” 
 
    Councillor Hastings held up a hand as Silvers drew in a sharp breath. “Captain Shelley, please wait outside. The Council need to deliberate for a few minutes.” 
 
    In the corridor, Jonathan stamped up and down to work off the stiffness in his leg. How dare he! The voices inside rose and fell, and he scuffed the polished floor in counterpoint. The door guard glowered at him, and he returned the scowl. He had agonised over the decision to eliminate someone under his responsibility, someone who posed no immediate physical threat. All for the sake of the secrecy that was prioritised over anyone’s welfare. Now he awaited judgement over that action, and Silvers defiled the process by suggesting that silencing even more people would have been better. 
 
    The door jerked open, and Silvers stalked out, breathing hard. He glared at Jonathan. “I’ll see you at your scientific debrief. Rest assured it’ll be a full one.” 
 
    Jonathan’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t try to intimidate—” 
 
    The guard coughed. “Captain Shelley?” 
 
    The smell of brandy hit Jonathan when he re-entered the room. The Council members remaining each had a glass close to hand, and the sabre in front of Hastings was askew. 
 
    “Would you like a drink, Captain? I know this is trying for you.” Gauntlett reached towards the bottle. 
 
    “Thank you sir, but no.” Much as he could have done with numbing his thoughts, it was far too risky. He could wait until tonight. Back straight, he regarded Hastings, who did not hold his gaze for long. 
 
    “We have deliberated at some length.” Hastings gave a thin smile. “The nearly unanimous agreement is that you made the right decision. Keeping your power concealed is a priority, and we permit you extensive freedom of action for good reason. Ideally, of course, you’d have sent the man back here, but it was a difficult situation. If the populace were to learn that ‘curse-stricken monsters’—no offence, we do value you—were moving freely among them rather than safely detained in the Keep, who knows what dire consequences there might be? You had to weigh up what was best ‘for the safety of all’, as you guards put it. One man’s life was a small price to pay. You are not to blame.” 
 
    Yes, remind me I’m a monster. “I understand.” 
 
    “Just one more point we need to clear up. The herbalist who looked after the man. Do you have any indication she suspects his death was unnatural?” 
 
    “No, sir. I believe she blames herself for not looking after him more effectively. I spoke to the man’s family, and they accept it as natural too.” 
 
    “That is fortunate.” Hastings gazed into the distance for a moment. “The scientists want to debrief you the day after tomorrow, and I’m sure you have matters of your own to attend to. You may leave.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 9 
 
    Supper at The Gilded Pigeon. IH. 
 
    Jonathan arrived at his barracks suite to find Isabel’s note lying just inside the door. Giving it the briefest glance, he threw himself under a long hot shower. His overwhelming need was to scrub away the clinging miasma that came not from the journey or even the returners’ interview, but from the Council meeting. 
 
    Once his equilibrium returned, and he could wield the razor with a steady hand, he treated himself to his first decent shave in a month. Funny, he’d never wondered where hot water came from until that Maldon craftsman mentioned it. 
 
    Dropping his grubby uniform into the laundry pile of clothes from his convoy tour, he donned a soft tunic of blue flannel. Uniforms issued to guards—jackets and trousers mass-produced in an inner city factory—were practical and sturdy, but sometimes itchy and certainly conspicuous. Nobody else wore that shade of grey, although it was better than the brown required for city duties. As for the royal guards in scarlet... Decorative muscle, that’s all they were. 
 
    He frowned at his reflection in the mirror. Perhaps he could pass for an ordinary citizen though his military posture was still a giveaway. He folded his arms and shifted his weight towards one leg, tilting his head to one side. What a ridiculous pose. 
 
    A tap at the door made him spring upright. “Come!” 
 
    After a key rattled in the lock, the door swung open. A short, skinny woman in the dark grey dress of the housekeeping staff entered, a ring of keys on a chain at her waist. 
 
    “Nice to see you back, Captain.” Her weathered face bore a smile. She started to pick up his laundry and toss it into a trolley in the corridor. “I’ve been airing out your room once a week and keeping the spiders away.” She paused to examine a pair of trousers. “What have you been sitting on? No, don’t tell me, you’ll put me off my tea. I’ll see if I can take that stain out.” 
 
    “Thank you, Emily. The room was spotless when I arrived. I’m afraid I’ve made a mess.” 
 
    “There’s worse I could mention, though I won’t. Oh, thank you, I’m sure.” This last was said as Jonathan slipped a coin into her free hand. He valued the head housekeeper’s willingness to take care of his rooms herself. However, that could work both ways. When a second coin found its way into her hand, she murmured, “New boy moved in while you were away, Denton’s old room at the end. A pretty face, but I reckon there’s more to him than that.” 
 
    Denton’s? Hopefully not a bad omen. Jonathan added another few coins. “Thank you again for your help. I don’t know what I would do without you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Oh, and Captain, you look very snazzy in your civvies. Were I ten years younger...” 
 
    “Emily, you’re incorrigible. Away with you!” 
 
    Safely alone again, he tried on a smile in the mirror. It would have to do. 
 
    In the streets of the entertainment quarter, Jonathan jostled his way through drunks, pickpockets, procurers and sundry other people out to make the most of their evening. He arrived slightly out of breath at The Gilded Pigeon, one of the more salubrious establishments in the area. The burly doorman waved him in without taking his eyes off the scantily-clad dancers in the window opposite. 
 
    Inside, patrons surrounded a bar to the right, shouting to be heard above the cacophony. On the left, waiters in the Pigeon’s trademark yellow livery insinuated their way around the tables with laden trays. Garlic, cigar smoke and port featured most prominently in the melange of scents assaulting his nose. A glittering chandelier—golden, of course—shed sparkles of light around the room. 
 
    As he pushed his way through the crowd, Jonathan’s lips twisted at the patrons’ clothing. There were jackets and trousers not unlike his usual uniform in cut, although in an eye-watering variety of colours and patterns. Robes and tunics had long been the typical garb of the leisured affluent, to distinguish themselves from the working classes. But it seemed that “guard chic” was the current fashion. Maybe he could have worn his uniform and felt less out of place. 
 
    The private room at the back of the tavern was the major benefit of this venue: discretion guaranteed for its occupants. It provided a welcome respite from the noise of the main room, with a plush red carpet and tapestry wall hangings giving further insulation from sound. Four place settings had been laid on the dining table. The sole inhabitant of the room when Jonathan arrived was a woman with short grey hair, wearing a pale rose shift. She jumped up from her chair when she saw him. 
 
    Susanna. His lips relaxed and curved upwards. 
 
    When she rushed around the table to give him a hug, his smile softened. Susanna and he were of an age, though she had been a captain for longer than his nine years. She’d worked on convoy until last year, when she’d been recalled to the city. Her behaviour had always been measured and deliberate. Why this display? Had she missed him? He inhaled the light floral scent arising from her hair and patted her back. Maybe he had missed her too. 
 
    “Jonathan, I’m so sorry,” she whispered, giving him a final squeeze before releasing him. She raised her chin and looked him in the face, crow’s feet deepening around her brown eyes as she did so. “Are you well?” 
 
    He stared. Why should she be sorry? Then his jaw tightened, and he took a step back, letting his arms fall to his sides. Her power—mind reading—was the reason she’d returned to the city. It must have been she who observed him earlier, in the interview room. She’d invaded his head and heard his confession. But what could he say? Sometimes captains were required to use their powers on each other. 
 
    “Well enough.” As her face fell, he added, “I understand.” 
 
    She gave him a tight smile and returned to her seat. As Jonathan took a seat to her left, a bruise on her arm reminded him that he wasn’t the only one who suffered during interviews. Power needed a trigger, and the prescribed one was pain. That was what the scientists demanded. 
 
    Isabel interrupted his musings, arriving in a cloud of expensive perfume. The Pigeon’s owner bowed her in, and even Jonathan’s weary eyes widened. Her purple silk dress shimmered in the light of the candelabra, complemented by a choker of semiprecious stones. Her chestnut hair was piled high, jeweled hairpins completing the outfit. 
 
    Following closely behind was a stocky man with dark tousled hair and a youthful complexion. A pretty face. He wore a guard-style suit in dark green, a cream cravat enhancing its elegant lines. The man waved at the retreating owner, grinned at Jonathan and winked a green eye while giving a thumbs-up to Isabel’s bare back. 
 
    Jonathan stood, his bad leg aching, and he gritted his teeth. 
 
    “Welcome back, Jonathan.” Isabel embraced him, kissing him on both cheeks. She indicated her companion. “This is Lester Black, our newest colleague. I’m helping him settle into his role as a city captain.” 
 
    “It’s been a true pleasure for me, having such a glorious companion!” Lester slid an arm around Isabel to shake Jonathan’s hand. Judging by Isabel’s “Tsk!” as she stepped to the side, this was typical behaviour. 
 
    Lester released Jonathan’s hand and waved at Susanna. “And this wonderful lady has been a real gem too, helping me hone my power.” 
 
    Susanna’s cheeks turned pink, but she smiled at the young man. 
 
    “What is that power?” asked Jonathan as they seated themselves, feeling that he had lost ground somewhere. What did Susanna see in such a dandy? 
 
    “I can nudge people mentally, make them more inclined to pick one course of action over another. But I lack finesse, and that’s where Susanna’s been such a help. If we work on an unaware subject, she can give me feedback on my efforts without having to question the subject.” Regarding Jonathan’s face, and Susanna’s pained expression, he added, “They’re volunteers, of course.” 
 
    More to him than that. Ugh. But the man was Isabel’s guest. Jonathan had better remain polite. “Of course. If you don’t mind my asking, how were you injured in the first place? I’ve not seen you among the convoy guards, and going by your accent, you are a native Ascarite.” Beasts rarely approached the city, and it was unusual for those who lived and worked in Ascar to fall prey to them. 
 
    His smile fading, Lester gave a jerky shrug that turned into a shudder. “Stupidity. I used to be a regular city guard. One day I chased a murder suspect, and he ran straight out of the city gates. Like a complete idiot, I followed. Didn’t wait for backup, despite him being covered in blood and waving a cleaver. Caught up with him past the edge of the fields. Two beasts attacked us. They went for him first, then me. Fortunately the gate guards called for help, and a squad came after us. He died, I survived, and...” He picked up his napkin and twisted it. “Well, that’s it, really.” 
 
    The owner reappeared, leading a procession of yellow-clad waiters. They laid chafing dishes of food on the sideboard, and chilled bottles of wine and water. Jonathan’s nose twitched as the aroma of roast goose and exotic cinnamon spice filled the room. The owner bowed over Isabel’s hand, assuring her of his utmost attention. 
 
    “Very nice,” drawled Isabel, waving him away with a slender beringed hand. “Surely a meal to savour. We now wish to remain undisturbed. You may leave.” 
 
    After the owner departed, Isabel nodded at Lester. He slipped out of his seat, checked the hallway then closed and locked the door. 
 
    Susanna laughed, her cheek dimpling. “Isabel, how can you keep a straight face when you’re doing your ‘pompous nobility’ act?” 
 
    “I’ve had plenty of practice.” Isabel stuck her nose in the air. “One must keep a certain reputation, after all. And there are compensations. Getting a private room here at short notice isn’t easy.” 
 
    “What’s your relationship to the queen?” asked Lester. “Nobody would explain.” 
 
    “We’re distant cousins. Eleanor’s ten years younger than me, came through the same set of tutors. I taught her how to shoot, but she prefers her books.” She smirked. “And she flat out refused to learn grappling. Because I’m a city captain, people assume I’m a liaison between Crown and government. Or maybe a high status bodyguard. We encourage those rumours.” 
 
    Encouraging rumours? Hmm. 
 
    Isabel stood and moved to the sideboard. “Time to eat, I’m starving. You three should try the wine. I’ll stick to water and keep an eye on the rest of you, in case your powers leak out.” 
 
    Susanna and Lester made a token protest, but Isabel insisted they taste it. Jonathan hung back while the others served themselves. Then he poured himself a modest glass of wine, filled his plate and rejoined the table and conversation. 
 
    Like the others, Isabel had never travelled in a blimp before, not until her trip to Maldon. Jonathan’s appetite waned as she described being at such a height. 
 
    Isabel set her fork down with a clink. “I’d been up a couple of times with Eleanor previously. Though we just went straight up in the air over the city, not too high, with a tether attached so we didn’t float off. Travelling over distance is completely different.” She laughed. “It was so much fun, I almost forgave that silly mayor for putting out the call. Jonathan, I take it you had a word with him?” 
 
    “Yes, I made his responsibilities clear. Hopefully that was enough.” Jonathan toyed with his half-full wineglass. Why was Lester smirking? The city-bound fop would have managed no better. 
 
    “It had better be.” Isabel snorted. “Next time I’ll set his robes on fire.” 
 
    The laughter this time was a little forced. Her power was terrifying in action, and never subtle. 
 
    “But Jonathan, this is your welcome home treat. Are you back for a full month? What are your plans?” 
 
    “The usual. Sleep. Eat. Get my gear mended. Pass on messages and requests, mainly between the settlement craftsmen and the techne people here. The scientists want their debrief and assessment in a couple of days, so I’ll go over there and get poked and prodded and no doubt shouted at. I see there’s a new one started—Silvers.” 
 
    Susanna glanced at him. “I’ve a bad feeling about that one. Staunton was a reasonable man, and I wouldn’t have minded him taking over as their chief after Lady Nelson steps down. It was a surprise he retired so early.” She gave Jonathan a bright smile. “Surely you’ll have some free time. What else are you up to?” 
 
    “I really need to visit a girl,” he began. As Lester grinned and opened his mouth, Jonathan scowled and hastily clarified. “She’s a ruralite child called Tabitha, who was travelling on my previous tour. There was an attack—that’s two trips in a row!—and a couple of days later it became obvious she was afflicted. The whole camp saw the rocks she sent flying through the air. After that, her parents couldn’t wait to be rid of her. I sent her back here in the portable blimp with a couple of the guards. She was still in the infirmary when I left on my last tour, and I want to see how she’s doing.” 
 
    “A portable blimp? How does that work?” asked Lester. “Weren’t you tempted to try it yourself?” 
 
    Susanna and Isabel regarded each other, then they both smiled at Jonathan. 
 
    His face heated. “I, er, don’t know much about techne. And it was the first time we needed to use it.” He straightened. “But I’ll visit the blimp workshop soon, to discuss the design of the equipment.” 
 
    Lester leaned forwards and licked his lips. “That sounds really exciting. You’re so lucky to be involved.” 
 
    Rub it in, why don’t you? As Susanna, Isabel and Lester discussed blimps and techne, Jonathan began to regret being here. He pled weariness and forced down the remains of his meal in silence while the others conversed around him. 
 
    Lester, refilling everyone’s water glasses, touched Jonathan’s shoulder. “Sorry if I was flippant earlier. I meant no offence. Dining with three senior captains isn’t something I imagined I’d ever do, and I was nervous. Sometimes I play the fool as a distraction.” 
 
    Jonathan managed a jerky nod, even as he clenched his fists to stop himself from slapping the young man’s hand away. “I understand.” And he did, despite his irritation. Evenings like this one were precious, rare opportunities to spend time with people under a similar burden of secrets. They might not fully trust each other, but at least they understood. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 10 
 
    Jonathan couldn’t at first understand why the room he had woken in seemed so familiar. His gaze drifted curiously over the desk, storage chests and shelves, and came to rest on a mass of grey and brown hanging from the rail. The mass resolved itself into several uniforms, clean and neatly pressed, the grey outnumbering the brown. Emily must have been in without waking him. 
 
    He lay staring up at the whitewashed ceiling for a few more minutes, absorbing the strangeness of a day when he had free choice over his activities. 
 
    Today he would visit Tabitha. He couldn’t do anything more about Gerald, who was long gone to ashes, but Tabitha was someone he could watch over while he was in Ascar. He didn’t delude himself she would welcome him, but her welfare was his concern. If she was still alive. She might have succumbed to her injuries or developing affliction. Frowning, he assessed how he might feel if she were gone. Saddened, but not guilty. He’d sent her here for treatment and protection. That was a decision he could live with. 
 
    Armoured in a fresh grey uniform—no need for brown today—Jonathan returned to the Royal Compound. No further interview was required, and the checkpoint building guard waved him straight through. 
 
    The Keep was the oldest building in the city as well as the one with the highest roof, where the blimp pad and royal bird coop were situated. It was matched in height only by the adjacent palace, a slender ethereal tower topped with a rooftop garden. The only modern addition was the bridge connecting the buildings, constructed at the queen’s request. Jonathan snorted. What was wrong with walking between them on solid ground? 
 
    Intimidating, substantial and square, the Keep was known among Ascarites as the place where the hapless curse-stricken were detained—either for the remainder of their natural lives, or rarely until they spontaneously recovered. Those who staffed the building, whether as cook, infirmier, scientific assistant or guard, were universally close-mouthed about what happened inside. All workers underwent regular monitoring, to ensure that classified knowledge remained just that. Everyone else regarded the weathered stone outline with a frisson of fear. One day it could be them inside. 
 
    Nearly ten years had passed since Jonathan had been detained. After the attack that mangled his leg, he’d spent half a year in the Keep, his leg healing while he worked on his power. His scalp prickled as he remembered the most miserable six months of his life, but the scientists assured him their system was the only way. Then he was given a choice: stay in confinement, or take an oath of secrecy and return to the guard as a captain, claiming he had recovered. At the time he’d viewed remaining in the Keep as cowardly, but lately he wondered if he had made the right decision. 
 
    On the ground floor, he reported to the guard station. A pimple-faced boy sat behind the counter, a cubbyhole rack behind him, speaking tube and bell pull within reach. 
 
    The boy stood at Jonathan’s approach and saluted. “Sir?” 
 
    He returned the salute. “Captain Shelley, requesting a visit with Tabitha Farmer. Is she still here?” 
 
    The boy consulted a card index. “Ta...bi..tha... yes, she’s still here. Third floor, Room Four. Have you been to the residential floor before? Sir?” 
 
    Jonathan shook off a momentary feeling of dread. He was a visitor, not a detainee. “Yes. I know the building reasonably well.” 
 
    “You can make your way up there then, sir. I’ll let the floor guards know to expect you.” The boy picked up the speaking tube and blew into it, then lifted it to his ear to listen for a reply. Jonathan had already started up the stairs by the time the boy spoke again. 
 
    When he saw the corridor guard, Jonathan smiled. He hadn’t seen Michael since despatching him back to Ascar with Tabitha after her injury. “Michael, good to see you. Have you traded your grey uniform in for a brown?” 
 
    Michael nodded. “Yes, sir. Good to see you too. I don’t know what you wrote in your report, but when Joshua and I showed up with Tabitha, they offered us postings in the Keep. The timing was a stroke of luck as my son was born shortly afterwards. He’s five months old now, and my wife’s happy I’m around.” 
 
    Jonathan raised an eyebrow. “Good timing indeed. How is Tabitha?” 
 
    The cheer dropped off Michael’s earnest face. “Miserable. The infirmary transferred her here three months ago, and all she does is sit in her room. Her trays come back empty, so we know she’s eating, but she won’t speak with anyone. I asked her if there was anything we could bring her, to help her pass the time. But she didn’t reply. She spends her days staring out of the window even though it only faces on to the mountains at the back. Once a week Lady Nelson or Scientist Fellows visits, but they don’t stay long.” 
 
    The visits were no surprise since the scientists always wanted new research participants. They used persuasion though, not coercion. That would be inhumane. A chill struck Jonathan. How much damage might Silvers do to a vulnerable and unhappy child? “Michael, do you accompany the scientists into Tabitha’s suite when they visit?” 
 
    “Why, no, sir. Should I?” 
 
    “There’s a new... but no. I can’t tell you how to do your job.” Jonathan frowned. Was he imagining a problem? 
 
    Michael’s eyes widened. “Er. Becoming a parent has given me a different outlook. I’ll make sure I’m available to help visitors. In case of any misunderstandings by people unfamiliar with the system. Oh, not you, sir. I know I can trust you.” 
 
    “And I know I can rely on you.” 
 
    Michael made an abortive movement towards his chest with a clenched right fist, then he let his hand drop. “I’ll take you to Tabitha’s suite.” 
 
    He led Jonathan along the corridor and tapped on the fourth door. After sliding the observation hatch aside briefly, he unlocked and unbarred the door then opened it. “Tabitha? Do you remember Captain Shelley? The nice man who rescued you when you were injured? He’s come to see how you are.” 
 
    Jonathan winced, though he mightn’t have phrased things any better. He took a couple of steps into the room. 
 
    Michael drew the door shut, murmuring, “Just knock when you want to leave.” The bar dropped. 
 
    Tabitha stood facing out of the barred window. All Jonathan could see was a mass of tangled black hair. 
 
    Damn. He should have planned this in advance. Pompous mayors and demanding councillors were easy, but establishing a rapport with an unhappy child was beyond his experience. Still, he was only checking up on her welfare, not trying to be her friend. If she appeared unwell, he would have words with those responsible. 
 
    “Tabitha?” he tried, but she didn’t respond. He wasn’t doing any good standing by the door, trying to communicate with her back. He remembered what he had witnessed of her cursed power, so similar to his own. Best not to startle her. She wouldn’t be able to control herself. “Tabitha, don’t be scared. I’m going to come over and join you at the window. I just want to talk. And to listen, if you want to say anything.” 
 
    The room was more spacious than his barracks suite, with several pieces of wooden furniture. Brightly patterned, plush rugs were scattered over the floor, with cushions of matching colours on the chairs and bed. A tray with empty plates lay atop the table. 
 
    Continuing to ramble on, he crossed the room with tentative steps. What if he ran out of things to say? “Tabitha, my name is Jonathan. You might not even remember me, but I was there when you were hurt. I tried my best to save you, but I failed. I’m sorry you were hurt, and I’m sorry you’ve ended up here.” 
 
    Cool air blew past his cheeks, and he paused. A faint scent of fresh leaves tickled his nose. On glancing at the window, he saw the lower panel of the sash frame lifted to its full extent. Surely she realised she couldn’t escape? The bars outside the glass were closely spaced and solidly installed. I remember those. 
 
    A few steps later, he stood beside her as she continued to face out of the window. To his surprise, she was nearly as tall as he was. He guessed her age as around fifteen years. Funny, he’d thought of her as younger. 
 
    At a soft thump behind him, he turned. A chair cushion was settling onto the floor. Had Tabitha done that? Was she in pain? He gazed out of the window. The wooded southern slopes of the Cleon Mountains blandly returned his regard. What was she seeking there? 
 
    “I spent a few months living in one of these rooms,” he murmured. “It wasn’t so bad, really, but I grew up in the city. I think this is newer to you than it was to me.” 
 
    Tabitha remained silent but turned to face him. Her complexion was olive, her large eyes nearly as dark as her hair, and shadowed cheeks accentuated the outline of bones. She’d not been this thin before, not even during her illness. Her tray had been empty, so she was eating, but why were they not giving her enough? Jonathan’s chest tightened. Were they trying to starve her into submission? Did she have a wasting illness that nobody had noticed? He glanced down at her thin wrists, protruding through the bars onto the stone ledge. A stone ledge, now that he noticed it, that was scattered with crumbs and grey-white streaks and lumps. 
 
    A suspicion crept into his brain. “Tabitha, have you been giving your food to the birds?” 
 
    Her unexpected reply made him jump. In a voice hoarse with disuse, she mumbled, “Why not? I don’t have any other friends.” 
 
    It took him a minute before he could reply. “Perhaps we can find you some. What would you say to a visit to a garden?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 11 
 
    Of course it wasn’t so simple. When Jonathan explained his idea to Michael, the young guard’s mouth fell open before he murmured, “You’ll need permission, sir. Detainees should be here or with the scientists.” 
 
    “I know. I’ll try downstairs. Meanwhile, go rustle up some stale bread from the kitchen, and something for Tabitha to eat. No wonder she’s so thin, she’s been giving half her food to the birds.” Why had nobody noticed? 
 
    “That, I can do.” Red-faced, Michael tugged at his collar. “I just assumed, since her plates were empty... Anyway, I’ll ask the kitchen to increase her portions, maybe a standing order to include some leftovers?” 
 
    “Good idea, but put a sensible limit on the amount. I don’t want the entire sparrow population of the city visiting her.” 
 
    “As you say, sir. Poor kid.” Michael picked up the speaking tube to make his arrangements while Jonathan headed for the stairs. 
 
    The detainees held on the Keep’s residential floor and in the infirmary were the responsibility of the scientists. Only if they were declared curse-free, could they be released. Jonathan knew the value of that official statement: extensive investigations have shown the individual to have displayed sufficient fortitude to overcome the effects of the curse. In rare cases, the claim might even be true. 
 
    Officially, afflicted detainees lived out their lives in comfort, in isolated individual suites, cared for at the Crown’s expense. Officially, the curse caused illness, madness and unnatural powers which raged out of control, endangering those nearby. Consequently, it behoved a civilised society to keep them where they could do no harm. Nobody outside the Keep dared investigate those kept inside, simply viewing them as lost. Jonathan sighed. It could be worse. Somehow. 
 
    The scientists’ offices were two floors down. Piles of documents tottered in the corridors between open doorways to the cluttered rooms where assistants and clerks worked. 
 
    Jonathan stumbled upon Scientist Fellows’ office first. Judging by the grumbles coming from under a battered table, his timing could have been better. The scientist was on all fours, gathering scattered papers. 
 
    Jonathan rapped on the door frame and addressed the man’s ample backside. “Scientist Fellows, sir?” 
 
    “Is that the maps?” Fellows straightened up, and his head cracked against the table. “Ow! Oh, I see it isn’t. Pity.” He shuffled himself backwards and placed a plump hand on his desk to lever himself to his feet. Relatively young, with hair still dark, he was running to fat and wheezed as he stood. “Captain Shelley, isn’t it? I thought you were coming tomorrow. Or did I confuse the dates?” 
 
    “No, you’re right about the dates. I’m here about another matter. It’s about Tabitha Farmer, the child I sent here four months ago—” 
 
    Fellows held up an ink-stained finger. “I remember. Our first new guest for over six months, and our youngest by a long way. Your report stated she was throwing things around. We’ve not yet persuaded her to demonstrate the phenomenon in the laboratory. Anyway, what about her? Has she done something noteworthy?” 
 
    “No, sir. I’m concerned for her welfare. She’s only a child, and she feels lost and alone.” 
 
    “Oh.” Fellows gnawed his lip. “I see. I mean, we’re not monsters. But we have, well, a lot of records and data and... maybe we’re a bit disorganised... That is, we can occasionally lose sight of the individual.” 
 
    Jonathan clenched his jaw. Only occasionally? 
 
    “Anyway,” continued Fellows, “do you have something to propose?” 
 
    “Yes. I’d like permission to take Tabitha to the roof garden opposite, see if I can speak with her. She’s from the countryside, after all, and it might make her...” How could he tactfully express “not hate us quite so much”? 
 
    “Great idea!” Fellows beamed. “Maybe that will perk her up. If it works, we could allow some of our other residents out on trips. Securely escorted, of course. Jed—that’s Jed Silvers, our new colleague—has reviewed the files of our long-term residents, the ones who have so far declined to cooperate. He’s had some ideas to encourage them to work with us. I must say, it would be good if he can come up with something new—” 
 
    Jonathan couldn’t resist murmuring, “... while not overstepping the bounds of what the Crown considers acceptable...” 
 
    “—while not overstepping the bounds of what the Crown considers acceptable. Exactly! Lady Nelson and I speak with each resident at least weekly, but to little avail. A real shame, all that potential going to waste.” He grabbed a pen and scribbled a note. “Here’s my permission. Can you remind someone about my maps on your way out?” 
 
    When Jonathan returned to the residential floor, Michael was swinging a wicker basket from hand to hand. “Cook made fresh sandwiches for us, and she added some pastries, peaches and day-old rolls to the basket. I think you’ll like it.” 
 
    Jonathan peered at Michael’s uniform. “Whom do you mean by ‘us’, Michael? And do I spy crumbs on your collar?” 
 
    “You deserve the best, sir. So I went above and beyond to ensure the food was of a suitable standard.” 
 
    “I thought you’d put on weight since I last saw you.” 
 
    Michael grinned. “Good living. Did you meet with success? You seem pretty chipper.” 
 
    “Indeed. Scientist Fellows agreed. Let’s see what his note actually says.” He squinted at the unfamiliar handwriting. “Hmm... ‘ensure that at all times the subject remains under guard... take all possible precautions to preclude an escape attempt... secured to a member of the guard...’ That’ll mean handcuffs, unfortunately. She’s hardly a threat, but we’d better keep them happy.” 
 
    “I guess we should play by the rules. Did he say anything else?” 
 
    “Ah.” Damn! As Jonathan read the rest of the note, his temples throbbed. He hadn’t thought that far. 
 
    “Sir?” Michael’s brow creased. 
 
    “Oh, it’s fine. He specifies the route of access and says we must make sure the garden isn’t already in use. Can you check on that? Here’s the note.” Jonathan’s hand trembled when he handed the paper over. “Go set up the permissions with the bridge guards while I speak with Tabitha.” 
 
    After Michael left, Jonathan squeezed his eyes shut. He was going to have to cross that bridge. 
 
    When he informed Tabitha about their trip, her changed demeanour almost relieved his anxiety. In contrast to the silent, withdrawn child she had been a scant hour ago, she now ventured questions about where they would be going, how long it would take and what they would do when they got there. 
 
    “We need to cross a bridge?” she asked. “Is it very high up?” 
 
    He wiped sweaty palms on his jacket. “Yes, a bridge between two buildings. It’s quite high up, but only a short walk.” And a long drop. 
 
    Michael had persuaded her to eat while he arranged for the guards at the bridge to be notified. He had also found her a warm green velvet cloak to wear over her white detainees’ outfit. He handcuffed Jonathan’s left wrist to Tabitha’s right. The chink, chink of the chain as it swung between their wrists scraped further at Jonathan’s nerves, and he tensed his muscles to keep from fidgeting. 
 
    The young guard escorted them up to the roof of the Keep. After passing the bird coop and blimp pad, they arrived at the bridge. Two city guards blocked the way. 
 
    “Two to cross, as approved by Scientist Fellows,” announced Michael. 
 
    “Acknowledged.” The guards saluted and stepped aside. 
 
    Jonathan would have returned the salute, but with the basket in his right hand and Tabitha attached to his left, he could only manage a stiff nod, which he hoped at least appeared dignified. One step, two, and they were standing on the bridge. 
 
    The steel bridge was of recent construction, built at the queen’s request. Of stringent design, it was tested and maintained to a high level of paranoia. The floor was of metal mesh plates, the balustrades of closely-spaced bars extending up to head height, and a handrail ran along either side. Falling off this bridge was impossible. Jonathan’s innards didn’t believe this, and his fearful gaze followed the bridge’s converging lines with growing queasiness. 
 
    The span between the two buildings was not even half the width of Ascar’s widest street, a distance Jonathan could have crossed within a few seconds. That is, if he were on the ground. Here, dozens of feet above the worn paving stones of the Royal Compound, the far end seemed impossibly remote. 
 
    Tabitha had been gazing in all directions since they arrived on the Keep’s rooftop. She tugged this way and that, Jonathan’s arm also swinging by necessity. “Is that where the garden is?” She pointed to the other side with her free hand. “There’s so much to see up there, much more than I can see from my window inside!” 
 
    He took a couple of shallow breaths. “Yes, Tabitha. Now wait a moment, I’m going to transfer this basket to my left hand. Just be careful of your arm.” He swung the basket and caught it with his other hand. Staring fixedly ahead, he reached to his right to grip the handrail. Now all he had to do was take twenty or so steps, and they would be on the other side. 
 
    White-knuckled, he shuffled along the bridge, gripping the railing with his right hand and the basket handle with his left. Tabitha matched his pace, but pulled away to peer over first one side, then the other. He had no idea what she saw, but no matter. He didn’t want to know. Just keep walking. 
 
    After far more than twenty steps, his hand slid off the far end of the rail and he allowed his eyes to focus again. A bulky red outline resolved itself into two royal guards blocking the palace side of the bridge. 
 
    “Two crossing with approval from Scientist Fellows.” Jonathan’s voice cracked. 
 
    “Acknowledged.” They both stepped aside. 
 
    What did they make of his appearance, all sweaty and wild eyed? He should have worn a brown uniform today. 
 
    The rooftop garden was nothing like any rural area Jonathan had ever passed through, but at least it was greenery. Beds of fragrant herbs—he recognised lavender and chamomile—were interspersed with flowering shrubs in containers. 
 
    Ignoring the formal part of the garden and the wrought iron benches, Tabitha dragged him over to a scraggly patch of turf under a leafy tree, close to the palace access doorway. The guard there eyed them with suspicion but remained silent. Tabitha plumped to the ground and patted the space beside her. Sighing, Jonathan bent down and seated himself. 
 
    She explored the basket, pulling out sandwiches and pastries and laying them on the included cloth. After selecting a pastry, she took a sizeable bite. “Everything tastes better outdoors! Go on.” Spraying crumbs, she gestured towards the food. 
 
    Jonathan couldn’t help but smile. “That’s alright Tabitha, it’s all for you, and some bread if you want to feed the birds. I’m not hungry.” His stomach wouldn’t thank him after that bridge crossing, and there was still the return journey ahead. 
 
    After gobbling a couple of pastries, she regarded him with narrowed eyes. “Why did you bring me here?” 
 
    “To this garden? You looked lonely, and I hoped this might cheer you up.” His shoulders tensed. “And I owe you an explanation. I don’t know if you remember... I’m the man who sent you to Ascar.” It’s my fault you’re here. 
 
    Cradling a peach in her hand, she ran a finger in circles over its skin. “They told me I was cursed, that I was locked up to keep me safe. But I don’t feel any different. Maybe it was a mistake?” 
 
    He shook his head. “It’s not something I would be mistaken about. You see, it happened to me too. I know what it was like.” He stopped and considered. It might help her if he shared his story, about that night he’d rather forget. As a detainee, Tabitha was in no position to divulge his secrets. And far better that she choose to cooperate than experience Silvers’ “ideas for encouragement”. 
 
    She put the peach down and picked up a sandwich. “You were really locked up? How did you get out again?” 
 
    Jonathan stared at the peach. “Like you, I was attacked while travelling between settlements. But I was a convoy guard at the time, already working for the Crown. Even so, I didn’t know what went on here.” How could he put this? “I thought I’d be stuck in the Keep forever because I was too dangerous to be freed. That’s what they tell everyone. But some of us gain powers that can help other people. We use them secretly so as not to scare everyone. Once I learned how to use mine, they set me to work in the convoy again, as long as I agreed to keep my power secret.” 
 
    She brightened. “So if I learnt to use mine, they’d let me go? If I promised not to tell?” 
 
    His shoulders slumped. “It’s not that simple. They only let you out of the Keep if you agree to work for the Crown and use your power as the Crown tells you to. This is really important, Tabitha. If you break the agreement, you’ll be punished.” 
 
    Tabitha stared at him, the half-eaten sandwich falling apart in her hand. “That’s unfair! I’m not dangerous to anyone. And you’re not either. I can’t believe you would harm anyone.” 
 
    Jonathan closed his eyes briefly. “I’m sorry. There’s no other choice. If you want to leave the Keep, you have to agree. And once you agree, life will become pretty horrible for several months. It’s not all bad though. Once you’re trained, you could become a captain, lead a convoy and visit places. Or you could use your power to help people. For example”—he shook his cuffed wrist so it jingled—“you could unlock things. Or handle dangerous items from a distance. You could assist the chirurgeons in the infirmary when they operate.” The cuff clinked as his hand trembled again. Or stop somebody’s heart. 
 
    He took a breath. “Tabitha, you’ll be confined to your room unless and until you agree. I’ll visit you when I can, and ask Michael to keep an eye on you.” He searched for more reasons that didn’t stray into manipulation. “I honestly think you would find it interesting. You’re too young to be stuck here forever. Will you at least think about it?” 
 
    “Well...” She ate the rest of the sandwich. “I guess so.” 
 
    A murmur of voices came towards them. The guard was speaking with someone in the doorway: a vague shape with something that glinted in a stray sunbeam, perhaps a badge. Maybe the guard’s relief had arrived. 
 
    “It’s time to go back now. I hope you’re feeling a bit better.” He looked down at their cuffed wrists. “And I... I hope you don’t hate me too much.” 
 
    She lowered her eyes. “No, I don’t hate you. You’re as stuck as I am, aren’t you? Would you be punished if you let me go?” 
 
    “Yes, I would.” As would she. The scientists wouldn’t countenance curse-stricken outside their clutches, and only begrudgingly yielded to Council decrees. They were both stuck. 
 
    Jonathan helped Tabitha clear up the empty wrappers and debris, and she scattered a few crumbs for the birds. He mentally prepared himself for the short trip back. “I’ll take you back across the bridge then hand you over to Michael. He’ll look after you from there.” 
 
    And as for me, I will make my way back to solid ground at the earliest opportunity. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 12 
 
    Before they parted, Jonathan warned Tabitha he would be busy for the next couple of days with his scientific debrief. To his relief, she didn’t ask for details. Every captain underwent regular examinations to assess his or her physical and mental function, and interviews where the scientists teased out details about powers. 
 
    He reported to the Keep’s laboratory floor for the first day’s tests. He submitted to being weighed and measured. He blew into tubes and read letters off charts, and pressed buttons when different buzzers sounded. He stripped to his underclothes and sat in front of the imaging machine until its operator nodded in satisfaction. He shook his head when the man offered to show him the picture. He needed no reminder of his age. 
 
    The scientific assistant handed him a lancet and a dozen glass slides. Jonathan nicked a finger and allowed a drop of blood to fall onto the centre of each slide. 
 
    The assistant handed him a cloth and accepted the lancet and slides in exchange. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    Jonathan blotted his finger. “What do you do with those?” 
 
    “You’re actually interested?” She beamed. “We dye them to make the tiny particles in your blood more visible. There are different types, with jobs like carrying energy, fighting illness and helping wounds to close. We’ve got special equipment for viewing them. The Mazhari magnifier is a real boon!” 
 
     “Oh... good.” Why had he asked? 
 
    He was permitted a short break and changed into a white outfit while they prepared the control challenge room for the next test. The room was constructed with especially thick walls and a small observation panel of reinforced glass, although the internal setup was tailored for each subject. 
 
    Once the room was ready, Jonathan entered. The only furnishing was a table, on top of which was a metal clip. A copper wire led from the clip to a hole in the floor beneath. After handing him a pair of protective goggles, the assistant withdrew, shutting and bolting the door behind him. 
 
    Jonathan donned the goggles. He attached the clip to his left earlobe, tugging to check it was secure. He dropped his left hand and held up his right to indicate he was ready. 
 
    Initially he felt only a slight squeeze on his ear. That would change, however, as the observer increased the stimulus coming through the clip. 
 
    A faint tickling grew into a buzz, and after a few seconds his ear prickled. To distract himself, Jonathan cast his gaze around the bare room, wondering who’d been here most recently. The dents and scratches on the walls were familiar, but a scorch mark near the ceiling was new. Probably not Isabel. That blackened area around the observation window was more Isabel’s style. 
 
    Pain. An old acquaintance, maybe a useful tool, but never a friend. Why did it have to be pain? He knew why, though. Decades of research had generated a training programme for the afflicted. They’d practise keeping their power suppressed, no matter how strong the stimulus. Stimulus, hah. Why couldn’t they just call it “pain”? After this “desensitisation,” they learned to evoke their power at need by using a stimulus—more pain—that broke through the suppression barrier they had constructed. What was the sense in building up a wall just to force a breach in it again? The scientists said it was the most effective way, but they weren’t the ones going through it. 
 
    Pain. Now it was like blunt lancets, and Jonathan’s core twitched, priming his power. If he wished, he could use it, but this exercise was to measure how well he suppressed it. So he clenched his jaw and kept still. He wouldn’t give his observers the satisfaction of seeing him grimace or move. 
 
    Pain. A minute or so later, and all he was aware of was his ear. It felt as if it were being gnawed on by a hundred beasts, his scalp shrivelling under the assault. Enough. He snatched off the clip, and the sensation ceased. But he had waited too long. The power roiled inside him, seeking an outlet. He couldn’t suppress it any longer. 
 
    Why not give them a show? He forced a smile, pointed at the observation window, and let go. 
 
    The window cracked, and a few lumps of dark plaster fell from the adjacent wall. 
 
    “Well done, sir.” The assistant who reopened the door was paler than before. “Your tolerance level is even higher than on your last test. So you’re still well above the threshold the scientists define as safe.” 
 
    He scowled. I could have told you that. If I wasn’t safe, you’d know about it. 
 
    The next day, Jonathan arrived at the scientists’ interview room and paused outside the door. 
 
    Lady Nelson’s strident voice came through clearly. “We waste far too many resources on monitoring these people. We should focus on completely eradicating the curse. I’m astounded, Karsten, that you want to veer into even more dangerous territory after what happened last time. And as for you, Jed, I’ve no idea why the Council approved your appointment. Kenneth must have been mad to suggest you as his replacement!” 
 
    In the ensuing silence, Jonathan knocked. The scientists were always arguing. Their desire to score points off each other far outweighed any inclination to cooperate. No wonder their work rarely translated into anything of practical use. 
 
    Inside the room with its plain white walls, the three scientists sat at a simple wooden table: plump Fellows on the left and looming Silvers on the right. In the middle sat Lady Nelson. She was a skinny, sour-faced woman with a dowager’s hump. Of noble birth, she had left her family businesses to her younger sister while applying herself to scientific study. She was famed for discovering the curse’s manifestation period of two to three days. It was on her recommendation that new settlements were established at least one full week’s travel from each other, as a sort of quarantine. 
 
    Jonathan bowed. “Lady Nelson, ma’am. Captain Jonathan Shelley, reporting for a debrief following a tour of the northern area.” 
 
    She scrutinised the papers in front of her. “I heard you encountered a beast. Location?” 
 
    “Between Keighley and Maldon.” 
 
    “Hmm, no sightings in that area for the previous eight months. Describe it.” 
 
    “Body length from my fingertip to my elbow. Tail the length of my hand. Short mottled fur, probably a mixture of browns. Rounded, er, muzzle with long pointed teeth. Triangular ears, fairly small. Green glow to eyes in torchlight.” 
 
    She pursed her lips. “Easy to kill?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. It attacked one of the travellers, and we surrounded and dispatched it quickly.” 
 
    “I see. I heard about the traveller. A great shame.” 
 
    Jonathan continued. “As per protocol, we burned the body and cleansed ourselves of blood. I searched the area but found no further beasts.” 
 
    “I see.” She scratched some notes. “Report on the injured traveller.” 
 
    “Male, several years older than myself, so quite elderly.” 
 
    Lady Nelson glared. Silvers smirked. 
 
    Jonathan winced. “Ah... somewhere in his seventies.” 
 
    “How did he get himself attacked?” 
 
    “It was night, and he went into the trees, presumably for a natural purpose. His eyesight was poor, so he may not have noticed the beast.” Jonathan’s shoulders tensed. He should have set a better watch. 
 
    She pulled a paper from the pile and studied it. “We have details of your report to the Council on how his curse manifested and your decision to ensure his silence. We needn’t go over that part again. Anything to add?” 
 
    “No, ma’am.” His shoulders relaxed. Maybe this debrief wouldn’t be so bad. 
 
    Lady Nelson waved a hand at Silvers. “My colleague has questions about the technical aspects of your power use. Jed?” 
 
    Silvers leaned forwards with his elbows on the table, which creaked. “First of all, Shelley, would you agree that all beasts have pointed teeth? I’ve been reading previous reports, and it seems they do.” 
 
    Jonathan stared at Silvers. Teeth? What was he on about? “In my experience, sir, they have done, although I haven’t seen many beasts. Only one or two encounters in an average year, fortunately.” 
 
    “Fortunately? I suppose you would say that.” Silvers addressed Lady Nelson. “I still think we should relax our guidance on what animals to avoid. It’s over-cautious to say everything with four legs is dangerous. If we refine it to just those with pointed teeth—” 
 
    “No.” Lady Nelson’s voice was flat. “There’s no reason to change regulations which work perfectly well.” 
 
    Silvers raised an eyebrow at Jonathan. “And what have you to say, Shelley? Can we officially redefine dangerous animals as just those with pointed teeth?” 
 
    Jonathan’s gaze flicked between Silvers and the scowling Lady Nelson, then to Fellows who was hunched over his papers. “I would advise not, sir. People shouldn’t put themselves at risk. We can’t ask civilians to approach animals closely enough to inspect their teeth.” 
 
    “Hmph.” Silvers frowned. “You disappoint me. I thought you might be open to new ideas, but clearly not. Moving on, was the size of that beast typical? It seems very small.” 
 
    “Most of the beasts I have dealt with have been that size or smaller.” They don’t seem so small when you’re fighting them. 
 
    “I see. Strange that something so small can cause so much trouble. But then, the beast is less interesting than the curse it carries. Even a small wound might be effective.” 
 
    Jonathan stiffened. “Effective, sir?” 
 
    “Oh, just thinking aloud. Now, tell us about how you used your power to despatch that old, harmless, defenceless chap. Spare us no detail.” Silvers smiled. 
 
    Lady Nelson frowned, and Fellows drew in a quick breath. 
 
    Jonathan bit his cheek and allowed his temper a few seconds to cool. “When the travellers were all asleep, I knelt beside the man and placed my hand on his shoulder. I called my power, and then—” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Sir?” Sweat beaded Jonathan’s brow. At the touch on his shoulder, the man had awakened, short-sighted eyes blinking in the firelight. 
 
    “The stimulus, Shelley. What did you do? How did you, aha, stimulate yourself?” 
 
    Jonathan clenched his fists. “I knelt on a sharp rock, sir, which caused me sufficient pain to release my power.” 
 
    “And then what?” Silvers stared at him as if trying to see into his head. 
 
    “I stopped his heart, squeezed off its blood supply.” Jonathan’s chest tightened. The man had smiled at him. That was the last thing he did. 
 
    “How did you know where to apply your power? ‘O broken heart, no more to love...’” Silvers waved a thick finger in the air as he hummed a line from the popular song. 
 
    “I don’t know sir, I can’t describe it.” A muscle in Jonathan’s cheek twitched. 
 
    “Surely you can give more information than that, Shelley.” Silvers jabbed a finger towards him. “I want details!” 
 
    Jonathan found himself with arms braced on the table, leaning over the still-seated Silvers, glaring into the man’s beady eyes. “It was just something I did... sir. Perhaps you would like me to demonstrate?” 
 
    The crack of a cane on the table made Jonathan jump and brought him to his senses. He took a slow, deliberate step back, maintaining eye contact with Silvers all the while. Silvers’ eyes dropped first. Ha! 
 
    Fellows sank a little lower in his chair. “Oh dear.” 
 
    “Enough.” Lady Nelson propped her cane against the table. “I expect civilised behaviour—from both of you! You are not beasts, and you should not behave as such.” 
 
    No, beasts did not seek to cause pain. Jonathan bowed to Lady Nelson. “I apologise for my outburst, ma’am.” Silvers didn’t deserve an apology. 
 
    She addressed Silvers. “You should know better, Jed. We are here to gain knowledge, useful knowledge. You should be familiar with the reports of Captain Shelley and the others. They can’t explain how their powers work. They can only describe the effects.” She turned back to Jonathan. “How long until you were sure you had killed him?” 
 
    “A minute. I was satisfied he was no longer breathing.” Jonathan had left that poor herbalist to find him dead. 
 
    “Any other extraneous effects?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. Nothing moved other than what I had intended. No heat. No noise.” No evidence. 
 
    “That will suffice.” She sniffed. “Karsten, I think you have some information you wish to run past Captain Shelley?” 
 
    Fellows scrambled through his notes. “Yes, just some ideas I had, based on your debrief from last time. You had the impression that beasts’ eyes reflect differently to those of harmless animals, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. And reflections can be seen from some distance away. Unlike teeth.” He glared at Silvers, who scowled. 
 
    “I looked through our archives.” Fellows laughed nervously. “I also visited the fowl pens, since we’ve never recorded any cursed birds. I think you’re on to something. The birds’ eyes reflected red, while you said that beasts’ eyes reflect green or yellow. Obviously, we’d need far larger numbers and readings to draw firm conclusions, but it would be a reasonable working hypothesis that reflected eye colour might be, potentially, a predictor of beast status of some use in the absence of other observable evidence. Subject to validation, of course, and ideally double-blinded controlled assessments by multiple independent observers.” 
 
    Fellows sat back and put his notes down. 
 
    After several seconds of silence, Jonathan realised that the man had finished speaking. “Er, thank you, sir.” 
 
    Lady Nelson pursed her lips. “That’s all we require from you, Captain Shelley. You may leave.” 
 
    He was nearly through the doorway when Fellows called to him. “Captain Shelley, I forgot to ask, how did you get on with the girl?” 
 
    Jonathan cursed under his breath. He’d hoped to keep his visit quiet, especially from Silvers. “It went quite well. I hope to speak with her again soon.” 
 
    The closing door nearly shut out Silvers’ voice. “What girl?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 13 
 
    Annetta jumped at the pounding on her door then cursed at her spilt extraction. That was an hour’s work wasted! She strode to the workshop door and yanked it open, but her anger drained at the sight of her pale-faced, shaking visitor. 
 
    “Pa’s really sick!” gasped Lisa. “We need your help!” 
 
    Pausing only to grab her workbasket, Annetta hurried after her to Adrian’s house. 
 
    They clattered up the external stairs, and Annetta paused in the doorway. Adrian was sprawled face down on the wooden floor, a trail of vomit and other bodily fluids leading from what she guessed was his bedroom. 
 
    Squelching panic, she knelt beside him, placed a hand to his neck and put her ear to his mouth. Warm, foetid breath brushed her cheek and a rapid pulse thrummed under her fingers. She closed her eyes a moment in relief then straightened. “How long’s he been like this?” 
 
    Lisa’s brow creased. “I went to help Ma an hour ago, while he was still asleep. When I got back, I found him like this.” 
 
    Annetta positioned her hands on Adrian’s shoulder and hip. “Help me roll him on to his side. It’ll let him breathe easier and prevent him choking if he throws up again.” After they rolled him, Lisa grabbed some cushions, which Annetta positioned to keep him steady. “Good girl. Anything strange to eat or drink?” 
 
    “No, we ate together last night. He was up late working on something though, so he may have had something after I went to bed.” Lisa gulped. “What can I do? There is something we can do, isn’t there?” 
 
    Something demanded Annetta’s attention, above the smells of vomit and sweat. Something out of place. Steeling her stomach, she sniffed, trying to separate out the scents in the air. Odd. Something... sickly sweet? She gazed around the room, noticing a couple of curtained-off openings, before she pointed to where Adrian had come from. “That’s his bedroom, yes?” 
 
    “Yes—” 
 
    She stood. “Just watch him a minute, I need to check something.” 
 
    Annetta headed into the bedroom and scanned it, seeking the source of the unusual smell. A large bed occupied most of the space, with tangled and soiled bedding on the floor marking his passage. Despite the urgency, the drawings covering the walls caught her eye. Several sketches of Maldon, a few of Lisa, and—her face flamed—one of her. Concentrate! 
 
    On the small bedside table sat a mug containing a dribble of clear liquid. She raised it cautiously to her nose and smelled that sweetness again, like rotting flowers with a tinge of burnt bone, inasmuch as she could describe it. Nothing natural. 
 
    Mug held away from her, she exited the bedroom. “Poisoning, I think. He drank something bad, but I don’t know what this is. We’ll have to give him basic care... and then hope.” She knelt again and inspected his mouth, carefully opened his lips. No burns, probably not caustic. 
 
    Best to be sure though. Tilting the mug, she dipped a fingertip into its watery residue. Nothing happened. Stomach roiling at the odour, she touched her finger to her tongue, just for a second. 
 
    Lisa’s eyes widened. “Annetta, no!” 
 
    Gagging, Annetta spat on the floor, then scrubbed at her tongue with the sleeve of her smock. “Ugh, that stuff tastes even worse than it smells! But it didn’t burn his mouth or tongue—or mine. It should be safe if he brings it back up again. Can you fetch some water so I can make up an emetic? And a basin, at least one. Better find some tubing too, to help him empty his stomach if I can’t get him to swallow.” 
 
    While Lisa gathered the requested items, Annetta retrieved the necessary sachets from her basket. On Lisa’s return, she made up the medicine and roused him enough to swallow it. 
 
    Annetta had never been so glad to clear away two bowls full of vomit, despite the stench, though she didn’t enjoy learning what he’d had for his last three meals. 
 
    “Better out than in, I guess.” Lisa’s complexion was paler than usual. 
 
    “Agreed, though why drink it at all?” Annetta frowned. “What was he thinking of? And what is that stuff?” 
 
    Lisa’s nose wrinkled. “When I picked up the tubing, there was a lingering smell in his workshop like there is up here. But I didn’t notice anything out of place.” 
 
    “Some chemical then. Not the kind of thing he’d have as a bedtime drink?” 
 
    “No, of course not! He’s really careful with labelling and would never pour chemicals into a drinking mug. Though he might drink something that’s already been poured. He can’t smell or taste anything.” 
 
    They looked at each other, Lisa’s hazel eyes meeting Annetta’s as they spoke simultaneously. “Samuel?” 
 
    Lisa gasped and pulled one of the curtains aside, but Samuel’s room was empty. 
 
    “I suppose that’s reassuring,” offered Annetta. “Whether or not Samuel was involved, I doubt he’d drink it himself. Can you see if you can find him? Wait, we’ll clean up your Pa first, and get him into bed.” 
 
    After they put Adrian to bed and Lisa departed, Annetta’s awareness of her trembling hands, racing pulse and sweat-soaked clothing crept back in. Her vision blurred, and she hunched over a knot of despair. She couldn’t lose yet another patient. Come on, it’s not over. Taking a breath, she set to work. 
 
    She cleaned up the rooms, checking Adrian’s breathing every few minutes. Each time she did, her gaze landed on that sketch of her by his bed. Did it mean anything? Probably not. After all, she’d been in Maldon for two months and he’d not said anything. Shaking her head, she started to mop for the third time. 
 
    Lisa returned alone, with reddened eyes and mud-spattered clothing. “I found Samuel. Hiding by the river, near the mill. Upset, but not sick. Took him to Ma’s for now. How’s Pa?” 
 
    Annetta’s grip tightened on the mop. “Much the same. His breathing is stable, and he doesn’t seem fevered. Do you want to sit with him?” 
 
    Sniffing, Lisa nodded. “Ma said she’d come over and help, once she’s sorted Samuel. When I left, she was getting the story and drawing up a bath. He was pretty mucky.” 
 
    Giselle arrived shortly after, with a basket of food she must have drawn from that day’s guest-tithe. “You two look done in. Eat something. Lisa, go lie down for a bit. Annetta, I’ll watch him while you eat. Then I’ll fill you in.” 
 
    Grateful for Giselle’s brisk efficiency, Annetta forced down some food, and her stomach settled. Handing things over—even for a short while—was a relief. 
 
    She entered Adrian’s room, where Giselle sat on a chair by his bed, watching him. Giselle waved at her to sit on the bed. She perched on the edge of the mattress, feeling Adrian’s warmth through the blankets. 
 
    Her gaze drifted to the sketches on the wall, and she pulled it back to Giselle. “What did Samuel say?” 
 
    Giselle shrugged. “It was an accident. Sort of. He broke a bottle in the workshop and caught the contents with a mug. The next part was vague, but I think he put the mug in the living room so it wouldn’t look out of place. Or something. Who knows how boys think? Sometimes they have no sense.” 
 
    Annetta’s mouth twitched. That was undeniable. “I suppose he doesn’t know what was in the bottle?” 
 
    “No. And he cleared the breakage away, label and all.” 
 
    “I thought Adrian would have warned him about poisons in the workshop?” 
 
    Giselle sighed. “I’m sure Adrian did—he’s meticulous about safety, if nothing else. Whether Samuel remembered it is another matter. I’ll keep him with me for now. You have enough to deal with here.” She regarded the floor. “Do you have any preparations to neutralise poisons? Even, er, unconventional ones? I know that herbalists don’t publicise everything that they can do.” 
 
    Annetta stiffened, then relaxed. Of course Giselle noticed things. And helping people was more important than keeping trade secrets. Then her shoulders slumped further as she admitted the truth. “Sorry, no. My stock of, um, special remedies... wouldn’t be of any help here. Sorry.” 
 
    “Well, can’t be helped. I just... hoped.” Giselle straightened up and sniffed. “I put a note at your workshop door telling people who need you to come see me instead. Marcus came by while I was there, but I sent him on his way. I didn’t think you’d want to see him.” 
 
    “Uh, no. I mean, thank you.” Phew, I’m such a coward. 
 
    Giselle stood. “I’ll be on my way. I’ll drop by again later.” Her voice faltered. “You’ll... let me know if anything happens?” 
 
    Not trusting her voice to remain steady, Annetta nodded. 
 
      
 
    Adrian opened his eyes to find Lisa sitting by his bed, her bloodshot eyes watching his face. He licked his dry lips, and she placed a tube to his mouth. He sucked, enjoying the trickle of moisture down his throat. She patted his hand as he closed his eyes again. 
 
    The next time he became conscious of his surroundings, it was Annetta by the bed, though she was slumped in the chair with her eyes closed, lips slightly parted. The candlelight flickered over her face, giving it an illusion of animation he did not often see from her. Her thin face had filled out in the weeks since she had arrived. 
 
    As full awareness returned, he wondered why she was sitting by his bed. Had he been ill? Annetta was here, therefore he must be ill. There was no other explanation for her presence. But he didn’t feel ill, just... empty and weak. He had vague memories of last night—was it last night or the night before?—of working at his furnace until late, producing ash of the right consistency to mix into his newest clay compound. It had been a warm night, and he had sweated profusely in the workshop. Was he suffering from heat exhaustion? 
 
    For the moment, he was happy just to lie here, resting his eyes on Annetta’s peaceful face. His fingers twitched, seeking a pencil. Oh. Had she noticed the sketch he had made of her, hidden among the others on the wall? He hoped not. Would she be offended? 
 
    With an effort that made sweat break out on his forehead, he raised his hand from the bed and slid it along the wall to the drawing, trembling fingers seeking to shuffle one of the other papers over it. 
 
    At the rustle of papers, Annetta opened her eyes. “Oh, you’re awake! We’ve been so worried about you.” Smiling, she leaned forwards, then her gaze fell on his hand where it still rested on the wall. She sat back and fanned her face. “Ah... did you draw that?” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “Yes, I did... I hope you don’t mind?” 
 
    Lisa put her head round the door. “Pa! You’re awake!” 
 
    Over the next couple of days, Adrian’s skin turned an alarming, unappealing shade of yellow. Annetta told him the poison had damaged his liver and that the colour should fade over time, but she wouldn’t look him in the eye. 
 
    She spent much of the next week at his house, when she could spare time from her other work. She told him how her medicinal recipes were progressing. He told her of his fascination with clay compounds. They agreed Lisa’s cooking was excellent and that it was a real shame he couldn’t taste it. But, frowning at his yellow skin, he steered away from anything more personal. He was a patient, after all. 
 
    One morning, Annetta brought over a message from the posthouse. A messenger bird had arrived, and the tiny scroll on its leg was addressed to Adrian. 
 
    After reading it, he smiled. “It’s from the techne people in Ascar. Captain Shelley must have arrived. He was going to ask them if they could advise me about a machine I’m designing.” 
 
    She returned his smile. “That’s good to hear. He’s a kind man. I hope he has a chance to relax, now he’s back in the city.” 
 
    Once Adrian had recovered enough to move around the house without assistance, Giselle brought Samuel back. 
 
    For once, the boy was tidily dressed with scrubbed face and hands. However, his behaviour hadn’t changed. He threw himself on Adrian, gulping, “I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” 
 
    Patting Samuel awkwardly on the back, Adrian looked over at Giselle. Please stay! 
 
    She rolled her eyes and sat. “Samuel, Adrian is still quite tired. Sit down and let him talk.” 
 
    Samuel scooted back and sat down, wiping his nose on his sleeve. “You’re not going to send me away, are you?” 
 
    Adrian didn’t even need to think. “No, of course not.” 
 
    But what could he do with the boy? Samuel was a curious lad—very curious—but at a stage where he took things apart without thinking of their reconstruction. Adrian no longer had the energy to repair items after such “investigations.” Was there something he could suggest that would divert the boy’s attention harmlessly? 
 
    A vague hunch touched his mind. “Let’s get you to work on something that doesn’t involve using my equipment. You like drawing, don’t you?” 
 
    Samuel nodded, still sniffing. “’Specially things I can colour in.” 
 
    “Well, why don’t you sit with me and draw what I’m working on at each stage? That way we’ll have a record for later, and I can tell you about it as we go along.” Without you actually touching anything, please. “You could practice sketching buildings too. That would be helpful when planning improvements to people’s houses.” 
 
    Giselle nodded. “Pascal could also do with a hand over at the posthouse. His son, Georges, is good at looking after the messenger birds, but doesn’t like drawing the location pictures to train them. Samuel, drawing those pictures is a job that needs a lot of care and concentration. Do you think you could manage a couple of days a week there?” 
 
    “Sure I can! Drawing is easy!” 
 
    Adrian relaxed. Pascal owed him a favour in return for mixing a batch of paint. The postmaster could teach the boy to draw and help him develop some discipline. A twinge of guilt struck. And get Samuel out from under my feet. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 14 
 
    Jonathan lingered in the doorway of the blimp workshop, reluctant to interrupt complex work or risk treading on something delicate. On the ground, squads of engineers and technicians clustered around distorted heaps of metal and ropes. Others stood on observation platforms partway up the high walls, shouting directions over the background hammering and clanking. 
 
    His only experience of blimps had been deploying the portable one back to Ascar with Tabitha. Faster transport of the afflicted was a worthy desire: escorting them cross-country from rural areas to Ascar was risky and stressful. His brow creased. Even so, it must be terrifying to be stuck in a blimp at the mercy of an uncontrolled power. 
 
    Eventually someone pointed and sent two small boys running, one to the far end of the room and one towards him. 
 
    “Sir,” squeaked the child, “are you Captain Shelley?” 
 
    “That I am, lad. Visiting Engineer Granville.” 
 
    “He’ll be along in a minute.” The boy leaned closer, and Jonathan stooped to hear his whisper. “He’s working on a big idea, and all of us want a go. But they say I’m not old enough.” 
 
    Jonathan suppressed a chuckle. “You will be, someday.” 
 
    “Captain Shelley!” called Artur Granville, and the boy scarpered back to his post. 
 
    The engineer was a fresh-faced young man with a vague expression on his soot-smeared face and miscellaneous stains on his work overalls. On reaching Jonathan, he held out a grimy hand. 
 
    Jonathan shook the proffered hand then surreptitiously tried to wipe his palm on his jacket. “Engineer Granville, you’re looking busy. How are things?” 
 
    Artur smiled. “Great, thanks. I thought about your comments from last time, about portability and speed of setting up. Your two guards were very helpful with feedback about the blimp’s operation. See, it’s difficult to get the right balance between the conflicting requirements of functionality, operational capacity and portability. And safety too, of course.” 
 
    “I’m with you so far.” I hope. “What have you done?” 
 
    “If you’ll just step this way...” He led Jonathan towards a deflated balloon. “We’ve tried various gondola configurations, which of course are limited by how much weight the balloon can carry. And power considerations too. We can only make the power packs so small without compromising the propulsion they generate.” 
 
    Catching on to the word “small”, Jonathan felt he should make a contribution. “Er... after seeing how my guards assembled the blimp, I was amazed that it fitted into just one handcart.” He’d shaken his head in wonder as they bolted together the metal framework and control system, strapped on the fabric of the gondola, then attached the balloon which they inflated from a canister. The resulting blimp appeared terrifyingly fragile, but had clearly been robust enough for its purpose. “What else do you have planned?” 
 
    “Well...” Artur walked over to a smaller contraption, with Jonathan trailing behind. “I think there’s scope for some kind of universal connector, so you could attach any size of gondola to a balloon. For example, here we have a sort of folding shell—really tiny, almost like a sling—and if we can find a thinner material for the balloon, the entire thing could be carried by a single person.” Artur smiled at the balloon. “Isn’t she beautiful?” 
 
    Jonathan gaped. “You mean a single person could travel around in this?” 
 
    “Yes, exactly! It wouldn’t be easy, and there’s always a risk with having no backup, but—” 
 
    He stared over Jonathan’s shoulder. The buzz and chatter of the workers abruptly quieted. As one, everyone in the room dropped to one knee, bowed their heads and placed their right hands over their chests. 
 
    Jonathan whirled round, eyes widening. A petite woman in a black cloak and lilac chiffon headscarf approached, trailed by an escort of red-clad guards. He hastily made his own obeisance. 
 
    “You may stand.” Queen Eleanor’s clear voice carried across the silence in the workshop. “Chief Engineer Haslett, I gather you are developing a single-person blimp.” 
 
    While those in the workshop regained their feet, the Chief Engineer bustled forwards, his head bobbing up and down. The overhead lights reflected off his balding pate, and he puffed a little. Light glinted off tiny beads on the queen’s cloak and the lilac gem of her cloak pin as she regarded him. 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty, I have been working on such a system, but it is still at an early stage.” Haslett pointed at Artur. “Artur Granville, one of our bright young engineers, is helping me with modifications to the old design. He can explain what we have achieved.” 
 
    “Very good. You and your staff may return to your duties while I speak with Engineer Granville.” Flanked by her guards, she strolled towards the grease-spattered young man, who stared at her, frozen in place. 
 
    “Close your mouth, bow, and say something!” whispered Jonathan, before stepping aside and making his own bow. 
 
    After some initial stammering, Artur descended into technical detail far more complex than he’d used with Jonathan. Queen Eleanor interrupted a couple of times to pose questions or requests for clarification. 
 
    Jonathan was wondering how to escape the conversation when the queen raised a hand and addressed him. “And what brings a captain of the convoy here?” 
 
    “Your Majesty, I am Jonathan Shelley. We had reason to deploy a blimp while on tour, and Engineer Granville is reviewing the information obtained from that use.” 
 
    “Ah. I see I am taking up your valuable time, Captain.” She lifted her chin and regarded Artur. “Engineer Granville, you will attend me in my rooms tomorrow evening, after the dinner hour.” Without waiting for a response, she swept back out of the building. 
 
    Artur’s mouth fell open and his gaze followed the queen as she exited with her retinue. Then he shook his head and ran his hands through his sandy hair, leaving greasy black streaks through it. 
 
    The rest of Jonathan’s visit fizzled out. Technicians, engineers and messenger boys alike could talk of nothing besides the queen’s surprise visit. The rattled Haslett called for an early break. Artur postponed the rest of his discussion with Jonathan. They arranged to meet at his parents’ tavern a few days hence to cover any further points. Jonathan was hard put to keep a straight face when Artur asked for his advice on what to wear—as if he, who spent nearly all his waking hours in uniform, could provide sartorial advice. His amusement faded as he remembered his last tavern dinner with the other captains. Lester would have been able to provide tips on style. 
 
    The next day, Jonathan was on his way to visit Tabitha, but his steps were interrupted by a call of “Captain Shelley!” He stopped in the courtyard of the Royal Compound as a chubby messenger boy ran towards him. 
 
    “Yes, lad?” 
 
    Red-faced and sweating, the boy gasped, “Council need you, urgently. I’ve been... looking for you all over...” 
 
    Jonathan sighed. Tabitha would have to wait, though it wasn’t as if she was going anywhere. “That’s fine. I’ll go to them now. Make sure you get your breath back before you return to your station.” He turned away from the Keep and set his feet on the short path to the Council Hall. 
 
     This time, only three Council members were present: Chief Councillor Hastings, Security Councillor Martek and Lady Nelson. 
 
    Martek spoke as soon as Jonathan arrived, dispensing with the usual ritual. “The weekly ground survey of the area around our northern fields was performed yesterday. The guards found droppings and gnawed bones, so there must be at least one beast nearby. The agricultural workers are at risk. We’re lucky it’s been such a long time since the last incursion, but it was too good to last. The other convoy captains are out on tour. You must lead the eradication team.” 
 
    “I see, sir.” Just his luck. Though Jonathan could appreciate the problem. Ascar’s farming areas lay on both sides of the Cleon mountains, and the northern fields were accessed via a tunnel. Ascarites might claim more sophistication than their ruralite cousins. However, despite their proud boast, many of them travelled through that tunnel daily, to work in the fields so the city could eat. 
 
    “Your team has been selected.” Martek peered at his notes. “You will have Terry Lebrown, Opal Woodcroft and Kenna Glavery. The blimp has space for one more person of your choice. Hilary Gadry and Franka Shipton will travel to the area via the tunnel with a cart of equipment to await your arrival. You have free access to the equipment stores in order to prepare for tomorrow’s trip.” 
 
    Jonathan frowned. Why were they picking his team for him? He’d never met Hilary or Kenna. It would be a challenge to get them working together at such short notice. At least he’d have some latitude with the final member. Isabel was an obvious candidate. 
 
    “Understood.” He blinked as the rest of Martek’s words sank in. “Ah... did you say we are travelling by blimp?” 
 
    “Yes, they now have one that can hold eight, including the operators. It’s ideal for an exercise of this scale. You can survey the ground before you land and deploy your team more effectively. It makes perfect sense.” 
 
    Settlers’ bowels. Jonathan swallowed, hard. It did make perfect sense, especially the part about the ground survey. How could he get out of this? He started to sweat. 
 
    The oblivious Martek continued. “No agricultural workers will be present, so any applications of your, ah, special skills will be unobserved other than by your team. The guards do not have your level of security clearance, but they took the oath of secrecy after they volunteered. If you need to use your power, they can simply undergo regular monitoring at an enhanced level afterwards. We’ve plenty of experience in ensuring compliance with oaths of secrecy.” 
 
    Putting them through repeated ordeals in a checkpoint room? He could not expose them to that. Maybe he and Isabel could handle this together, leaving the rest behind. Isabel could go in the blimp, and he’d use the tunnel. That would work. “Sir, might I suggest that—” 
 
     “We’ve given you your orders and your team. Don’t bother us with details. The blimp will bring you back unless it is too dangerous to pick you up, in which case you will need to return through the tunnel. Blimps are expensive and difficult to replace, after all. Good luck.” He nodded to Hastings. 
 
    The Chief Councillor took up the briefing. “There’s just one other instruction for you, from the scientists.” 
 
    “Captain Shelley,” began Lady Nelson in a flat voice, “I would have you know that I am strongly against this idea. But I was outvoted.” Her lips twisted as if she had bitten into something rotten. “The request from the scientists is that you capture at least one beast alive and bring it back to Ascar.” She held up a hand as Jonathan drew in a breath. “The scientific panel voted on this, and the Council approved their decision.” 
 
    “Are you mad?” Jonathan stepped forwards and nearly slammed his hands on the table, only to jerk them upwards again as he remembered the old woman’s cane. 
 
    But her annoyance was not directed at him, for once. “I suspect my colleagues are. Jed has plans that he claims need a live beast, and Karsten wants a supply of freshly sampled blood for his laboratory examinations.” 
 
    Jonathan’s head whirled as he imagined an escaped beast prowling Ascar’s crowded streets. How many unsuspecting citizens might be bitten before the beast was slain? Uncontrolled powers from the newly cursed would spark mass hysteria. It would turn into a slaughter, afflicted and spared alike. 
 
    He glared at nothing, panting hard, then calmed as he thought further. If he refused, they would ask someone else to do it, someone less experienced. Someone who didn’t appreciate the danger. Therefore, he’d have to see this through himself, but make sure they failed to keep anything alive. He could do that, easily. If his interference were revealed at his next monitoring session, well, the deed would still have been done. He could survive a little punishment. 
 
    Lady Nelson slid a sealed paper across the table to him. “I was requested to pass you this.” 
 
    He peeled it open and stared at the terse words on the unsigned note: 
 
    Cute girl, Tabitha. Don’t mess this up. 
 
    A red haze filled his vision, and a roaring in his ears grew until he could hear nothing else. I’ll kill him. 
 
    “... Captain Shelley, I repeat, who do you wish to accompany you?” 
 
    The Chief Councillor’s voice sounded strained. Was he having a vision of Tabitha in Silvers’ thuggish hands too? Jonathan then realised he was half-crouched with a snarl on his face, the crumpled note in an upraised fist. He smoothed his face, straightened to attention and stuffed the note in a pocket. “I apologise, sirs, ma’am, I was thinking.” 
 
    “Indeed, we could see that.” Lady Nelson’s voice was sharp, but held no venom. 
 
    Could he appeal to her? But she’d been outvoted, and the scientists took pride in treating a majority vote as binding, as well as not interfering with each other’s work. How about asking the Council to protect Tabitha? They had authority over the scientists. But they would say residents of the keep were the scientists’ responsibility. 
 
    Then he had an idea. A huge gamble, but better than leaving Tabitha with Silvers. “Tabitha Farmer will accompany my team.” 
 
    The two male councillors frowned at each other in confusion, but Lady Nelson spoke. “That child? It’s too dangerous for her.” 
 
    It wasn’t as dangerous as leaving her behind. “You did give me a free choice. I won’t bother you with details. But I have a request. Tabitha’s power needs to be trained. She would do better under a single scientist’s supervision. Lady Nelson, you have kindly taken a personal interest in her welfare. Might you oversee her yourself, after we return from our mission? Naturally, your superior experience and knowledge, in comparison with those of your more junior colleagues, would be of huge benefit. I would be more than happy to help.” If this paid off, he could protect Tabitha from being used as a pawn in Silvers’ games. 
 
    Lady Nelson narrowed her eyes at him. She was no fool, and she’d find his request suspicious. However, being voted against by the other two scientists must have rankled. Even if she had no interest in the girl’s welfare, this would be a poke in the eye against them. 
 
    Her lips pursed before she nodded. “As you say. I and my assistants will have exclusive access to her for the duration of her training. This is not usual process for us, so I ask the Council to ratify this exceptional agreement.” 
 
    She glared at the two councillors, who looked at each other, shrugging. Jonathan held his breath. Would the Council’s indifference to the scientists work in his favour? 
 
    “Agreed,” said Hastings and Martek together. 
 
    He eased out a sigh, and his shoulders relaxed. 
 
    “And you,” added Lady Nelson, “will implement her training schedule personally. I am far too busy to do it myself.” 
 
    He bowed his head under the weight of her order, clenching his fists to keep his hands from shaking. It was inevitable, even sensible. When he’d offered to help, he hadn’t thought beyond removing her from Silvers’ clutches. His actions had put Tabitha in this situation. It was fitting, therefore, that he be the one to lead her out of it. To do that, he would have to introduce her to his world. Pain. 
 
    After Jonathan left the Council Hall, a sense of urgency propelled him to the Keep. He scrawled his name in the visitors’ log and hastened towards the stairs before the boy even picked up the speaking tube. As he headed up them two at a time, he berated himself for endangering Tabitha. If he had left her alone, this would never have happened. Had she been spirited away by Silvers already, or would he find her still in her room? 
 
    On reaching the third floor, he paused to catch his breath. He’d better not betray his agitation to anyone who might be watching. With a hand that trembled only slightly, he gave the door a firm shove. 
 
    When the door slammed open, the guard on the other side jumped. He still held the speaking tube to his ear but put it down before greeting Jonathan. “Captain Shelley, that was quick. We’ve only just been notified you were on your way.” 
 
    “I’m in a hurry, can’t stay long,” snapped Jonathan. Damn. “I mean, I have a lot to do elsewhere, but I also need to make sure Tabitha understands what’s happening. That is, I need to see her.” Stop gabbling, man. “Er, is she still here? Has she had any other visitors?” 
 
    The guard stared at him. “Uh, yes, she’s still here. Where else would she be? Though it’s funny you should ask about visitors. That new scientist dropped by earlier. Scientist Silvers. Stayed a bit longer than the other two usually do. It’s good to see someone taking an interest, otherwise the poor residents feel neglected.” 
 
    Jonathan held back a groan. Any attention from Silvers was too much interest. “Well, I’m just back from a meeting with the Council. From now on, the only scientist allowed to visit her will be Lady Nelson. They’ve also approved my taking Tabitha on a mission tomorrow. You’ll be notified officially, but I don’t have time to wait for that. I need to see her now, before I make my other arrangements.” 
 
    “As you wish, sir.” The guard’s tone was dubious. “I’ll let you in.” 
 
    The man took his time finding the right key to Tabitha’s door. Despite the urge to snatch the keyring from him, Jonathan instead concentrated on slowing his breathing while he waited. The guard swung open the door and allowed him to step inside. 
 
    “Jonathan!” Tabitha smiled as he approached her at the table. She crumbled some bread into a bowl. “I hoped you would come today. Did you pass your tests? They weren’t too difficult?” 
 
    “Tests? Oh, yes. They measured my performance and asked me about... the last time I used my power.” He shivered as he sat, glad her attention was on the bread. “It went fine.” 
 
    She dusted her hands and sat back. “I had a visitor earlier. He’s called Jed.” 
 
    Jonathan clenched his hands under the table. “Er... that was Scientist Silvers. What did he say?” 
 
    “He just chatted a little.” She stirred the breadcrumbs with a finger. “Said he was concerned about my welfare. He hoped I was comfortable, and did I like it here. Said he might be able to move me somewhere else. When I asked him where, he laughed. Said he wanted it to be a surprise. And he asked me about you.” 
 
    “Oh?” Jonathan’s pulse quickened. Concerned about her welfare. Right. 
 
    “I told him how kind you’d been to me, arranging that trip to the garden....” She regarded Jonathan’s face. “Was that alright? Did I get you into trouble?” 
 
    No, I brought trouble on both of us. “No, that was fine. But Silvers is, ah, not a nice person. He has, more or less, threatened to do something... bad to you if I don’t do what he wants.” 
 
    “Really? He didn’t say anything nasty to me.” She sat back and frowned. “Though he didn’t tell me anything about himself either. Not the way you did. What kind of bad?” 
 
    Jonathan dropped his gaze. He didn’t want to imagine what kind of bad. “I don’t know, precisely, but we don’t want to find out. I think I’ve managed to keep you away from the worst of it. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to put you in danger.” 
 
    “I know.” She slumped. “You wanted to do something nice for me. And it’s not like I can even prevent anything happening to me here. Nor can you, I suppose. What did he ask you to do?” 
 
    “It’s... complicated.” He placed his hands on the tabletop. “They’re sending me on a trip tomorrow with a group of guards, to deal with some beasts on the lands north of Ascar. That happens on occasion. But this time, the scientists want us to capture a beast alive, so they can study it.” 
 
    “Oh?” Tabitha’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Because I thought Silvers was threatening you, I agreed... that you’ll train your power. And that you’ll be under the care of Lady Nelson only. Not Silvers.” He dropped his gaze. “It’s an unusual arrangement, and I don’t know how long it will last. But it gives you temporary protection from him. I asked you to think about training before, but now I’ve decided for you. For your safety.” He looked her in the eye. “I’m sorry. Training is painful. If you’d rather not, I’ll find another—” 
 
    She reached across the table and patted his arm. “I’ll do it. I don’t want to be stuck here forever. You’ve been through this, and you know what it’s like. I know you care.” 
 
    He looked away and cleared his throat. “I don’t have time to tell you everything right now, but I’m glad you’ve agreed.” 
 
    The tension in his shoulders eased, and he sat back. Tabitha would train her power, and he’d make Lady Nelson keep her word, appealing to the Council if necessary. Silvers wouldn’t be able to cause any more trouble. At least, not for Tabitha. Jonathan could take his own chances with killing all the beasts— 
 
    Tabitha tapped his hand. “That reminds me, Jed said there were things about you I should know.” She shrugged. “I’m sure you’ll tell me in time.” 
 
    Sweat chilled his back. I’m a murderer. There was nothing to prevent Silvers from sending Tabitha a note. How would she react to the news? Would it upset her so she stopped cooperating? That would put her back in danger. And he didn’t want to lose her trust. 
 
    Jonathan slumped. “Anyway... it’ll be quite a job to capture a beast.” 
 
    “Nobody’s ever done that before, have they? I’d like to see you try!” 
 
    “Ah...” He looked down at his hands. “You’ll get the opportunity. I, er, selected you for my team. I thought Silvers might have moved you already, and it was all I could think of to get you back—” 
 
    “You’re taking me on a trip outside the city?” Her face brightened. 
 
    He gaped. “That’s one way of looking at it. We’ll have half a dozen guards, but it will still be dangerous...” 
 
    He told her of the arrangement with the blimp, and that she’d be travelling with them. “I’m not sure how we’ll explain your presence or conceal that you’re detained in the Keep.” 
 
    “You can’t say I’m training my powers?” 
 
    “No. The guards don’t know that we use powers, and I don’t want them to find out. Maybe we can tell them you’re being monitored, but so far you’re resisting the curse.” An idea struck him. “Yes, that might work. Let’s say, the scientists think that certain types of people attract beasts. So, since you’ve already been attacked once, you might lure beasts on this occasion too.” He ground to a halt, worried he might be upsetting her. 
 
    Her eyes gleamed, and she smiled. “Yes, that’s a clever idea.” The smile vanished. “It’s not true, is it?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Can’t be, otherwise beasts would find me every time I left the city.” 
 
    They spent a few more minutes talking about tomorrow’s arrangements, then Jonathan left. As he walked towards the equipment store, his shirt sticking to his back with sweat, he cursed Silvers’ manoeuvres. Then he cursed Hastings and the other Council members for not overriding the scientists’ vote. They sat in safety, with no idea of the human cost of their decisions. What did they know of danger, of putting themselves at risk? How could he respect Hastings, grown flaccid and complacent with age? The man was a shadow of the boxing champion he had once been. 
 
    Jonathan’s spine straightened. Tonight, he’d visit the boxing ring, and pit himself against some real opponents. He grinned as he imagined them wearing Silvers’ face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 15 
 
    Samuel’s shoulders slumped as he stared around the post room where he’d be spending two days a week. Each long wall had a table running down its length, with a few small boxes on top. Other than that and a couple of wooden chairs... the room was empty. No racks of tools or shelves of glassware, no piles of pottery or furnace. It was nothing like Adrian’s workshop. 
 
    He sniffed. Adrian had assured him he wasn’t being punished, that he knew his poisoning had been an accident. But being stuck in this bare room with nothing to do sure felt like punishment. He narrowed his eyes at Adrian, who was chatting with Pascal. 
 
    “I’m still having off days after being ill.” Adrian cleared his throat. “I can’t spare that much attention and keep up with my own work. So if you could teach him to draw...” 
 
    Samuel scuffed his feet on the uneven wooden floor and wandered over to the window. It was a sunny day. Maybe he’d get a chance to go play by the river later on. 
 
    “Another pair of hands would be welcome,” said Pascal, “since Georges isn’t interested in drawing. Samuel can help me with the pictures for the birds. I suppose you already have him drawing things and people. I can give him pointers about sketching places. How does that sound, Samuel?” 
 
    “Huh?” Samuel pushed aside his daydream of fishing. “I mean, what do I have to do? Where do I go?” 
 
    “Why, right here. I’ll show you.” Pascal opened up one of the boxes and pulled out... 
 
    Pencils! Samuel bounced up and down. “Wow! So many colours! And is there paper too?” 
 
    Pascal opened a second box. “This is the rough paper we make locally. You can use it for practice. I do have better paper, and if you have a special project to work on, I’ll give you a sheet or two. The third type of paper we use isn’t for drawing... any ideas?” He eyed Samuel expectantly. 
 
    Samuel pulled at an earlobe in thought. “Uh, wrapping things?” 
 
    “In a way, lad. It’s the really thin paper we use for messages. The birds can’t carry much, so we make it as small and light as possible for them.” 
 
    “Oh, and that’s why messages have to be so short?” He’d never thought about messages before, but it made sense. 
 
    Adrian smiled, and the postmaster nodded. “Exactly. Georges or I will show you how we attach the paper scrolls to the birds’ legs, but we won’t ask you to do that.” 
 
    Samuel’s face fell. That might have been fun. 
 
    Pascal tapped the paper. “You can help draw the simple pictures we use to tell the birds where to go. And I’ll show you how we use those drawings.” 
 
    “Actually,” said Adrian, “I’d like to send a message to Ascar. When Captain Shelley arrived there, he asked the techne people to send me some information. They did that, so I want to thank them for their advice, and him too.” 
 
    Pascal handed Adrian a slip of thin paper and a pencil. 
 
    “Right...” Adrian wrote for a minute. “We use pencil rather than ink so it doesn’t smudge if it gets wet. Now I give the paper to Pascal.” 
 
    Pascal accepted the message and showed Samuel how he rolled the paper up, slipping it into a tiny tube. The three of them went round to the outside stairs and up to the floor where the birds were kept. 
 
    The room was large, with shuttered openings in each wall, one of which was open to let in a breeze. Bulging sacks sat in a corner. A small mound of birdseed spilled out from one. Samuel sneezed at the dust floating in the air. His eyes widened at the sight of two dozen bird cages, most containing a single messenger bird. Each bird was the height of his hand, with mottled brown feathers and a yellow beak. The closest one chirped and hopped sideways along its perch towards the cage door. 
 
    “I guess this one knows what he’s doing,” said Samuel, watching Pascal open the cage to let the bird hop on to his hand. 
 
    “Yes, these birds are pretty bright.” Pascal placed the bird on a stand, where it waited as he tied the tube to its leg. “Now for the part where your work will be important.” 
 
    At last! Samuel puffed out his chest. Adrian laughed softly. 
 
    Pascal opened a drawer and took out a pile of drawings. He selected one and placed it on the stand in front of the bird. A pinch of birdseed went into a small depression just in front of the drawing. 
 
    The bird tipped its head to the side, studying the drawing with one eye then the other. 
 
    Pascal dusted his hands. “Each posthouse has a pair of symbols painted on its roof, one to say it’s a posthouse, the other to say which town it is. We have drawings for all the posthouses, plus another place in Ascar that handles its own post. The bird knows it needs to go to the building with those symbols. Its eyesight is good, so it flies around until it finds the right place. It might take a few days to get there, but if it’s visiting somewhere it’s been before, it gets there faster.” 
 
    “Wow.” What might it be like, to fly around seeing places from above? That would be fun. 
 
    The bird pecked at the offering of birdseed. Then it chirped and flapped its wings, scattering residual birdseed and some feathers over the drawing. 
 
    “It’s telling me it’s ready to go. The open window faces south, in the direction of Ascar, so we’ll use that one.” Pascal lifted the bird off the stand, carried it to the window and tossed it into the air. “There!” 
 
    Samuel beamed. This was so clever! “So why do you need me?” 
 
    “The drawings get dirty quickly, so we need to keep replacing them. And I have an idea for something new...” 
 
    “Oh?” Samuel held his breath. 
 
    “Maybe the birds can recognise some other locations too. Like... the watermill? Or the town hall? I’d like to make good drawings of all our buildings here, see if the birds can tell the difference. That’s where you can help too.” 
 
    Adrian raised his eyebrows. “Mayor Sutcliff is going to be well annoyed if he ends up with bird”—he coughed—“erm, mess, all around the Town Hall.” 
 
    Samuel grinned. This was going to be fun. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 16 
 
    An hour before dawn, Franka waited in the gloom beneath the Keep for her partner to arrive. She hadn’t worked with Hilary before, although she’d occasionally played cards with him in the barracks. Franka had always been a convoy guard while Hilary spent his time on city duties. She didn’t envy him. The city stifled her, and this place gave her the creeps. 
 
    It was her first visit to the Royal Compound, and already she regretted volunteering. She had entered the compound through a cramped passageway with heavy-duty turnstiles at either end. A podgy city guard ogled her through a hatch in the wall before he allowed her through. He wasn’t even worth ogling back, which would have been some compensation. Then she followed the pathway marked “Armstrong Tunnel: worker access”, which brought her down a ramp to this basement. If she’d known nobody else was here yet, she’d have stopped to pass the time with the guard at the building’s gate rather than entering this dreary chamber. 
 
    The light trickling in from the entrance was barely adequate for her to move without tripping on the uneven floor. In the semi-darkness, a distant drip of water and faint vibrations beneath her feet were amplified. The smell of damp earth mingled with a less familiar scent. She fidgeted. How many tonnes of building lay above her head? 
 
    Footsteps clattered on stairs nearby, and with a click and a buzz the room was illuminated. Franka blinked, noticing grubby whitewashed walls, several dim passageways and the yawning entry to the tunnel. Handcarts were grouped to one side of the tunnel’s entry, with a desk and storage boxes to the other side. Then she took stock of the men arriving through the entrance closest to the ramp. 
 
    The unassuming Hilary, square of jaw and dark of hair, walked at the side of another brown-clad guard, who was larger than Franka. She lifted an eyebrow at the big man, and he smiled faintly. 
 
    A pot-bellied man in a brown tunic elbowed his way between the two and scowled at her. “You were supposed to report to the station upstairs, not come here unescorted! We’ve been waiting for you.” 
 
    Franka shrugged. No petty bureaucrat would intimidate her. “I was instructed to make my way to this basement, so I did.” 
 
    The big guard leaned forwards. “Check identity first, Derek.” 
 
    The official huffed. “Well, state who you are then!” 
 
    “Guard Franka Shipton, reporting for duty. As instructed.” 
 
    “I’m informed you need to transport equipment and tools through the tunnel to the cultivation area and meet with a party that will arrive there by blimp.” Derek pulled a sour expression. “I don’t know why the whole lot of you can’t use the tunnel from here—it’s perfectly safe. I’ve no time for those newfangled methods. And I don’t know why you two have to pedal yourselves. We have several teams of professional pedallers who would be glad of the extra work.” 
 
    The guard placed a hand on the man’s shoulder. “The Council have agreed it’s to be done this way.” 
 
    Derek shrugged the guard’s hand off. “Bah, not my job to question. It never is. I suppose you’ve never done this before?” 
 
    “No.” Franka directed her gaze to the guard. “This will be my first time. I’m sure I’ll be fine once I get the hang of the rhythm, especially with a compatible and suitably... energetic partner.” The innuendo went straight over Derek’s head, but the big guard grinned. 
 
    Hilary tilted a hand from side to side. “I was involved in early testing of a model a few years ago. I also worked the battery in my youth, before I joined the guard. So the overall principle is not unfamiliar to me.” 
 
    Derek rolled his eyes. “Pedalling in sweatshops is nothing like travelling through the tunnel! The tunnel requires a lot more skill and stamina. And you can’t just decide you’ve had enough for the day and slope off, you need to keep going until you’re at the end.” 
 
    Franka eyed the man’s spindly legs. “I see you speak from experience.” 
 
    Derek made no reply to that, instead hastening into an explanation of the system. Special wagons powered by a pedalcart ran along rails in the tunnel’s floor. She pried out of him the admission that pedalcarts weren’t faster than travelling on foot. It was simply that they could carry more. 
 
    “A pair of experienced pedallers can haul four full wagons at a time. But since you two are novices, you’ll only have two wagons.” His sneer suggested he didn’t expect them to cope with even that. “Once you get to the other end, the rails stop and you’ll need to transfer your gear to the handcarts stored there. Any questions?” 
 
    She shook her head, but Hilary asked, “Can we get lost?” 
 
    Derek gave them a thin-lipped smile. “Impossible. The tunnel is straight, and there are no branches. It shouldn’t take you longer than a couple of hours even if you stop to rest. I’m told that your duties may take you until tomorrow. If you’re not back by tomorrow night, we’ll send someone out to look for you. It’s safe enough, the agricultural workers make this journey all the time. And none of them have been eaten. I’ll take you to the wagons now.” 
 
    The two wagons seemed rather empty, but Franka reminded herself they were supposed to bring back a live beast. Her lips twisted at the idea, but she’d agreed to the job and taken the oath of secrecy. There was no backing out now. In one of the wagons, a pile of sabres was tied to the securing bars. There were six flechette guns, fully charged, along with spare darts. The second wagon contained two cages, several ropes and flasks of accelerant for the pyres. There were other wrapped packages in addition to the metal pieces, maybe first aid supplies, food, and whatever sundries Captain Shelley had deemed necessary. 
 
    Franka and Hilary climbed aboard the pedalcart and adjusted the seat positions so they could pedal. 
 
    Derek walked away without any parting words, but the big guard raised a hand and said, “Good luck.” 
 
    Franka smiled at him. “Fancy a drink when we get back?” 
 
    “Sure. I’m Robin Fairweather. You can find me in the barracks.” 
 
    Maybe this wasn’t so bad. She blew him a kiss, then she and Hilary leaned on the pedals. With a scrape of metal, the pedalcart moved into the darkness of the tunnel. 
 
    The floor of the tunnel was mostly flat, with downward-sloping stretches to allow for drainage. The walls glowed with variable intensity, but there were no lamps. On peering closer, her eyebrows rose at clusters of small spheres that gave off yellow-green light. Maybe these were similar to the glowing mushrooms she’d seen during her travels. 
 
    The initial part of the journey was quiet, interspersed by the occasional grunt or curse as Franka and Hilary tried to achieve a rhythm with each other. Finally they got it, and the ride became smooth with only the occasional rock from side to side. 
 
    A downside of the easier ride was more time to ponder her surroundings. The tunnel seemed smoothly carved out of solid dark stone, the only addition being the rails. It was like travelling down some monstrous gullet. She gulped at the thought. 
 
    Although the mountain wasn’t about to crash down on them—probably—the idea made her sweat. She really needed a distraction. “So, Hilary, been to any good taverns lately?” 
 
    Hilary tilted his head towards her, perhaps assessing what sort of response she wanted. From her brief knowledge of him, he was a quiet, studious sort, although he played a mean game of cards, especially when the stakes were high. 
 
    He faced forward again. “I had roast duck at the Granville the other night, which was quite flavoursome.” 
 
    “And was the company good too?” 
 
    “I attended the establishment with no companion, nor did I socialise with the other patrons. I did have a book with me, which afforded me considerable enjoyment in its perusal. An excellent and detailed biography of Dieter Redstone, personal secretary to King Albert in the early years of his reign. Redstone gives a comprehensive overview of royal views on morality and utilitarianism.” 
 
    Franka cursed her luck at drawing such a partner. Still, any sort of speech was better than silence. “Sounds educational. If you’re such a bookish sort, why did you sign up for this?” 
 
    “I’m the eldest in my family. My two brothers and sister work in the northern area. So I have a personal interest, and I also know the fields quite well. The bonus they offered didn’t hurt either. How about you?” 
 
    “No family reason for me. I like to get out and about, and yeah, the bonus helped. Anyway, I have to keep Captain Shelley out of trouble. We go back a long way.” 
 
    Hilary raised an eyebrow. “What’s he like? I’ve never encountered him on city duties.” 
 
    How to sum him up? “He saved my life ten years ago when we were both regular guards. There was a beast attack, and he got bitten because I was too slow.” A wheel on the pedalcart screeched as she remembered him pushing her out of the way. She spent a few seconds recovering her rhythm. “The beast wasn’t cursed, thank the Settlers, and he recovered fine. I’d never forgive myself if he ended his days in the Keep. I owe him. Unlike most of them, he explains his orders, and I respect that. But he’s so serious now. Goes with the job, I guess. But oddly, he takes more risks than he used to—and that’s worrying. He’s not getting any younger.” 
 
    Captain Shelley frequently insisted on scouting for beasts all by himself, leaving the guards with the other travellers in relative safety. She might have been offended if she hadn’t been so concerned. Her opinion was that younger and fitter—and, to be brutally blunt, more expendable—guards should take on that task, herself included. Captains, with their wealth of experience and knowledge, were too valuable to risk. The whole convoy would be lost without their leadership. 
 
    “So...” mused Hilary. “You’re coming along to save him from himself.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s about right, and I’ll sit on him if it’s needed, insubordination or not. He never puts anyone into danger apart from himself. He’s a good man. I’d trust him with my life.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 17 
 
    The wind whipped at Jonathan’s clothing as the group stood on the roof of the Keep, waiting for the blimp’s balloon to fully inflate. Jonathan folded his arms, hoping the others would attribute his trembling to the morning chill. Tabitha was well wrapped up in her thick green cloak, a contrast to the guards’ grey and brown uniforms, and the blimp operators’ shabby overalls. 
 
    The three guards assigned to the mission stood on the far side of the blimp. The sturdy Opal had accompanied him on his most recent convoy tour. Terry, a blond skinny lad, had managed only one tour before requesting a job in the city. Kenna, about whom he knew nothing, was the third guard. She was tall, dark and thin, with an impressive hooked nose. 
 
    Opal kept glancing in his direction then muttering to the other two guards. They sent him curious looks. No wonder. Not only was Jonathan relaying unprecedented orders to capture a beast alive, he was bringing a civilian. And a child, at that. They couldn’t help but be suspicious. Especially when he’d concocted that story about using Tabitha as bait because she’d been attacked previously. Opal, from a background as rural as Tabitha’s, had given Jonathan a look of stinging betrayal at such a heartless explanation; but leaving Tabitha to Silvers’ attentions would have hurt more. 
 
    Admittedly, Jonathan’s blackened eye and split lip didn’t inspire confidence either, nor his stiffness of movement. He was paying the penalty for yesterday’s attempt to work off his temper and nerves in one of the outer city’s boxing rings. Mentally distracted and physically out of practice, he’d made an embarrassingly poor showing. 
 
    Tabitha’s apparent keenness added to his concerns, but it was too late to have second thoughts. 
 
    The ground operator nodded, and they started to climb aboard, the lanky Kenna going first so she could help Tabitha. Jonathan boarded last, hoping that his anxiety didn’t show. Crossing the rooftop bridge a few days ago had been bad enough. 
 
    The blimp operators held a rapid exchange of gibberish. A technician turned a valve on the tubing that led to the balloon then disconnected it. The ground operator released the tethering ropes. With a lurch, the balloon lifted into the air, the gondola swaying underneath. Because of the positioning of the Keep, they would need to swing outwards to the south of the city, away from the mountains, before climbing high enough to pass over them. 
 
    Jonathan’s hands cramped as he clung to the side of the gondola, its metal framework biting into his fingers. His jaws were clenched and his lip throbbed while he tried not to think about where he was. Even without looking it was difficult to forget, what with all the swaying underfoot, whishing of propellors and gusts of wind buffeting his cheeks and ears. 
 
    “Ooh, a swift!” exclaimed Tabitha, grabbing his arm. 
 
    Without thinking, he opened his eyes and looked in the direction she pointed. He saw, well, some kind of small bird. It was flying. In the sky. And so was he. His grip tightened even more. Maybe his fingers would leave impressions in the frame when someone finally prised them free. 
 
    Now his eyes were open, he watched with queasy fascination as the grey stone of Ascar City shrank below them. Only the height of the Royal Compound and the sprawled expanse of the barracks stood out from the other buildings. Isabel thought this was fun? 
 
    The gondola tipped, and the passengers pitched to one side. Jonathan clamped his lips shut on a whimper. 
 
    “Sorry, just changing direction,” called one of the operators, a blonde woman even smaller than Tabitha. 
 
    The blimp rose further as it returned over the city, now high enough to pass over the mountains. So what? A fall from this height couldn’t make him any more dead. His gut wasn’t reassured by that reasoning, and his nausea and dizziness increased. He took quick, short breaths, letting the carpet of trees below pass in a blur. 
 
    The ill feeling combined with his aches and pains to bring something else, something far worse than simple fear or sickness. With a dreadful premonition, he felt his power begin to rise. His breath caught in his throat. If he lost control while they were up in the air, he could kill them all, great height or no. Better he release it slowly, while he still had his wits about him. 
 
    With excruciating slowness, he uncurled his right hand from the frame, fingers white with the pressure of his grasp. Turning his palm upwards, he allowed power to accumulate in his fingers, and let go as gently as he could, dissipating his power into the open air. He allowed his power to flow until it was exhausted. Sweat trickled down his back, his vision blurred, and his hand shook as he gripped the frame again. 
 
    “Hang on, air pocket,” called the operator. 
 
    The blimp and everyone in it dropped by a few feet. Jonathan gulped, but the ride smoothed out and his feeling of dread lessened. Nothing like being in imminent danger of killing half a dozen other people to give one a sense of perspective. 
 
    Someone rubbed his arm, and he jerked his head around. Then he sighed, trying to relax his shoulders. Of course it was Tabitha. Only she would have dared to touch him. 
 
    She placed her hand over his. “Are you feeling better now?” 
 
    He managed a feeble grin. Over her shoulder, Opal glared at him. Wonderful. 
 
    Kenna and Terry chatted, unaware of the near disaster. One of them would occasionally shift around and point at some landmark. The green and grey of the mountains dwindled, giving way to flat land. 
 
    Now they were over the agricultural area where the beasts had been spotted. 
 
    Terry offered him a spyglass. “Amazing view, sir! You should make the most of it while we’re up here. No wonder the queen enjoys so many flights.” 
 
    “Thank you for that testimonial,” growled Jonathan. Holding the spyglass to his uninjured right eye, he scanned the ground below. 
 
    The initial view was blurry, and he turned the lens until the ground slipped into focus. Trees jumped up at him, then the patchwork of fields and an occasional orchard. Between the fields were well-maintained paths. On a busy harvest day, there could be several full lines of pedalcarts and workers, transporting the crops back towards the Armstrong Tunnel and the city. 
 
    South of them, at the foot of the mountains, lay a dark shadow indicating the tunnel entrance with its associated storage and processing buildings. 
 
    To the north, something red lay on the ground, a piece of fabric weighted down with rocks. 
 
    An operator leaned over the side and pointed. “That’s the marker. We’ll take you down as close as we can manage.” 
 
    Because of the risk of tangling in the trees, the operators decided not to land. So they hovered while one of them shinnied down a rope and attached the end to a tree trunk. A swaying rope ladder allowed the guards and Tabitha to descend, with Jonathan going last. Torn between his dread of the ladder and his craving for solid ground, he somehow managed. Never again. I’ll walk back. Once his feet touched the ground, the operators pulled the ladder up, leaving the tethering rope in place. Their priority was preserving the blimp, and they had strict instructions to leave if there was risk of damage. 
 
    Jonathan, Tabitha and his team walked to the patch of ground at the northernmost extent of the fields. A scattering of rocks and patchy scrub punctuated the dry soil. The patrol’s marker interrupted the bland view like a splash of blood. Further north, where the trees grew taller and thicker, it would be difficult to deal with any beasts. Best to lure them here. 
 
    Franka and Hilary arrived shortly afterwards, each pushing a handcart of equipment. The other guards went over to greet Hilary and help him unload the carts. Franka waved at them as she approached Jonathan. She raised her fist to salute him then stopped, her eyes on his bruised face. 
 
     “Captain, what happened? Who attacked you?” She half-crouched, both fists clenched, as if to spring to his defence. 
 
    His hand twitched towards his face, and he stilled it. “It was nothing, Franka, my own bad judgement.” 
 
    “If you say so, sir. Doesn’t look like nothing to me.” Franka frowned. She turned her attention to Tabitha, standing a little behind Jonathan. “And who’s this?” 
 
    Tabitha peeked over his shoulder. “I’m Tabitha. Jonathan brought me out here from the Keep, to keep him company.” 
 
    Franka’s eyebrows drew together at the familiar use of his name, and he wondered what rumours would be circulating in the barracks tonight. 
 
    “Bait,” muttered Opal, just loud enough to be heard. Well, that would start different rumours. 
 
    Jonathan winced. He hated deception, but could see no other way round this without causing even more problems. “Opal is correct. Tabitha was previously attacked but is fortunately now recovering, although still under assessment. It has been suggested that her presence may attract our quarry to this area so that we don’t need to search for it.” 
 
    Franka’s eyes widened, then her frown reappeared. “Sir! I can’t believe you agreed to that!” 
 
    His heart sank. It seemed that everyone—bar Tabitha, perhaps—would be against him this trip. Well, the cards had been dealt and he would have to see it through. “I’m sorry, Franka. I did agree. We had a lengthy discussion and decided this would be the best approach.” 
 
    Franka’s frown deepened as she looked from him to the others and back again. She moved closer to him and lowered her voice. “I suppose they tried to leave your face unmarked. The rest of your bruises must be even worse.” 
 
    He might have laughed if his face hadn’t hurt so much. Did she believe he’d been beaten into agreement? Or that he’d fought with the other guards? He sobered. Tabitha was here because of his own insistence. 
 
    “Can we just leave it for now?” He raised his voice to address the others. “Blame me if you will, but only after we get back. We’re supposed to be dealing with threats from beasts, not quarrelling among ourselves. We need to keep Tabitha safe and do this job.” 
 
    The others gave reluctant nods, which was about as much as he had expected, and probably as much as he deserved too. He walked over to inspect the unpacked equipment, Tabitha trailing closely behind. 
 
    The only traps available for beasts were designed to be lethal. They were useless here, so Jonathan had requisitioned two cages from a poultry handler. Each was as high as his waist, with metal mesh sides, a swing door and a few stray feathers scattered inside. Nobody had ever constructed a cage to do anything more demanding than confine geese, and he hoped these would be enough for this job. There was plenty of rope and a large bag of kitchen scraps to serve as bait. The remainder of the gear was of standard issue, including rations, first aid supplies, flasks of accelerant and tinderboxes. And weapons, of course. There were enough flechette guns for the guards to have one each, and more than enough sabres. 
 
    First, he needed to ensure Tabitha’s safety. “Tabitha, stay near me or one of the other guards. But if we’re attacked, you should move somewhere safe. If we all get into big trouble, run towards the blimp”—if it was still here—“or to the tunnel. There are storehouses there that you can get into for protection. Don’t stop to help us, no matter what happens. Do you know which way the tunnel is?” 
 
    “Yes, Jonathan. But I know you’ll look after me.” Her confidence in him was touching if misplaced. 
 
    Jonathan scowled at the cages. How should they set them up? This was a completely novel exercise for all of them. He tensed as Opal approached him, but she said nothing, simply standing beside him and making her own study of the cages. 
 
    He broke the silence. “Guard Opal.” 
 
    “Captain Shelley.” Her lips flattened. 
 
    He sighed. He couldn’t really blame her for her attitude, given what little she knew. “I would appreciate any suggestions you have as to how we could best set up this trap, given your rural background and experience.” 
 
    She avoided his eye. “I don’t know that I can help. My father used to set traps, back in the days when it was more difficult to call for aid if we had a beast sighting. But none of us ever needed to catch something alive”—distaste dripped from her voice—“till now. They’ve given us plenty of food remnants. I remember placing pieces of bait on the ground, making a trail to the trap from where a beast or its spoor was seen. We could try something like that though I don’t know how the cage would work.” 
 
    He considered the cage. “Each cage has a door that swings open and can be latched shut. Clearly, we need to lure a beast inside, somehow, while the door is open, then find some way of closing it without risking ourselves. We have various ropes, ourselves and our weapons.” And me. 
 
    “I wonder...” Opal’s stiff manner eased a touch. “Perhaps we could use a rope to suspend a cage from a tree, opening downwards, then drop it on the beast?” 
 
    “Hmm, that’s possible. But I’ve just had another thought. How good are you with that flechette gun?” 
 
    “Competent, sir. Why do you ask?” She glanced sideways at him. 
 
    “We can position a cage on its side with the door open, hinge upward”—he moved his hand to demonstrate how the door would swing up to horizontal—“and propped up with a couple of twigs. Then we can knock away the props by shooting them once the beast is inside.” The plan felt right. His power could easily knock a stick away at thirty paces, with nobody any the wiser. 
 
    Opal raised an eyebrow at him. Shooting at a beast, even a moving one, was one thing—but hitting a narrow twig another. No wonder she was doubtful. And he couldn’t explain that the shooting was just to conceal his power. 
 
    He nodded. “This is safer than your suggestion with the rope, so we’ll do it. If it fails, we can try again. All the flechette guns are fully charged, and we have plenty of spare ammunition.” 
 
    Opal’s lips curled downwards. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Before we start, there’s one thing I want to get straight with you and the others, Opal.” 
 
    “Sir?” Her eyes narrowed. 
 
    “If there is any danger of injury to any of us, especially Tabitha, then kill the beasts. All of them.” 
 
    “We’d be more than happy to do that.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 18 
 
    Crouching with Tabitha behind a thorny bush, Jonathan tried to flex his leg without making any noise. Maybe this plan hadn’t been such a good idea. 
 
    The makeshift trap stood in the middle of the clearing. After Opal had finished laying her bait trail, chicken guts and other kitchen leavings meandered in a vague line into the trees where she had found some beast tracks. 
 
    “I really hope they don’t think I am the bait,” she had grumbled while Terry poured water from his canteen over her hands. 
 
    Now they were all concealed behind various bushes at the edge of the clearing, not too near the bait trail. Jonathan frowned in Terry’s direction. Steady, lad. With the guns needing a minute to recharge, a premature shot from excitement could ruin things. 
 
    His glance flicked up to the tethered blimp, floating above the trees on the opposite side of the clearing. A glint from the gondola suggested that the operators were making their own observation through a spyglass. 
 
    The sun crawled across the sky towards late afternoon. Jonathan’s leg had grown numb when a rustle of leaves and cracking of twigs came from the direction of the bait trail. His neck tensed. 
 
    A beast limped into sight, pausing to snuffle at the ground. It was about the height of Jonathan’s knee at its shoulder. Even at this distance he could make out missing patches on its tan and yellow pelt. Its ears were ragged and its whiskers white. Its tail was stubby, although whether it had once been longer, he could not tell. 
 
    Barely breathing, he willed it towards the cage. Tabitha gripped his right arm. Poor child. She’d be remembering the attack on her. He patted her hand but kept a steady grip on his flechette gun. 
 
    The largest piece of bait—half a chicken—had been secured inside the cage. Jonathan reminded himself to blink as he watched, in painful anticipation, the beast’s slow entry into the trap. Crouching low, it sank its teeth into the chicken and tried to drag it backwards, out of the cage. 
 
    “Now!” he shouted. Their six darts flew towards the props. One knocked a prop away, but the rest missed. The remaining twig bent. The door sagged by a fingerlength but didn’t close. The beast froze with the dead bird in its mouth. Then it resumed its tugging. 
 
    Idiot! Your power! Jonathan grabbed a branch and squeezed, bracing himself as the thorns sank deep into his hand. Pain. It flooded his arm and hit his core. Heedless of who was watching, he dropped his flechette gun, thrust out his right hand and let go. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
      
 
    Franka, positioned on Captain Shelley’s left, cursed as the darts missed. The beast would be gone before they could fire again, and they’d have to try something else. She looked to her leader for instructions, but he was shouting “Close, dammit!” like a madman, right arm extended towards the cage, left hand cradled to his chest. As if pointing would do anything—was he wishing the door closed? 
 
    Tabitha joined in the shouting, stretching both hands in the same direction. To Franka’s horror, she bared her teeth and ran out from cover towards the cage. Captain Shelley grabbed at her, but caught only the trailing edge of her cloak. 
 
    “Tabitha, no!” he roared. 
 
    The white-clad girl crossed the gap in scant seconds. She threw herself at the cage, swinging the door shut. Its latch clicked into place. The beast dropped the bird and whined. 
 
    Franka’s relief was short-lived, however, as two more beasts loped into the clearing. They’d captured a scrawny one, but these were larger, nearly the height of Tabitha’s hip. Lithe and fast, they headed straight for the cage and the girl. Tabitha, unarmed, dodged around the cage, keeping it between her and the free beasts. 
 
    Shit! Franka barrelled out of cover with a cry, drawing her sabre as she ran. One of the beasts batted at the cage’s latch, while the other chased Tabitha as she fled towards the blimp. Leaving the other guards to handle the first beast, Franka put on a burst of speed to intercept Tabitha’s pursuer. 
 
    The girl reached the blimp rope and leapt up to grab it, but her hands slipped and she slid back to the ground. With a glance at the beast closing in on her, she snatched up a branch and danced from side to side. 
 
    Franka was now close enough to attack the beast, but Tabitha’s movements were unpredictable. Crap, I might hit her instead. She threw down her weapon and jumped between the two as the beast sprang. Teeth pierced her arm through her padded jacket, and she cried out. All three of them slammed into the ground, Tabitha on the bottom. 
 
    Rolling to get the beast off her back, Franka noticed movement overhead. The blimp ladder! She heaved herself to her feet, scooping up the winded Tabitha. Teeth sank into the back of her knee, but she forged on towards the unrolling ladder while a brave operator descended. Franka shoved Tabitha upwards into the arms of the operator. “Get her away! Go!” 
 
    Only then did she grab the beast with her bare hands and fling it away with a sound of tearing cloth and a ripping, rending pain in her leg. Falling to one knee, she noted with a curious detachment small fangs framing the beast’s red tongue. It readied itself for another spring. She sagged. Maybe my throat this time. 
 
    Its head flew off. 
 
    She peered through dimming vision. White-faced, Captain Shelley stood over the body, gripping a bloody sabre. 
 
    Sinking to the ground, she whispered, “That’s two I owe you.” 
 
      
 
    Jonathan had been too slow. Too slow to call his power, too slow to realise it had failed, and above all too slow to protect Tabitha. 
 
    “Tabitha, no!” 
 
    But she ran on, and he was left clutching her cloak. He launched himself after her, only to measure his length on the ground as his treacherous leg gave way. Scrambling to his knees, grit grinding into his wounded hand, he could only watch as she fled towards the blimp, with a beast and Franka chasing her. He snarled in frustration, wishing he could help, willing Franka to save her. 
 
    The other free beast pawed at the cage’s door, but Opal, Terry, Kenna and Hilary surrounded it, coordinating their attack. Jonathan levered himself to his feet with his own sabre and limped after Tabitha and Franka. 
 
    By the time he reached Franka, Tabitha was climbing up the departing blimp’s ladder ahead of the operator. Franka was on her knees in an expanding pool of blood. The beast crouched before her. Jonathan broke into a stumbling run which ended as he swung his sabre to decapitate it. 
 
    Franka whispered something, but he only caught the word “too” before she slumped to the ground. Too what? Too slow? Too late? 
 
    The noise of combat had ceased, and he wasted no time in kneeling to examine her wounds. Slicing away her blood-soaked trouser leg, he assessed the damage. 
 
    A ragged chunk of flesh flapped just below her left knee. Bright red blood spurted from the wound, as well as slower oozing. No wonder she’d collapsed. He sucked in a breath and fumbled in his pouch for bandages with one hand while applying pressure with the other. With the aid of a stick, he wound the bandage round her thigh as a tourniquet. 
 
    He’d bought only a little time. If he left the tourniquet in place for as long as it took to return to Ascar, she could lose the leg. What else could he do? 
 
    There was his power—he hadn’t lied when he told Tabitha it could help the chirurgeons—but he had no experience in this use. Could he make it work? Unlike knocking away a stick at a distance, squeezing a blood vessel closed needed precision and control, not raw power. Whether to kill someone or keep them alive. He had to make the attempt. 
 
    With his right hand he gripped her injured leg. He clenched his bleeding left hand around a fist-sized sharp rock. Piercing pain from his abused wounds flowed up his arm on top of the raw ache in his hand. His power primed, and he let go, focussing on the injured vessel and squeezing it. 
 
    A minute. That’s long enough. He released the tourniquet, but the wound immediately refilled with bright red blood. His stomach clenched, his breathing quickened and he hastily reapplied the tourniquet. What had he done wrong? He searched his memory for ideas... Hadn’t that craftsman told him that flow through pipes depended on whether they were flexible or rigid? And someone had mentioned something in blood that closed wounds. Should Jonathan plug the bleeding vessel rather than squeezing it? 
 
    Calling his power again, he closed his eyes and thought of a tube... Sweat dripped down his face as he manipulated tiny particles within Franka’s blood to build a dam. His left hand traced patterns in the air, and he placed each piece where it would remain stable. Finally, only the tiniest of defects was left. Letting out a groan of effort, he nudged the last, miniscule piece of his plug into place. 
 
    Lightheaded, he opened his eyes to re-examine the wound. He cautiously loosened the tourniquet. The fast bleeding had stopped. Good. He didn’t have another attempt in him. He bandaged her leg more conventionally and dealt with her arm. Only then did he look up and notice his observers. Opal wore a scowl, and Hilary a thoughtful expression. 
 
    His hands shook. Settlers’ bowels, had they watched his entire performance? They’d be taken apart during their debrief, the way he had been on his first monitoring session. 
 
    He met Opal’s eyes. “Don’t ask.” 
 
    Opal flung a hand out and opened her mouth, but Hilary touched her arm and murmured, “Better leave it.” 
 
    “Leave it?” Her voice rose as she glared at Jonathan, and Terry and Kenna looked over from the pyre with the beasts’ bodies. “You lead us into this complete mess and don’t even have the decency to explain? I used to respect you, Captain, and now I wonder why.” 
 
    If only his power was like Lester’s. He could have deflected Opal’s questions before she thought to ask them. It would even protect her, steering her away from too-dangerous questions and answers. Jonathan slumped. Yet another mistake, not checking he was unobserved. If he’d been more open earlier, he could have forestalled this disaster. But at this stage, revealing his power would only be a feeble attempt to avoid censure. He couldn’t salve his conscience at the cost of exposing his guards to further danger. 
 
    “I can’t tell you. Tabitha’s safely away in the blimp, but it certainly won’t come back for us. You and Kenna sort how to transport Franka back to the tunnel.” Even if he’d lost Opal’s respect, she could be trusted with that task. He raised his voice. “Terry?” 
 
    “Sir?” Terry walked over. 
 
    “You and—” He blinked at the bandage around Terry’s wrist. “You were injured too?” 
 
    “Sorry, sir. I got distracted for a moment and that’s all it took. It’s only a scratch though.” 
 
    Jonathan glared. Only a scratch? Why couldn’t they have picked someone sensible? “Scratch or no, report to the Keep’s infirmary on our return. You can think about the value of common sense for the three days you’re in there.” And you’ll be lucky if they don’t keep you for longer. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Terry’s shoulders drooped, and he sighed. Then he straightened up. “But at least we caught it!” 
 
    “Caught what? Oh, yes. Good, I suppose.” As if that was important now. What had it cost them? 
 
    “Though it doesn’t look very healthy, as these things go.” 
 
    “Well, the scientists didn’t specify a healthy one—if they want another, they can come and catch it themselves. You and Hilary load the cage on to the cart then help Opal and Kenna with Franka. Priority is to get Franka back to Ascar, and also the beast. I’ll patrol.” 
 
    After handing the care of Franka over to the other two, Jonathan attempted to clean and bandage his own injured hand. 
 
    Hilary paused to help, accepting Jonathan’s murmured thanks with a nod, but not meeting his eyes. “Were you hit by claws, sir? You have several puncture wounds.” 
 
    “My hand? No, I fell and landed on something sharp. Clumsy of me, but not a beast injury. Hilary, you came through the tunnel with Franka. Can the wagons hold Franka, the beast and us?” 
 
    “Yes, easily, if we leave the equipment we don’t need here. Though it may be slow going since we need to pedal uphill at some stretches, and I don’t know if anyone else has pedalled before. Ah... sir?” 
 
    “Yes?” Jonathan wondered at the man’s hesitant tone. 
 
    Hilary looked at the ground. “I spend my free time working with the historians. Some aspects of our situation put me in mind of accounts in their locked archives. It was maybe... not unexpected that more than one beast would appear, given the proximity to food sources, perhaps including discards from the workers’ meals.” 
 
    Why didn’t he warn me earlier? But no, it was Jonathan’s job to ask. It hadn’t occurred to him; he’d never met any guards with access to the historians’ archives. Hilary must have special clearance and perhaps an inkling of what was going on. 
 
    Jonathan coughed. “Is there anything you remember from those archives that might help with what we need to do now? To deal with our catch?” 
 
    “Not right now, sorry. But if something does occur to me, I’ll let you know. I can’t go into detail though.” 
 
    No, of course he couldn’t. He would be as tied as Jonathan with what he was allowed to share. “Do so. But if you’re so involved with the historians, why are you working in the guard?” 
 
    “Money, I’m afraid. The guard pays a lot better, and I have others to support.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    As Jonathan paced the edge of the clearing, his uneasiness turned into anger. It was madness to undertake such a risky venture without adequate preparation time and resources, and impossible to hope for success when he wasn’t free to inform his team of, well, anything. Clandestine use of a power was one thing—he stumbled as he remembered the last time he used his—but this was like sending men into battle with equipment they didn’t know how to use. 
 
    He halted. Had they been set up? 
 
    He squashed the dangerous thought and resumed his patrol. That hunch was something he certainly couldn’t share with the others, and thinking about it was risky, even for him. Maybe, once he was back in his own quarters, he could consider his suspicion. As he moved, his thoughts skittered towards the possibility and he ruthlessly pulled them away. 
 
    His pacing took him near the captured beast, now loaded on to one of the carts. He stopped to study it. Terry had been right when he said it didn’t look well. It lay on its side by the half-eaten chicken, shivering. 
 
    “An odd thing, sir,” remarked Terry. “We all got the impression the beast we killed was trying to open the cage. It was pushing the latch on the door.” 
 
    Jonathan stared. Beasts weren’t supposed to be intelligent. He cleared his throat. “You’ll be debriefed on our return, and you should tell them everything you noticed.” It would be a more thorough interview than any of the guards had undergone before, with the possible exception of Hilary. Someone like Susanna would assess what they knew, and ensure that they kept silence. By whatever means necessary. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 19 
 
    It was a subdued and unhappy group that travelled back towards the tunnel entrance. Jonathan and Terry could each use only one arm effectively, pushing a cart as a pair for short stretches. Although Franka’s cart was the heavier of the two, the guards were reluctant to push the one with the beast. At least Opal’s grumbles had diminished, and the others had stopped responding to her complaints. It was one advantage of everyone being tired out. 
 
    Tabitha was safe, but guilt weighed on Jonathan’s chest. He’d brought her into this situation rather than leaving her alone. Had he made a huge mistake and overreacted to Silvers’ threats? If he’d picked Isabel or another captain to accompany him, the mission might have succeeded without casualties. The consequences of his folly would become clear in three days’ time. He’d find out if Franka and Terry were cursed. 
 
     They staggered back up the well-maintained pathways and past the storage buildings, reaching the overhang of the tunnel’s mouth just before sunset. On one side of the entrance lay a neat pile of hand tools, and on the other stood the handcarts that had seen no use that day. 
 
    Jonathan allowed a short break before attempting the second part of their journey. They’d be back in Ascar well before any curses manifested, but he couldn’t face spending the night here. 
 
    While the others rested, he ransacked the first aid box near the tunnel entrance and approached Franka. She was conscious but sweaty and flushed. 
 
    Her eyes lit on him. “Captain, did I save her?” 
 
    “Yes, Franka, you did. Well done.” He applied a fresh dressing to her leg. She probably wouldn’t lose it, but there might be more at stake than a leg. 
 
    She clutched his hand. “And you saved me.” 
 
    “If I’d planned better, it wouldn’t have come to this. I’m sorry.” He offered her water from his canteen and helped her raise her head so she could sip. “We’ll load you into the wagon then pedal back to Ascar. Soon you’ll be in the infirmary. Now, lie back and take it easy.” 
 
    “That’s what they all say.” She gave a faint smile and a wink, but he couldn’t return it. Instead, he patted her good shoulder. 
 
    “Captain...” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Am I going to die?” 
 
    Glancing away, he swallowed. “No, Franka. I’ll yell at you if you do.” 
 
    “Well, that’s alright then.” Her eyes closed. 
 
    Loading the train wagons took too long for Jonathan’s liking, but they couldn’t afford to make more mistakes through hurrying. There would be two guards at a time in the pedalling seats, with the remaining three in the wagons. His leg wouldn’t stand up to pedalling, so he sat in the rear wagon with Franka while the front wagon held the cage and whichever two guards were resting. 
 
    He sat on the floor with Tabitha’s cloak on his lap to cushion Franka’s head. Her injured leg was propped up with her foot overhanging the back of the wagon. The wound still oozed, and he applied pressure as best he could. As the train lurched into motion, her head bounced, but he managed to keep her from bumping it against the sides. The beast in the first wagon let out a whine, but nothing more. Maybe it was tired and fed up too. 
 
    The return through the tunnel seemed endless, the scant illumination from the walls waxing and waning. The gentle hiss of wheels on rails overlaid by pedals creaking set up a hypnotic rhythm that lulled him into a trance. It allowed him to ignore the gradual numbing of his thigh. At intervals the train stopped, and the pedalling guards changed over. Only a few more stops, he told himself dreamily, and then we will be home. 
 
    Then Franka drew in a long laboured breath that went on like a death rattle. The ensuing groan seemed to fill the whole tunnel. Jonathan abruptly came back to himself from a reverie of thunderstorms as the wagons jerked to a halt. 
 
    “What’s happening?” gasped Kenna. 
 
    While Jonathan was still gathering his wits, Franka moaned again. “Pressure... squeezing... crushing...” Her voice echoed along the tunnel for far longer than seemed natural. 
 
    He scanned the tunnel’s dimly lit walls and ceiling. They seemed to be in their usual places, but the weight of the mountain above, endless tonnes of dirt and stone and rock, threatened to crash down on everyone and bury them. His chest tightened, his breath grew short and effortful, and his hands trembled. 
 
    “Let me out!” Opal clambered over the wall of the wagon and skittered further up the tunnel, soft rapid footsteps pattering into the distance. 
 
    This fear wasn’t natural. What if the others followed? Why were they all— 
 
    Jonathan set his jaw. “Everybody out. Now. March one hundred paces, then stop.” 
 
    With a clatter, Hilary, Terry and Kenna obeyed, jogging after Opal. Hopefully they’d remember to stop. 
 
    By the time Jonathan extricated himself from Franka’s cart and caught up with the others, they were all clustered in a defensive position. Although they were still wild-eyed, the raw terror on their faces had lessened. 
 
    “Feeling better? Think about it,” he demanded. 
 
    There was a pause, then Hilary ventured, “Yes, sir. Very odd. I have never felt so viscerally terrified before, and now I’m just nervous.” 
 
    Opal’s shoulders hunched. “Yes, I really had to escape, but now I don’t feel that pressure.” 
 
    Jonathan studied their faces. There was no natural explanation that would reassure them, so he might as well share his thoughts. “I think Franka’s been cursed. That’s what’s making us afraid. But curses take effect two or three days after the injury. I don’t know why hers has been so quick. It may be a particularly bad one—” 
 
    “It’ll get worse?” Kenna’s voice shook. “Stronger? How can we cope with that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. She’s not herself, and she can’t control what she does.” 
 
    “You mean if she were fully conscious, she could control it?” This came from Hilary. 
 
    “Ah... no, I misspoke.” Damn. “The important thing is that it’ll be difficult to take her back in the wagon if she has this effect on us, especially if it gets stronger.” 
 
    Hilary spoke again but did not revisit his previous question. “It might not be so bad, sir. I remember reading accounts of curses manifesting quickly, if the injured party were undergoing vigorous physical activity at the time of injury. I think we would agree that Franka falls into that category as she was in combat. So, possibly, that’s as bad as it gets.” 
 
    “That was bad enough,” muttered Terry. 
 
    The others nodded. Most of them would have dealt with the curse-stricken in the course of their work, but nobody could have been prepared for this. How was it Hilary had described it? Viscerally terrifying. That sounded about right. 
 
    Jonathan considered his limited options. They couldn’t stay here, waiting for rescue. If he ordered them to carry on, there was a high risk of panic, for all of them. And the captured beast was a further complication. 
 
    Kenna winced. “We could leave her behind?” The others made faces, but did not openly object to abandoning their semi-conscious and injured colleague. 
 
    “Um,” began Opal. At Jonathan’s nod, she continued. “Curses can’t be cured. And they’re eventually fatal, after the victim becomes mad and dangerous. I’m sure Franka wouldn’t want to suffer through that, or put the rest of us in danger. Maybe we should...” 
 
    She didn’t finish, simply looking to him to voice the obvious solution. It would, of course, fall to him as captain to perform the abhorrent duty. Fortunately, he had an answer to some of her words. 
 
    “You’re wrong,” he began, just as Hilary said, “Not necessarily—” 
 
    Jonathan continued, with a nod at Hilary. “Well, you’re right in that we can’t do anything to lift a curse. But sometimes, very rarely, people recover by themselves.” Like I did, supposedly. Though nobody ever asked. “We owe it to Franka to give her that chance, no matter how small. Hilary, anything to add?” 
 
    “No, sir. There is a chance, after all.” 
 
    “So, we’ll do all we can to get her back to Ascar alive. The Keep’s infirmary has special facilities for dealing with the afflicted. For keeping them safe and comfortable. She would not thank you for denying her that chance.” 
 
    “But sir,” asked Opal, “how are we going to do that?” 
 
    He frowned in the direction of the wagon. “We’ll detach the rear wagon, if we are able—if we can’t, you’ll have to walk. I’ll wait here with Franka, do what I can for her leg. You four finish the journey with the pedalcart and front wagon, deliver the beast, and send help back to us. Make sure they bring sedatives.” 
 
    In the end, only Jonathan and Hilary were able to approach the train and detach the wagon. Even then, Hilary had to stop and vomit. Jonathan, after his experiences in the Keep, tolerated the fear better. 
 
     The four guards wasted no time in leaving. Opal gave Jonathan a final stare before she climbed into the seat of the pedalcart, but she said nothing further. 
 
    “Good luck, sir,” called Hilary as the train began to move away, leaving Jonathan and Franka behind. 
 
      
 
    Jonathan leaned against the damp wall of the tunnel and shivered, the outline of Franka’s wagon barely visible in the dim light. How could he have been so foolishly optimistic? Even at this distance from her, his hands shook, his heart raced and sweat soaked his back. A sense of looming catastrophe came over him in waves, and approaching her was nearly impossible. 
 
    Franka’s groans touched his ears. He wondered if they were growing weaker. He wondered if they would stop. He hoped that they would stop. No, he couldn’t, wouldn’t allow himself that thought. 
 
    Had he suffered just visceral reactions, he might have coped. But the last wave of fear had brought with it hallucinations: hordes of beasts ready to attack, green eyes glowing in the darkness as they surrounded him. He had screamed, the noise racketing up and down the tunnel as he drew his sabre and flailed it around in a panicked, doomed attempt to fend them off. Then the wave had passed, the eyes turning back into luminous mushrooms on the walls. 
 
    What would the effect be on the rescue team? Panic from the unsuspecting and unprepared helpers, people shooting or slashing blindly at whatever menaced them, chaos and disaster. The uncontrollable fear Franka projected was so powerful, nobody would be able to handle it. 
 
    If the curse-stricken are a significant danger, your duty may require you to eliminate them. With regret, but without hesitation. You will not be censured for this. His training had drummed that into him. 
 
    But this was Franka. 
 
    She had saved Tabitha. She was a danger. She was a friend. She had to be stopped. 
 
    Jonathan owed her. He owed her as clean a death as he could make for her. 
 
    He scrubbed a filthy hand over his wet eyes, knowing he had made his decision. For the safety of all, he would have to end Franka’s life. It was his duty and responsibility. 
 
    But how to do it? He would have to approach her as his fear waned, and act quickly. Flechette gun? He shook his head. He couldn’t shoot accurately, not in his current state. His power? He was so rattled, he couldn’t focus it for long enough. Stab her? He ran his hand over the sweat-slicked hilt of his sabre. Maybe. His foot kicked a stray rock. No, he wouldn’t bash her head in like a savage. 
 
    Seeking further inspiration in his belt pouch, he found an unused bandage. Maybe he could strangle her. But would that be quick and painless? Unlikely. 
 
    And then, fingers slipping further into his pouch, he touched the cloth bag he’d been given several weeks ago. 
 
    Herbal remedies. A gift. 
 
    A tiny wisp of hope, that unfamiliar sensation, arose in his chest as he remembered Annetta’s words on the day he left Maldon. Peppery ones for alertness, sweet-smelling ones for relaxation. Can be inhaled in an emergency. He hadn’t dared try them himself, but perhaps here, in this time of desperation, they might find a use. Might a remedy that promoted relaxation affect Franka, calm her power, allow him to spare her life? 
 
    He drew out one of the sachets, peering to check there was no marking thread. It wouldn’t do to use the wrong one. After a small sniff, he inhaled more deeply of the sweetness. The pounding of his heart slowed. I can do this. He needed to act before he lost his resolve. I must do this. Pushing against the residual tide of fear, he limped up the tunnel. He would not allow himself to fail. 
 
    His breath came in gasps and all his muscles quivered, but he kept his focus on Franka. All of his being was aimed at the wagon, and no fear or horror would prevent him. Pressure grew in his head, and his vision began to darken. By the time he could see the shape of Franka’s face, he could barely stay upright. Fingers trembling, he tore the sachet open and allowed the contents to drift gently over her nose. Some of the powdered particles caught the light and glittered, images that grew until he could see nothing else. 
 
    Jonathan collapsed to the ground, completely spent. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 20 
 
    It happened to be Georges, the postmaster’s son, who discovered the damage in Maldon’s fields. On receiving his report, Mayor Sutcliff called a meeting that evening, of those he judged most suited to deal with the issue. 
 
    Annetta learned of the problem when she arrived at the mayor’s residence. After his ungracious welcome to Maldon, she was relieved he’d not yet needed medical care. She might have said something rude. It was a mystery how he retained his position. 
 
    Giselle had sniffed. “We don’t need a mayor for anything important. When the convoy captains visit, he keeps them happy—I’ve no idea how—but it frees the rest of us up to do other things.” 
 
    Annetta followed Georges and Pascal into the meeting room, along with Adrian, Giselle and Marcus. The latter sported a streak of dirt on his bare muscular arm. Maybe he’d been in his fields. 
 
    Mayor Sutcliff sat behind his desk, beads of sweat visible on his balding pate in the flickering glow of the candlelight. Adrian, who still tired easily following his recent illness, took the only other seat in the room. Annetta joined the others in a semicircle beside him. 
 
    Sutcliff began. “A damaged chicken coop was found this afternoon. Georges, tell us what happened.” 
 
    “I went to wheel the chicken coops to a new position, as I do twice daily. The one at the farthest edge of the fields, close to Marcus’ land, was tipped over, its frame splintered. All five chickens were gone, and I found bloodstains and scattered feathers nearby. I came straight back to report to you.” 
 
    Bloodstains? Annetta’s breathing quickened. Calm down, silly, you’ve seen plenty of blood before. Though only Gerald’s was from a— 
 
    “Beast attack.” Giselle frowned at her notebook. “Not good. The convoy isn’t due again for several weeks, so we need to send an emergency bird—” 
 
    “Not yet.” Sutcliff waved a hand. “We should confirm that this was a beast attack first. Georges, did you see paw prints?” 
 
    “No, but I didn’t stay to look. I was by my—” 
 
    “Well, we can’t be sure. It might have been some other occurrence.” 
 
    Giselle turned her frown on Sutcliff. “What sort of ‘other occurrence’ could have lost us five chickens?” 
 
    “I don’t know, maybe some of the children making mischief?” Sutcliff swallowed. “Captain Shelley reminded me on his last visit that we must confirm beasts are present before calling for help. Naturally, I agree with him. So we should send out a group to look for traces. Not to attack them—that would be foolhardy—just for, uh, confirmation.” He reddened. “We don’t want to waste Ascar’s time and resources with unnecessary alarms.” 
 
    Giselle shook her head. “None of the children would be so destructive, certainly not in the fields. I don’t like it. It’s difficult to think of any other explanation. Beasts are dangerous. Annetta, you’ve encountered one before. The rest of us haven’t. What do you think?” 
 
    Everyone regarded Annetta, and her mouth dried up. “I didn’t actually see it. Sorry.” 
 
    Sutcliff grunted. “No useful information there then. The question is really who to send to assess the situation.” 
 
    She seethed at his words. Civilians weren’t supposed to fight beasts. The guards had prevented them from approaching the fight. Why should she have asked questions? She’d been busy enough trying to help Gerald. Her gaze met Adrian’s, and he rolled his eyes. Cheered by this show of solidarity, she smiled and glanced at Marcus. The farmer winked. Drat! She hurriedly faced the desk again. 
 
    “Georges should go, since he found the signs.” Pascal placed a hand on his son’s shoulder. “And I’ll go with him. I know you’re grown up, lad, but I’m going anyway. I can sketch what we find. The captain would probably like pictures when the convoy visits again.” 
 
    “I’ll go too,” blurted Annetta. The mayor’s dismissal of her value had stung. She wasn’t useless. “I walked that way recently looking for plants. I might notice something out of place.” 
 
    Sucking in a breath, Adrian stared at her, then he looked at the floor. 
 
    “Well, I suppose you’ll do,” said Sutcliff. “Marcus?” 
 
    The farmer straightened. “I’ll go, of course. The damage was close to my orchards, and I want to assure my workers they’re safe. I’ll bring a few of them too.” He glanced at Annetta. “I’ve a selection of tools we can use for protection. Cudgels are all very well, but I’d feel happier if we were each holding something sharp.” 
 
    Annetta sighed. Marcus’ company was inevitable, really. At least there would be others around... 
 
    “And Adrian?” asked Sutcliff. 
 
    Clenching and unclenching his fists, Adrian lifted his gaze to the mayor. “Sorry, I’d be more of a hindrance than a help. You can borrow my spyglass. I’ll also provide some flasks of accelerant, in case you need to burn anything. I hope you don’t need to.” 
 
    “Right, so that’s Marcus, Pascal and Georges plus a couple of others,” said Sutcliff. “And Annetta. You should look for signs—droppings, fur, bones, that sort of thing. I’ll wait to hear what you find before deciding whether to call for help.” 
 
    After everyone exited the mayor’s residence, they agreed to meet the following dawn at the guesthouse. Annetta walked with Adrian and Giselle towards Adrian’s house so she could pick up the items he’d offered. 
 
    “You don’t have to go,” remarked Giselle. “Nobody would think any less of you if you changed your mind.” 
 
    Annetta winced. Was her anxiety that obvious? “Oh, but—” 
 
    “It might be dangerous,” added Adrian. “I’d hate for you to run into problems.” 
 
    Why did nobody think she could cope? Although she regretted her impulsive offer already, it wouldn’t do to back out now. She set her jaw. “I’m sure it’ll be perfectly safe. Marcus and his workers will protect us.” 
 
    “Marcus,” muttered Adrian, “has no more experience with beasts than I do. Which means none.” 
 
    Annetta hit on another reason to justify her going. “Anyway, I’ll take my emergency bag. If someone gets injured, I could make a big difference.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s true enough,” said Giselle. “If it’s that important to you, then you should go.” 
 
    Adrian left the two women standing outside his house while he went inside to fetch his spyglass and flasks, banging the door behind him. Even with the door closed, Annetta could hear his raised voice, although the words were indistinct. 
 
    Giselle’s lips pursed. “He’d like to go himself, but he can’t.” 
 
     “Of course he can’t. He’d never keep up.” His skin was still yellow and his movements sluggish. Annetta would have to watch his every step. 
 
    “Yes, you know that, and I know that—and so does he. Doesn’t mean he likes it.” 
 
    The door opened, and Lisa stepped out with a bag that clinked. “Ma, Annetta, here’s the stuff Pa said you needed. He’s gone off to have a rest, said he was tired.” 
 
    Couldn’t he at least have wished me luck? “Thanks, Lisa, he should take as much rest as he needs.” 
 
    Giselle sniffed as they both walked away. 
 
      
 
    The following morning, Adrian stared at the notes on his drafting table and tried to settle his mind. Reviewing his recent clay recipe trials should be straightforward. He’d been trying to devise a better formula the night he became ill: something more malleable in preparation, robust in use and without the need for glazing. He’d been sure he was getting closer. 
 
    But no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t concentrate on his work. His thoughts drifted to the group which had gone out earlier to investigate. 
 
    Now, alone with his thoughts in the familiar setting of his workshop, he had time to feel ashamed of his petulant behaviour the day before. He’d gone off in a sulk, and just when Annetta could have done with some support. This morning he’d been too embarrassed to visit the guesthouse and wish them all goodbye. Of course she had a perfect right to go with the group. He would have gone too, had he been able. It was hardly her fault he couldn’t go, but he hadn’t wanted her to go without him. 
 
    Face it, Adrian, you didn’t want her to go with Marcus. That’s the real reason you’re annoyed. 
 
    Sighing, he turned his mind back to his notes. Maybe if he increased the proportion of the grey ash... 
 
      
 
    Annetta tried not to worry as she followed Marcus into the woods adjacent to his lands. But she found herself twitching at the slightest movement in the undergrowth. True to his word, the farmer had enlisted three hefty workers to accompany the party, and they formed a protective cordon around her. 
 
    It’s perfectly safe. I’ve been here lots of times on my own, never mind with other people. She’d even brought Samuel last week, to sketch some leaves and keep him out of Adrian’s way. But last week she hadn’t known there might be beasts so close by. She recalled the night Gerald was attacked, and the smell of blood and singed fur. Her neck tensed. 
 
    Georges walked beside Marcus, who inspected the ground. With the help of Pascal and some maps, they’d agreed on a route that would let them cover the area with minimal backtracking. Pascal, walking at the rear, opted to wield a cudgel. The other men and Georges held machetes. Annetta was unarmed, worried that she might do more harm than good if they were attacked. She patted her bag, which contained a range of dressings and remedies, along with needles and thread. 
 
    Every so often, Marcus paused for a closer look at something. Once, he prodded a piece of eggshell with his toe. He pulled the spyglass from his jerkin pocket and held it to his eye, turning from side to side. Could he see anything through all those trees? Apparently not, as the man shook his head and walked on, the others trailing behind him. 
 
    There was little sound other than footfalls swishing through the leaves, with an occasional crack as someone stood on a dry twig. Brief snatches of birdsong came from some direction or other. On another day she might have found the walk pleasant. 
 
    Puffing a little, Pascal drew level with Annetta and whispered, “Hopefully we’ll find nothing more, although I don’t know what Mayor Sutcliff will do then.” 
 
    She nodded. If they found nothing today, she would always worry that something might remain in hiding close by. In a way, she hoped they did find recent signs, so there was reason to call for help. 
 
    “I’m hungry.” Pascal patted his stomach. “Though Marcus was probably right to say we shouldn’t bring any food, since we don’t want to draw any beasts towards us.” 
 
    “I’m hungry too. But it shouldn’t be too long till we turn back again.” 
 
      
 
    Adrian smiled in satisfaction. After reviewing his last three trials, he’d extrapolated what was best for his next experiment. Success was in his grasp, he could feel it. 
 
    The workshop door opened, and Lisa stuck her head into the room. “Time for lunch, Pa. Don’t forget, you’re supposed to eat small, regular meals. Where’s Samuel? Isn’t he here?” 
 
    “Samuel? It’s his day at the posthouse. They usually feed him there, don’t they? Oh.” A wave of dizziness hit him, and he clutched at the table. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Do you need to lie down?” 
 
    “Pascal and Georges aren’t there today, but I forgot to tell Samuel. Where is he?” 
 
      
 
    Samuel had gone to the posthouse that morning and found both Pascal and Georges away. Was he supposed to be somewhere else today? He hoped he wasn’t in trouble. He still felt bad about Adrian getting so sick, even though it had really been an accident. He didn’t want to cause any more trouble. At least, he didn’t want to get into trouble. 
 
    Deciding to be virtuous, he took his pencils and paper outside to continue a sketch of the town hall. He settled himself on the steps of the mayor’s residence, conveniently positioned for the angle he wanted. It was a daring move. The mayor was a grumpy old man who always had a scowl on his face. He’d chase Samuel away if he saw him. 
 
    The day had started off cool, but warmed up quickly, making it pleasant to sit outside. The sketch was taking shape nicely when he heard footsteps inside the building. He grabbed his things and scooted round the corner. 
 
    The door opened, and Giselle’s voice reached his ears. “Look, Henry, you need to be sensible. Even if they don’t find anything, we should still send a message. I’m told the scientists there keep a big map to record reports from all the settlements. They’ll be glad of the information. Might even send you a testimonial.” 
 
    “You win, Giselle,” came the mayor’s voice. “I’ll speak to Pascal when he and Georges return from the forest.” 
 
    “Make sure you do. If Marcus decides to be cautious because he still thinks his workers are vulnerable, we risk a poor harvest. That would be difficult to explain.” 
 
    Samuel flattened himself against the side of the building as Giselle walked away. Pascal and Georges were in the forest? Was he supposed to have gone there too? He’d better go after them. He hoped he wouldn’t get into trouble for being late. He hastened back to the posthouse. Now he noticed Pascal’s drawing pad was gone, along with some of the pencils. Maybe something to do with the map Giselle had mentioned. Samuel picked up some more blank paper, filched a couple of sausages from the larder, and headed off in pursuit of the others. 
 
    He had been into the forest just the week before, when Annetta asked him to come and draw some plants. He had enjoyed that trip and the feeling of being useful. Lacking any other clues, he took that route again, to see if he could find the postmaster. 
 
    He wasn’t sure how he would explain his late arrival but buoyed himself up with how clever he would look when he tracked them down. And he did find some traces—bootprints larger than Annetta’s, and even pieces of eggshell. Maybe they’d got hungry and stopped to eat. 
 
    Stopping to listen for voices, he heard only the wind rustling in the trees and some birds twittering. Had he picked the wrong direction? Had they gone back to the posthouse already? 
 
    After wandering some more, he sat down under a tree for a rest and to eat his snack. Spiced turkey sausages, mmm. Though a little too spicy to finish in one sitting. He put the remainder aside for later and licked his fingers. Lulled by the day’s warmth and the peacefulness under the trees, Samuel dozed off. 
 
    He woke with a yelp as sharp teeth sank into his hand. 
 
      
 
    A distant scream made Annetta flinch, her hand clutching her bag in a spasm. 
 
    Marcus’ head jerked round. He flung an arm out. “That way! Come on!” He rushed off, followed by Georges and the three farm workers, abandoning Annetta and Pascal. 
 
    Pascal frowned. “You’d better go after them. Don’t wait for me.” 
 
    She broke into a jog, her bag thumping against her hip with every step. At least it was easy to follow the men ahead, with their loud curses, thumps and crashes. When she saw whom they’d rescued, her heart sank. 
 
    Samuel crouched against a tree, protesting loudly to Georges that he was fine. Two beasts lay on the forest floor near him, twitching. Annetta gulped and averted her gaze. Marcus and his men strode about with bloody machetes, heads swinging round as they scanned the area for more. 
 
    Not again! Sweat cold on her back, she hurried over to Samuel. 
 
    He gave her a feeble grin. “I’m so glad you’re here! I spent ages looking for you all.” 
 
    Her fingers fumbled with her bag. “What are you doing out here?” 
 
    “I went to the posthouse, but Pascal and Georges weren’t there, so I followed you into the woods. Wasn’t I supposed to?” 
 
    Annetta sighed. “Never mind. Let’s see your hand. Did you get bitten?” 
 
    “Yeah, it woke me up—” Samuel reddened. “I mean, I’d just stopped for a rest, and it came out of the trees and bit me. I couldn’t get away, so I started yelling.” 
 
    This wasn’t the time to get into explanations. There was a single puncture wound on his thumb. Thank the Settlers that was all. She applied some salve and a dressing then strapped his hand to his opposite shoulder. 
 
    Samuel wiggled his fingers against the bandage. “My hand will be ok, won’t it? I’ll be able to draw again?” 
 
    She took a deep breath. Don’t panic. Don’t frighten him. He might not have been cursed. Worry about that if it happens. “I can’t say for sure, but it looks like only a small hole. I’ve strapped your arm to allow any badness in there to drain out.” 
 
    Marcus came over and crouched beside them, laying his machete to one side. He frowned at Samuel’s arm. “We think there were only those two, so it should be safe now. Pascal is sketching them, and my men will take the bodies and burn them. I’ll see you and Samuel back to town, and the others will follow when they’re done here.” 
 
    “Thank you, Marcus, that’s kind of you.” I suppose. 
 
    According to Marcus, they were taking a direct route home, but it crossed very rough ground. Each time he offered her his arm for support, she declined, and after the fourth offer in as many minutes, her fists clenched. I really wish he’d stop that! But how could she dissuade him? 
 
    Hampered by his strapped arm, Samuel stumbled, and she grabbed his shirt before he fell. 
 
    That was it! She said, “Marcus, Samuel’s having more problems walking than I am. I’m sure he’d appreciate your help.” 
 
    “Samuel?” The farmer blinked. “Ah, quite right, Annetta, considerate as always. Come on lad, let’s give you a pickyback!” 
 
    He held his bloodstained machete out to her, and she recoiled. But she should have expected it. Gritting her teeth, she grasped the end of its handle. He crouched and allowed Samuel to climb onto his back then straightened and bounced a couple of times. Samuel grinned. 
 
    She handed back the machete. Once Marcus walked on, she wiped her hand on her trouser leg and followed. 
 
    That afternoon, Annetta was the last to arrive at the mayor’s residence. She had first needed to deal with Samuel’s hand properly and then to replenish her emergency bag before rechecking her other collection of herbal preparations. Pascal, Georges, Marcus and Giselle were already in the meeting room. Adrian slumped on the only visitor’s chair, Samuel standing beside him. 
 
    “... surprisingly easy to kill.” Marcus smiled broadly. “If I’d known just how easy, I’d have gone after them by myself.” His smile faded, and he looked at Adrian. “Though I’m sorry Samuel got bitten.” 
 
    Adrian hunched his shoulders. “I’m sorry too. It was my fault, not making sure he stayed at home.” 
 
    “At least it was a stroke of luck we were nearby and able to kill them.” Marcus smiled again, extending a hand towards Annetta. “And luckily Annetta was with us. Her help was invaluable.” 
 
    Wishing that Adrian would stop glaring, she ducked her head and mumbled, “It was the least I could do.” 
 
    Sutcliff huffed. “Now that everyone is finally here, can we start from the beginning of your search? I want my report to be as accurate as possible. Georges?” 
 
    “We started to work our way along an agreed route.” Georges laid a paper on Sutcliff’s desk. “I marked it on this map. Didn’t see much in the way of signs—fragments of eggshell, a possible paw print. We’d covered maybe half the route when we heard Samuel shouting. We just ran towards him after that.” 
 
    “I see.” Sutcliff made some notes. “Samuel, how did you get into all this?” 
 
    Samuel shrank back, and Adrian murmured to him, of which Annetta only caught “... not in trouble... just wants to know...” 
 
    The boy straightened up, eyes wide. “I went into the woods to look for Pascal and Georges. But I couldn’t find them, so I kept looking round. And a beast jumped out from behind a tree and bit me!” 
 
    Sutcliff frowned. “So you weren’t doing anything to it, and it attacked you?” 
 
    “Yessir. I started yelling, and Marcus came and rescued me. And he gave me a ride home too.” Samuel beamed at Marcus while the glower returned to Adrian’s face. 
 
    “And what did it look like?” 
 
    Samuel reddened. “Uh, I didn’t notice it till it bit me. After that I was too busy yelling to look properly. It wasn’t very big though. It was latched on to my hand and I flung it away.” 
 
    He waved his hand to demonstrate, unfortunately upsetting the mayor’s inkpot. Sutcliff jumped up from his chair and snatched his papers away, a few drops of black ink splattering his face. Adrian winced, and Annetta tried to keep her face straight. Would anyone say anything? Giselle’s face froze, and Marcus bit his lip. Hah, apparently not. 
 
    Pascal stepped forward with more papers. “Mayor Sutcliff, here are the sketches I made of the beasts after Marcus killed them. Perhaps Georges could take Samuel back home now? I don’t think we need them anymore.” 
 
    Sutcliff glanced at Pascal’s papers and placed them to one side while Georges and Samuel made a quick exit. Annetta, peeking at the drawings, could see why he might not want to look at them for long. Pascal’s drawings were superb. He’d accurately captured the malice the beasts exuded, all black, bristly fur, sharp claws and piercing fangs. She shuddered. No wonder Gerald had fared so badly after something so evil set its teeth into him. A rushing noise filled her ears, and sweat broke out on her forehead. 
 
    “Annetta?” Adrian’s anxious face appeared in front of her, and he lightly touched her arm. 
 
    “Sorry, just a bit warm,” she mumbled. 
 
    “You’d better have the seat. It’s been a long day for you.” Adrian pushed the chair he had been sitting on over to her, waving away Marcus’ offer of help. “I’ll go home and see to Samuel.” 
 
    The craftsman’s shuffling tread in the hallway was followed by the opening and closing of the front door. 
 
    “Right,” continued Sutcliff. “Marcus has already told us how he killed the beasts and checked that none were left. Thank you for that.” 
 
    “A pleasure, Henry. It’s good to know they’re not so difficult.” 
 
    “But you’ll still need to inform Ascar,” put in Giselle. “They collect all this information, so they must make use of it.” 
 
    “I suppose so.” Sutcliff scowled at the ink spattered on his desk, although he didn’t appear to have noticed the spots on his face. “But there’s not much to say. We had a couple of beasts in the area and we killed them.” 
 
    “And one of us was bitten, don’t forget that,” retorted Giselle. 
 
    “But we don’t have any proof that Samuel’s been cursed. Isn’t that right, Annetta?” 
 
    If he had been cursed, what might Annetta need to do? She swallowed. “We wouldn’t know this early. It comes on between two and three days after the injury. So I can’t say for sure until after that time.” 
 
    Sutcliff tilted a hand. “If we message them immediately, we can leave that open. Anyway, we can give the convoy captain full details when he arrives.” 
 
    Giselle raised an eyebrow. “Or ‘she’.” 
 
    “Ah... yes. It might be a ‘she’.” Sutcliff pulled out a cloth and mopped his brow, smearing ink across his forehead. “Whoever it is will get our report.” 
 
    “Your report, Henry. You’re the mayor.” 
 
    “Surely they won’t hold me responsible for what happened. Will they?” 
 
    He keeps the convoy captains happy? Really? Annetta smirked. 
 
    “Possibly not, but you’ll need to explain things.” Giselle sniffed. “Including why you opted to send out a scouting party rather than dispatching a message to Ascar straight away. Even worse, someone was injured.” 
 
    “Oh. I see. But if he isn’t cursed, that wouldn’t be so bad, would it?” 
 
    Giselle shook her head. “His injury could have still been avoided. And remember, even if Pascal sends a message now, you should also tell them the outcome of Samuel’s injury. If he’s afflicted, they’ll need to come and take him away. Annetta, you’ll be watching him, won’t you?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ll watch him for, er, curse signs. I need to treat his hand anyway.” With only a vague idea of what she’d be watching for, she’d have a tricky few days ahead. Hopefully nothing odd would happen. Then she’d be able to confirm that Samuel was unaffected by any curse. 
 
    Annetta visited the notice board in the town square and reviewed the official list. 
 
    3. Signs of the curse are variable and include, but are not limited to: fever, fitting, confusion, disordered speech, nightmares. Manifestations of unnatural curse-induced powers are by their nature unpredictable, but by all standards would be extraordinary, and impossible for non-cursed individuals. 
 
    From: Procedure in the event of a beast injury or suspected curse (v3. Hastings, J.) 
 
    For three days, she kept an anxious eye on Samuel. He was a little subdued, which was, if anything, a relief. Even Adrian’s relaxed temper might not stand up to another “incident”. 
 
    But Samuel manifested no fevers or fits. No confusion or disorientation. No strange happenings, either to him or around him. No nightmares or other signs of distress. His thumb was healing normally, with no sign of foulness about the wound. 
 
    She was grateful there was no need to use anything from her special collection. In a small secret compartment beneath her bed she kept her more dangerous compounds with her predecessors’ notes, held in reserve for dire need only. Their effects were rumours in herbalists’ lore, and she had never tested them, thank the Settlers.The faded paper on the notice board was not an easy read. 
 
    6. A cursed individual may require sedation or restraint, in order to ensure the safety of all. 
 
    7. In extreme situations, it may be necessary to neutralise the cursed individual, in order to ensure the safety of all. In this situation, no blame attaches to either the cursed individual, or to the individual performing the necessary neutralisation. 
 
    From: Procedure in the event of a beast injury or suspected curse (v3. Hastings, J.) 
 
    On the fourth day after Samuel’s injury, Annetta visited Mayor Sutcliff to inform him she had found nothing to suggest a curse. Not wanting to face him alone, she took Giselle along. 
 
    Sutcliff didn’t bother meeting them in his office, simply ushering them into his entrance hall away from the street. “Good, good. So you’re satisfied Samuel hasn’t been cursed?” 
 
    “I’m as sure as I can be. I’ve never seen anyone with a curse before.” Plenty of her patients had manifested the signs on that list, and none of them had ever been cursed. She met his gaze. “He seems pretty much his usual self.” 
 
    Sutcliff’s lips curved downwards. “Maybe he’ll have learned his lesson and stay out of trouble in future. Getting himself bitten might do him good in the long run. And he did rather bring it on himself.” 
 
    Annetta’s mouth dropped open, but Giselle spoke first. “That’s out of order, Henry! He’s only a child, with a child’s lack of judgement, though I suppose you can’t remember that far back. And it was your decision not to send for help, even though we already had evidence for a beast incursion. Don’t you forget that when you present your report to the next captain. Annetta, I think we’re done here.” 
 
    I can’t believe she said that! She hurried out of the building after Giselle, who was shaking her head and muttering. Though no wonder. Nobody deserved to be attacked by a beast. 
 
    “That man’s a menace.” Giselle scowled as she strode along. 
 
    “I thought you said he was harmless?” 
 
    “Yes, but that was before this problem. Sure, we can usually ignore him and go about our business. But we’ve never had a proper beast incursion before, so we have to rely on him to make the decisions. He called for help last time, and Ascar actually sent a captain in a blimp. That was one impressive woman.” A fleeting smile crossed Giselle’s face. “Turned out to be a false alarm, but she was very gracious when I put her up overnight. Had some interesting stories from the city too. I’m glad to have met her. Anyway, I should have insisted he call for help this time.” 
 
    “Well, as you said, the decision was his.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean I have to like it.” 
 
    “If you don’t like his decisions, why don’t you stand for election?” 
 
    “Hah! I have enough on my plate already. Though if bailing him out of trouble takes more effort than doing the job myself, maybe it would be worth a go.” 
 
    Annetta returned home and opened a window before starting her work. Today’s herbal preparations were pungent, and the smell would seep through to her living area. Having the workshop and living quarters attached was not always an advantage. She smiled. At least Adrian wouldn’t notice if he happened to visit, not with his inability to smell. 
 
    Her mind wandered with the monotony of grinding the herbs, even as her nose wrinkled. One advantage of her old Keighley workshop was that it was separate from her house. Thoughts of her workshop, coupled with her recent reading of the list of curse signs, triggered an uneasy suspicion. Her hands stilled on the worktop. While delirious, Gerald had told her to sand a red stain on the floor. Her workshop floor did have a stain—spilling that carminleaf extract had been such a waste—but she’d kept the area covered and not mentioned it to anyone. Patients were anxious enough without red splotches on the floor. So how had Gerald known? 
 
    Had he been cursed? 
 
    Even if he had been, he was gone now. She would never know, and maybe that was a blessing. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 21 
 
    “I don’t know what you said to the girl,” remarked Lady Nelson, “but she’s been quite cooperative since she returned.” 
 
    “I’m pleased to hear it, ma’am.” Three days had passed since Jonathan’s mission to deal with the beasts. Once again, he stood in the scientists’ drab meeting room, this time with a bandage on his hand. 
 
    “Very satisfactory.” She glanced sidelong at her two colleagues. “She is bound to benefit from my tutelage. Now, we have interviewed the guards who accompanied you, with the exception of Franka Shipton. She remains under sedation. You are here to provide more detail following your rather short written report. Karsten, will you start?” 
 
    Fellows blinked. “What? Oh, yes. Firstly, you said your power failed at a critical moment. Any idea why?” 
 
    “Scientist Fellows, sir. While travelling in the blimp I temporarily became unable to suppress my power.” During his convalescence, Jonathan had pondered the incident, wondering if he should have handled it differently. Now he would find out. “Loss of control while we were in the air could have had serious consequences. I judged it safest to release as much of my power as I could in a harmless fashion. I don’t know if that caused the failure later.” 
 
    “Interesting. Maybe you have a finite reserve of power that needs to regenerate before you can use it again. A sort of... temporary depletion. Has this ever happened to you before? After you fully exhausted your power?” Fellows shuffled his papers before picking up a pen and scribbling some notes. 
 
    “No, but I have never exhausted my power before.” Jonathan’s neck tightened. Each deliberate use of his power was paid for in pain. Not something anyone would choose to court. 
 
    “What do you think the trigger was, that your power manifested? Obviously something broke through your previous desensitisation training.” 
 
    “Not pain. I did, however, feel very unsettled in the air.” He quashed a memory of Ascar shrinking beneath his feet. “I believe it was an isolated event, unlikely to have wider significance. However, it is something other captains might want to be aware of.” 
 
    “Noted.” Frowning at the paper, Fellows underlined a few words. “Do you need a refresher of your training, given your unanticipated loss of control? I’m sure we could arrange some sessions.” 
 
    Jonathan swallowed. “Ah, no. I was just caught by surprise with the trigger. Now I’m aware of it, I can expend a little power before any future flights.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Silvers broke in before Fellows could speak again. The man smirked as he regarded Jonathan’s bruised face and the bandage on his hand. “Seems to me your discipline is slipping, Shelley. You need to be reminded of your duty.” 
 
    Jonathan met Silvers’ gaze with a hard stare. “I disagree, sir. I know my duty is to keep people safe. What’s yours?” 
 
    Fellows cleared his throat rather theatrically. “Captain Shelley, I’m happy to leave any further actions to your judgement at this stage, but please inform us if you have further problems. Do you have any comments about when you applied your power subsequently, to treat Guard Shipton’s leg? Your guards witnessed some of that, although only from afar, and we’ve told them it’s classified knowledge.” 
 
    “Not specifically. Since raising my power had caused me problems earlier in the mission, I simply used a greater stimulus.” He shivered, remembering how close Franka had come to death. Both at that time and later. He could have killed her. 
 
    “Thank you, very helpful.” Fellows sat back and put his pen down. 
 
    Lady Nelson waved a hand at Silvers. “Scientist Silvers wishes some information from you about the beasts.” 
 
    “Yes, Shelley.” The bulky scientist placed his elbows on the table and leaned forwards to stare up at Jonathan. “Starting with the one you captured, it was a rather poor specimen. I suspect it won’t survive long. Disappointing. Couldn’t you have obtained a healthier one, given that there were three of them?” 
 
    “Sir, it was pure chance which of the beasts entered the trap.” Jonathan tried to conceal his relief that this one was unlikely to survive. “We were in no position to be selective. As it was, two of my guards were injured.” 
 
    Silvers smiled, and Jonathan was hard pressed not to take a step back. “Yes, they were, weren’t they? Each one bitten by one of the beasts that remained free. How balanced.” 
 
    Jonathan slid his gaze over to Lady Nelson. Her lips pursed as she watched Silvers. 
 
    “Anyway,” continued Silvers, “I gather you dispatched the beast that was attacking Guard Shipton. By attacking it from behind.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Safest way to do it. 
 
    “Your guards thought the other beast was trying to open the cage door by pawing at the latch. What do you think of that?” 
 
    “I did not see it myself. One of the guards mentioned it to me on the way back. It might suggest that it had some problem-solving ability rather than working purely on bestial instinct.” 
 
    “And your conclusion from that could be...?” 
 
    What was he getting at? Nothing good, surely. “We know that cursed people develop abilities that they didn’t have before...” 
 
    Silvers nodded. “As a defining feature, more or less. Go on.” 
 
    Jonathan’s brow wrinkled. “And we know that ordinary animals, and I suppose beasts, aren’t intelligent. So, if a cursed beast behaves intelligently, it might be that the curse gives beasts new abilities.” 
 
    “Exactly!” Silvers smiled in satisfaction, and this time Jonathan did take a step back. “You do have some brains behind that dour facade. You might say a curse gives them an advantage over other beasts, making them more difficult to kill or capture.” 
 
    “Ah, I suppose so.” 
 
    “In the same way that people with cursed powers could be argued to have an advantage over those without.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t wish to make that argument.” Easy for you to say. You’re not paying the cost. 
 
    “No, I suppose you wouldn’t. Would it surprise you to learn that Guard Terry Lebrown has also developed signs of being afflicted?” 
 
    “No, sir. I am sorry to hear that.” Jonathan’s voice was hoarse. 
 
    “It’s all very interesting. Two of the guards developing new powers—who knows what they may become capable of?” Silvers leaned forwards and spread his arms out, as if to embrace the whole world. 
 
    “Sir! You are talking about my colleagues!” They’d be viewed as monsters. Like me. 
 
    “Yes, I am. And there’s every reason they can remain your colleagues, once they recover. Perhaps we should be rethinking our terminology and calling them blessed rather than cursed? Just imagine the possibilities...” 
 
    Jonathan didn’t want to imagine the possibilities. And he found Silvers far less threatening when he was being deliberately offensive than when he was being enthusiastically reasonable about the unthinkable. 
 
    Lady Nelson held up a hand. “Jed, I’ve allowed you to take your speculations this far in the name of scientific freedom of expression. A principle we uphold. However, I remind you that our role is to eliminate the curse, not concoct specious arguments for propagating it. This topic is closed.” 
 
    “As you wish.” Silvers nodded and sat back though Jonathan didn’t trust his easy capitulation one bit. 
 
    Lady Nelson continued. “Captain Shelley, let us move on to the injured guards. Taking Guard Lebrown first, did you notice anything after the attack to suggest he was cursed?” 
 
    “No, ma’am, only that he had been injured.” 
 
    “As I thought. And as for Guard Shipton, when did you notice her curse?” 
 
    “She was unwell from blood loss after the attack, but we only felt her power when we were in the tunnel on our return.” His shoulders tensed with the memory. Viscerally terrifying. 
 
    She sniffed. “The other guards tell us you sent them away. What did you do then?” 
 
    “I happened to have some herbal remedies with me. As Guard Shipton’s power seemed to be a threat, I administered one of the remedies to her. I... don’t remember what happened after that. I suppose the rescue team found us and brought us back.” 
 
    “What was in the remedy?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It was a gift. I have some left if you wish to analyse it.” 
 
    “Yes, hand it into the laboratory. They will be able to reproduce it.” Lady Nelson’s lips flattened. “It is extraordinary that her curse seemed to manifest so quickly. My calculations, based on all cases I have encountered over my long research career, give the affliction time as between two and three days. No exceptions. Therefore, Guard Shipton must have sustained an attack that she didn’t disclose two or three days before your mission. I gather she is known for seeking... entertainment... at a variety of locations. She must have ventured outside the city walls on some escapade. Don’t you agree?” 
 
    “Ah, I don’t think so, ma’am.” Jonathan squared his shoulders. “I believe there are historical accounts—‍” 
 
    “Pah, historians!” She scowled and shook her head. “All they do is dig through old stories without paying any attention to real world data. History is all very well for looking at how society developed, but not for finding out how the world really works. We do not deal in fairytales, Captain Shelley.” 
 
    He bowed his head. “No, ma’am.” 
 
    “The last matter is to discuss the training programme for the girl.” Lady Nelson looked at her two colleagues. “This is a private discussion between Captain Shelley and myself since the girl comes under my sole responsibility. You may leave.” 
 
    The two men left, Silvers somehow contriving to bump into Jonathan on the way, making him stagger a little. He strove to maintain an impassive face, but it was difficult between the pain of his wounded hand and the aches permeating the rest of his body. He imagined an accident where he “lost control” while in Silvers’ presence. How satis— 
 
    “Captain Shelley!” Her sharp voice recalled him to the interview. 
 
    Jonathan snapped to attention. “Ma’am.” 
 
    “I don’t know what game you’re playing with the girl, but you don’t want to be wasting my time.” 
 
    “No, ma’am.” 
 
    “I want results from you. You have six months to train Tabitha up in control and use of her power. After that I shall withdraw my ‘special interest’ in her.” 
 
    Only six months? “Understood. But—” 
 
    “No excuses.” 
 
    He bit his tongue before responding. “Ah, no. I simply wish to raise the concern that as I am primarily a convoy captain, my time in Ascar is necessarily limited. Might I delegate some of her training to trusted colleagues who can continue while I am away?” 
 
    She drummed her fingers on the table and frowned. “I suppose that is acceptable. And you may use whichever of the Keep’s facilities you deem appropriate.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am.” Hmm. She hadn’t specified just “training” facilities. 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    It would be worth a try. “May we have permission to make use of the rooftop garden opposite? Not to practise, of course. Just that she seems more, ah, cooperative when she is out of doors.” 
 
    “Roof garden? Oh, I see, country girl.” Lady Nelson sniffed. “Karsten told us about your trip. I suppose so, but only when it’s unoccupied, and only escorted by yourself personally. Eleanor won’t want her contemplations disturbed by hoi polloi cluttering up the place. Anything else?” 
 
    Yes, Silvers’ schemes to curse my guards. He opened his mouth, then shut it again. Maybe she knew already. And if she had given her approval, he didn’t want to tip his hand that he suspected. As yet, he had no proof. “Ah... no, ma’am.” 
 
    “You may leave.” She turned back to her papers. 
 
    As he limped down the stairs, Jonathan still couldn’t decide whether he should have said anything to Lady Nelson. Had he done the right thing? Or the least wrong thing, anyway. If Silvers had a mad idea to deliberately inflict curses on people, he had to be stopped. Fellows was an unknown quantity too. Surely the man must have hidden depths if he was occupying such a senior position. The scientists as a group were respected for their rigorous analytical minds and attention to detail, as well as their objective reasoning. Was Fellows in on the plot? If plot there was. 
 
    Jonathan’s thoughts were going round in useless circles. He needed more information before he could do anything else. Assuming there was anything he could do. But whom could he ask? Whom could he trust? 
 
    By the time he returned to the barracks, a name and a face had come to mind. He had to start somewhere, after all. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 22 
 
    Jonathan steeled himself and knocked on the door. Hopefully he wasn’t intrud— 
 
    “Come!” came the response from within. 
 
    He turned the handle and entered, only to be brought up short. 
 
    Susanna, dressed in a loose pink gown, reclined on her aged chaise longue as was her habit. But on this occasion she held no book. Her hand rested on the shoulder of a brown-uniformed man seated on the floor, his back against the seat, his head touching Susanna’s knee. Jonathan’s jaw clenched. Lester. 
 
    “My apologies. I didn’t realise you were, uh, busy?” Jonathan started to back out into the corridor. 
 
    “No, that’s fine.” She beckoned him in. “We were just finishing. Have a seat. I’m glad you dropped by. You might be able to help. Lester, how are you feeling?” 
 
    The younger man groaned and flexed his neck from side to side a couple of times. He gripped the edge of Susanna’s chair and levered himself to his feet. “Dreadful. Though not as bad as before. Thanks for listening to me whinge again, Susanna. Captain Shelley, good to see you.” 
 
    Whingeing? That was why he was here? Paying closer attention, Jonathan noticed a distinct change in the man he’d first met only a week before. Lester’s insouciant smile was gone, his cheeks were gaunt beneath reddened eyes, and his jaw bore a few days’ worth of stubble. Even the uniform seemed to hang loosely on his muscular frame. 
 
    Not so pretty now, eh? Though that probably wasn’t a good sign. “What happened? And call me Jonathan if you want.” 
 
    Acknowledging the concession with a weak smile, Lester glanced towards the room’s only chair by the desk, then at Susanna’s tidy bed, before moving to stand by the window, rubbing his fingers over his palms in a nervous gesture. Jonathan sat in the chair. 
 
    “Jonathan, then. They want me to do the impossible. My power isn’t very strong. I can’t make people forget things, or push them to act against their natural inclinations. It really is more of a nudge if they’re wavering. Like, if a drunk’s heading for a fight, I can persuade him to find a quiet corner for a snooze instead. But the powers that be think I can tell people to ignore certain memories. It’s mad, as soon as something occurs to remind them—even a chance remark—the memory will come back. But they’ve ordered me to work on three guards who went on some beast-hunting mission to the north. And I can’t do it, no matter how hard I try!” He wrapped his arms round himself and shivered. 
 
    Jonathan’s attention sharpened. “I led that mission, if you mean capturing a beast in the agricultural area.” If Lester’s power really was that weak, no way could he influence Opal, Hilary and Kenna to forget. Not after those events, the injuries to their colleagues, Jonathan’s use of his power and the fear Franka had spread on the way back. And their loss of faith in him. What were they up to? Whoever “they” were. 
 
    “Oh, was that you?” Lester sighed, as if further speech were too much effort. “I wondered. My orders were just to nudge the three guards away from any memory of capturing a live beast.” 
 
    “Who gave you those orders? They’d be sworn to secrecy anyway, and have it enforced, so why hide that part only?” 
 
    Lester shook his head. “I was sitting in the observation room, watching the first guard, the tall woman. An assistant handed me a note with the orders. It just said ‘By order of the Scientific Committee’ so I don’t know if it was a particular person or all of them.” 
 
    Damn. It would have been too straightforward to obtain an order signed by Silvers himself as proof. “Is there nobody else who has your particular powers? It seems strange to assign you to such a job if you’re ill-suited and inexperienced.” At Susanna’s faint frown, he added, “No offence.” 
 
    “Not that I’m aware of. That’s one reason Susanna has been helping me, since she gets the view from the other side, so to say. They already pushed me through accelerated training when I was cursed in the first place.” Lester shivered again, rubbing his arms. 
 
    A tiny twinge of sympathy struck Jonathan. “I see. Did you not just say you couldn’t do it?” 
 
    Lester swallowed. “Of course I did. In fact, I met with Silvers to tell him that in person. He laughed and said he had it on good authority I’d be able to do it if I really wanted. He wondered at my lack of effort, and thought he might need to motivate me...” 
 
    “So,” mused Jonathan, “someone wants to suppress knowledge that the scientists—at least one of them—plan to work on live beasts. Given the other classified information that’s out there in people’s heads, this must be a big secret. I think this may relate to my reason for visiting you, Susanna...” 
 
    He stated his suspicions that Silvers had arranged the mission so casualties were likely. Whether this was because he simply wanted more test subjects, or had some wider reason, was another question. It was worryingly easy to tie everything in with his demand for a captured live beast too. 
 
    “I should just have killed all the beasts, and taken the consequences,” concluded Jonathan. 
 
    “Why didn’t you?” asked Lester. “Well, not that you’d want the consequences of disobeying explicit orders. Sorry.” 
 
    “It was Tabitha, the girl I told you about when we had dinner the other night.” This time Lester didn’t have even the hint of a smirk on his face. “He threatened her. I’ve got her out of his clutches for six months, under Lady Nelson’s protection. But I need to train her within that time, or the arrangement ends. And I’m not convinced Lady Nelson is as opposed to cursing as she claims, or whose side she’s on.” 
 
    Lester started to pace. “I can believe Silvers set up the situation deliberately. That man is prepared to use any means to get what he wants.” He stopped abruptly, eyes squeezed shut, and hunched in on himself for a moment before starting to pace again. 
 
    Susanna waved at the bed. “Do sit down, Lester. You’re making me dizzy.” She waited until he sat. “To sum up, we want to know if Silvers is deliberately exposing people to the curse. We need to keep Lady Nelson happy with Tabitha’s training. We don’t know where to start, we don’t know who might help or even whether we can trust each other, and we can’t talk openly about it.” Her lips quirked as her gaze lit on the huddled Lester, then on Jonathan. “You don’t ask much, do you, Jonathan?” 
 
    There was silence. Jonathan sagged on his chair. He had only visited Susanna with a vague idea that she might have some insight into Silvers’ mind. He’d half-hoped that she would laugh at his suspicions. Bad planning and bad orders were not necessarily malicious. But her bald summary was accurate. Although struck by a pang for dragging her into this, he was heartened by her immediate acceptance they would do this together. Though he wished Lester hadn’t been present. 
 
    “Well,” he began, “we’re not actually doing anything outside of our remit—we’re supposed to protect people. We just need to be careful that Silvers or whoever is involved doesn’t find out. Lester, are you with us?” 
 
    “Oh, sure!” Lester’s nostrils flared, and his neck corded. “If I can help bring that bastard down, count me in.” 
 
    What hold had Silvers found over the younger man? City guards had plenty of opportunity to get into trouble. At least there was one way to test his trustworthiness. “Susanna, I hate to ask this of you, but—” 
 
    “Yes, Jonathan, I understand.” She gave him a weary smile. “We need to know we can trust each other from the start. I’ll establish your veracity, for both of you. Though you’ll just have to trust me without any additional proof.” 
 
    Susanna unlocked a chest and pulled out a polished wooden box with decorative carvings, which she placed on the table. In a different setting, it might have been mistaken for a clockwork musical box. Lester turned his head away while Jonathan suppressed a shudder. He kept an identical box in his room, although he never used it. If it were found among his belongings while he was on tour, it would be impossible to explain. So he had to make do with sharp rocks and thorns rather than modern techne. 
 
    The box was lined with velvet and contained a metal earclip, attached by a wire to a control box with a rotating knob. There was also a polishing cloth, which gave an incongruous genteel touch to this instrument of cruelty. Or, the “calibrated stimulus generator”, as the scientists called it. 
 
    Jonathan vacated the chair to allow Susanna to sit. She attached the clip to her ear and put her hand to the knob, resting her other hand palm up on the table. “Ready? Lester first, I think.” 
 
    Lester placed his hand on top of hers, and Jonathan’s fists clenched when he saw how readily she clasped it. Then he told himself to be reasonable: Susanna worked more easily with physical contact. 
 
    Susanna closed her eyes and turned the knob, easing up the power. A crease appeared on her forehead, but her voice remained calm. “Speak.” 
 
    “I am Captain Lester Black of the city guard. I am twenty-nine years of age.” 
 
    “What are your intentions with regard to helping Jonathan in this matter?” 
 
    “I wish to help him investigate whether there is a conspiracy involving cursing people, and why capturing a live beast should be so much of a secret.” 
 
    “Do you have a personal interest in this?” 
 
     “Silvers has information about me which I would not wish to have made public. A personal matter.” 
 
    Hah, I knew it! But then Jonathan growled under his breath as he remembered being manipulated by Silvers over Tabitha. 
 
    Susanna’s voice remained even. “Do you intend to betray him or me, or anyone else associated with this effort, by any act of commission or omission?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    Susanna slipped her hand out from under Lester’s to pull the earclip off. She looked at Jonathan with a half-hearted smile. “Satisfied? You’re next.” 
 
    Palms sweating, he placed her hand in hers. Lester glanced at them, then moved to face out of the window. As Susanna started the procedure, Jonathan fixed his gaze on the box. He clenched his free hand into a fist at the tickle in his head, as if a moth were fluttering its wings in an attempt to escape. At her prompting, he stated his concerns, and that he did not intend the others harm. As she read his mind, he tried to lock down his revulsion. No doubt some of it leaked through, however, and he wished he didn’t need to strain their friendship. 
 
    After finishing, Susanna put her equipment away. She massaged her temples and sent Lester to fetch refreshments. 
 
    After the door closed behind Lester, Jonathan asked, “Do you trust him? In general, I mean?” 
 
    Her brown eyes met his. “Certainly. During all the time I’ve worked with him he’s never given me cause for concern.” A dimple appeared on her cheek. “Surely you’re not jealous?” 
 
    “What? No, not at all! Er, just that he’s an unknown to me.” And half Jonathan’s age, with good dress sense, an easy manner and attractive to the ladies. 
 
    Susanna’s dimple deepened. “My power takes a while to fade after I stop actively applying it, and I do pick up stray thoughts here and there. Dress sense is irrelevant if you wear a uniform as capably as you do.” She patted Jonathan’s arm as he tried to recover his composure. “Don’t worry.” 
 
    Lester’s return with the tea tray was a mixed blessing. 
 
    “I’ve been wondering,” said Lester, “whether the chap Silvers replaced might have something to say about him. What was he like?” 
 
    Sitting on her chaise longue, Susanna rearranged her skirts. “Kenneth Staunton? Quiet, rarely spoke in Council meetings, and when he did, he was pretty sensible. Didn’t seem as stuck in his ways as the others. A few years younger than me, so I was very surprised when he retired.” 
 
    Lester set her teacup down with a flourish. “I’m amazed, Susanna—surely he must have been a child prodigy, retiring decades too young!” 
 
    Susanna laughed at this blatant flirtation, more colour coming back to her cheeks. 
 
    Jonathan’s voice was harsh as he rejoined the conversation. “Shall I pay him a visit? Or would one of you be better?” 
 
    She tipped her head to one side. “It depends on whether we tell him about our suspicions. If we’re straight, it might as well be you, Jonathan. For a more indirect approach, I’m the best person to pick up any thoughts, but I can’t think of a good excuse for me to visit. At least you could say you’re seeking advice from an uninvolved party on training Tabitha.” 
 
    That made sense. “Good idea. He might even give me some suggestions about training her more, er, gently. And I can draw him out about Silvers in general conversation, sharing information as seems fit. Oh, another thought. Do you also monitor the scientists at intervals?” He paused until Susanna nodded. “How likely are you to observe Silvers soon?” 
 
    She pulled a face. “We monitor each scientist and official monthly as routine. The working ones, not the retired ones. There are six of us that I know of, and we’re kept busy in the various monitoring rooms. I was called back to city duties after Eloise... became unavailable. We usually work in pairs, swapping round. That’s so we’re not swayed by personal partiality.” Her eyes met his and fell away again. “So, there’s a one in three chance I’ll observe him at his next monthly monitoring.” 
 
    “Well, we have to play the best hand we can with the cards we’ve been dealt. Thank you for your time, Susanna. I’ll leave you in peace now.” 
 
    Lester also took his leave, bowing extravagantly low to kiss Susanna’s hand. Her eyes met Jonathan’s and crinkled in amusement. 
 
    Jonathan stalked out of the room, not trusting himself to say anything. 
 
    He wasn’t best pleased when Lester walked back with him, although he could hardly object as they lived on the same corridor. The young man had recovered his cheerful animation, waving his arms around as he related some pointless lurid anecdote about his days as a guard in the entertainment quarter. When they reached Lester’s room, he opened the door. 
 
    Jonathan stared, remembering. “Oh. You’re in Denton’s old room.” 
 
    Lester’s eyebrows rose. “Is that a problem? It’s pretty comfortable, compared to where I was before. Who is Denton, anyway?” 
 
    “He’s not here anymore.” 
 
    “Well, of course not, I’m here.” He patted the doorframe. “Oh, no longer around at all? That’s ominous. Why do I get a feeling I won’t like this story?” 
 
    Jonathan shook his head. “We don’t talk about it.” 
 
    “Hey, Jonathan, it’s my room! Did something horrible happen here? Tell me.” 
 
    “If you insist.” Lester might as well learn what was at stake. “Denton was a city captain with an ability like yours, but far more powerful. He could make people do things and influence more than one person at a time. Eloise, another captain, was a mind reader. She found out he was abusing his powers by making people give him money, goods and so on... and putting a compulsion on them not to tell anyone. Some of them killed themselves.” Jonathan’s voice trembled and his hands shook as he relived his outrage. He inhaled, composing himself. “Eloise caught him in the act and confronted him. The full extent of his power became apparent when he took control of several people in the building and made them beat her to death.” 
 
    Lester’s eyes were round, and he paled, clutching at the doorframe behind him. “And then what?” 
 
    “She used her power as she was dying to call all of us in the city to where Denton was hiding. We killed him. We do not tolerate abuse of power.” 
 
    Lester’s voice was faint as he backed through his doorway. “I can understand that. Thank you for telling me, Captain Shelley.” 
 
    Jonathan continued along the short distance to his own room, grinning with a petty satisfaction at the rattling noise as Lester locked his door. It wasn’t even the full story. After evacuating the civilians, they’d burned the building with Denton inside. The shocked and grieving captains needed to immediately embark on a cleanup job, spreading information about a “toxic compound accident” that had caused a temporary madness in those exposed to it. Lester had better not even think about going down the same route as Denton. 
 
    Thoughts of Lester vanished from Jonathan’s mind as he considered his next task: to begin Tabitha’s training. Pain. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 23 
 
    Practice Room D was on the second floor of the Keep. The training corridor resembled others in the building—stone walls painted white, wooden floors worn smooth over time—but still Jonathan’s steps faltered as he approached the door, Tabitha by his side. This was the room where he learned to control his power, ten years ago. He had never expected to return. 
 
    With clammy hands, he opened the door and turned the sign beside it to “In use. Please do not disturb.” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “This is where we’re working today. Go on in.” 
 
    She entered, looking around at the sparse furnishings. Jonathan’s breath caught at the cloying floral smell that had permeated his dreams for ten years. The small room appeared much the same as before. Off-white bare walls, a table and two chairs. Incandescent lightbulbs covered by heavy protective glass. Three shelves along one wall for the practice equipment. Two of those shelves held a selection of items labelled according to weight. On the top shelf sat four wooden boxes, numbered from “1” to “4”. Other than the numbering, they were identical to the one in his room. Calibrated stimulus generators. Pain. 
 
    “Jonathan?” Tabitha’s voice brought him back to the present. 
 
    He attempted a smile, but it felt like a grimace. “Just remembering the last time I was here. Not much has changed. Let’s have a seat and think about what we’re doing.” 
 
    They sat opposite each other. He studied her face, committing the image to memory before he changed her forever. She had lost some of her gauntness, the softened contours of her cheeks emphasising her youth. Her dark eyes watched him with curiosity. The training process would instil wariness in her expression. Why had he thought this a good idea? He knew why though. It was her only way out of the Keep, her only chance at freedom, no matter how limited. 
 
    A little line appeared between her brows. He dropped his gaze. Her young hands and his old scarred ones rested on the table. 
 
    His fingers twitched. “I’m sorry to put you through this. I don’t know where to begin.” 
 
    “Where did you start with everyone else?” 
 
    “I haven’t taught anyone else before.” 
 
    She wiggled her fingers. “What did your teacher do? I’m sure my old teachers just guessed what their teachers would have done before them.” 
 
    “Nobody taught me.” 
 
    “Really? So how did you learn what to do?” 
 
    “The scientists told me what I needed to achieve. And I just sat in this room and... practised. Trial and error.” Pain. 
 
    She scrunched her nose. “Why does everyone have to start from scratch? That’s silly!” 
 
    Jonathan sighed. “You’re right. That’s why I’m here today, so you don’t need to do it by yourself, like I did. Shall I let you in on a secret?” 
 
    Tabitha nodded, and he continued. “Truth is, the scientists don’t know how our powers work, but they won’t admit it. That’s why they say we have to learn by ourselves. Because they can’t help us go about it.” 
 
    “So how did it work for you?” 
 
    Jonathan clasped his hands on the table to stop them from trembling. “This is how it was. Powers are dangerous unless our reactions are under conscious control at all times. I couldn’t control mine at the start, and different things would set it off. They say the strongest trigger is pain so that’s what we work towards. First of all, I learnt to dampen my power, even when I was hurting. That’s what those numbered boxes up on the shelf are for. It took a lot of experimenting and practice. Finally I found a way to suppress it, no matter what the trigger, and the scientists were happy.” 
 
    “How long did that take?” 
 
    Jonathan stared unseeing at the shelves. “Four months. Practising every day.” Apart from when I was too miserable to get out of bed. 
 
    “And what did you do after that?” 
 
    “Then I learned to call my power when I wanted it, and tell it what to do. That needed more pain and more work with the boxes. It got quicker with practice, but it never became easy.” 
 
     Tabitha’s brow wrinkled. It did sound odd, now that he was explaining it to someone else. He’d never spoken with any of the other captains about training. It wasn’t forbidden, but he shied away from raising the topic. He supposed the others did as well. 
 
    Jonathan shook his head to disperse his grim mood. “Shall I show you how mine works?” That was an easy way to start. He swallowed. “And then maybe you can have a go.” 
 
    He picked up the box labelled “2” and one of the practice weights, and laid them on the table. The muscle below his left eye twitched as he opened the box and removed its contents. 
 
    Time to be blunt. Sugar-coated explanations to spare his own feelings wouldn’t help her at all. 
 
    “The clip attaches to my ear”—he picked up the clip and positioned it—“with a lead to this box which has a control knob. When I turn the knob, it tells the clip to deliver pain to my ear. That triggers my power, which I can then use. For me, I gather my power, concentrate on what I want to do, then let my power go. Watch the weight I’ve placed on the table.” 
 
    He turned the knob with his right hand, pointing his left towards the weight. Pain grew in his ear, and his power readied itself in his core, heavy and expectant. Keeping hold of the feeling, he continued his commentary, proud his voice remained steady. “Now I can feel my power—I can’t explain any better, I’m afraid—and it’s ready to use. I move my attention to my target and let my power go.” 
 
    Jonathan let go and pushed the weight across the table’s surface for a handspan. He then pulled and drew it back towards himself. He repeated the exercise more slowly, and then again. This exercise had last come to mind when he was out on convoy. Sweat prickled his scalp. Gerald had paid for that thought. 
 
    Tabitha’s eyes flicked several times between Jonathan’s left hand and the weight, then settled on his face. She extended a hand towards his ear. “May I?” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “Ow!” After that brief contact with the earclip, she shook her hand and inspected her fingertips. “You do this every time?” 
 
    “Not exactly this, but something similar. The clip doesn’t do any lasting damage.” He removed the clip from his ear and turned the knob to the “Off” position. “My problem was keeping the power damped down. It took a lot of practice. Triggering it again wasn’t as difficult. About your own power, have you noticed things moving around?” 
 
    Tabitha, chin propped on her hands, regarded the box. “Not really. Sometimes things fall on the floor when I’m nowhere near them.” 
 
    Maybe her power was more stable than Jonathan’s. He tried to find a bright side. “At least it mightn’t take much practice to suppress it. But you need to learn to trigger it deliberately and to show them you can control it.” He wiped the earclip with the polishing cloth and replaced everything in the box. 
 
    As he returned the box to the shelf, Tabitha spoke. “Do I not need to have a go too?” 
 
    He turned back to her, the box numbered “1” in his hand. “Yes, but we’ll start you on the weaker stimulus. For this session, we’ll see what stimulus level you need to trigger your power.” 
 
    He was taking a risk, and not just by bending the rules about “independent development”. For the powers with more physical manifestations, such as his and Isabel’s, there could be danger to others until proper control had been developed. However, he couldn’t leave her to do this alone. He showed her where to attach the earclip, and how to pull it off quickly. 
 
    There was no further reason to delay. The clip was secured to her ear, the box on the table between them. 
 
    He rested his hand on the table with his fingertips touching the control knob. “We’ll start slowly and stop as often as you want. We have plenty of time.” Six months. “No rush. We can always take a break and come back later.” 
 
    His lips felt numb. Do it. But his fingers wouldn’t move further, refusing to twist the knob. Training on his own had been difficult, but this... 
 
    “Maybe we can try some other way.” His voice was hoarse. 
 
    “Like what?” she asked. 
 
    He had no answer. 
 
    “I want to do this,” she said. “Franka got hurt because I couldn’t use my power.” 
 
    “That wasn’t your fault—” 
 
    “I might be able to help someone else, someday.” She pulled his hand away from the box, replaced it with her own, and turned the knob. 
 
    It hurt. It hurt him to watch, and it hurt her even more. She was brave—braver than Jonathan—and persistent. Her face became taut and flushed. Her breath grew ragged. She whimpered, and the weight of his guilt grew heavier in his chest. Sweat plastered her hair. She frowned at the weight and turned the control higher. The weight stayed where it was. 
 
    His own breathing rasped and his hands trembled. Sweat dripped into his eyes and down his back. Pressure grew in his head until he could stand it no longer. Unthinking, he gestured and let go. 
 
    With a gentle snap, the lead connecting the earclip to the box broke. 
 
    Tabitha blinked. “It’s stopped?” 
 
    “Yes. That’s enough for today. Well done.” I broke before you did. He picked up the equipment and replaced it on the shelf. Someone could come in later to fix it. 
 
    Her voice quavered. “Do we have to do this again?” 
 
    He kept his back turned, so she couldn’t see his face. “Yes. Yes, we do. Not today, but soon.” 
 
    As Jonathan changed the sign beside the door to “Maintenance needed”, a door further along the corridor opened. Lester stumbled out, looking up and down the hallway. His face was flushed, he wore no jacket, and his shirt sleeves were rolled up. 
 
    “Oh! Jonathan, can you give us some help please? Susanna is unwell.” He disappeared back into the room, leaving Jonathan with a view of his broad back. 
 
    What’s he done to her? I’ll kill him. Jonathan hastened after him, Tabitha in his wake. 
 
    Practice Room B’s table and chairs had been pushed to the side, but even so it was crowded for the four of them. Susanna lay on the floor, staring up at the ceiling, her head cushioned on a folded brown jacket. Lester crouched by her side, fanning her face with a handful of papers. Two wooden boxes lay abandoned on the floor. 
 
    Jonathan knelt by her and put two fingers below the angle of her jaw. The regularity of her pulse relieved some of his concern. “What happened?” 
 
    Susanna blinked, and she turned her gaze towards him, then to the others. “Jonathan? Why are you here?” 
 
    “We were working next door. Lester called for help. How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Oh... just a bit dizzy. I fainted, that’s all. Lester was right. I should have stopped after the last try. Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t overdo things, you’re not as young—” Jonathan clamped his mouth shut. Great move, idiot. 
 
    Susanna’s lips twitched. “You’re an honest friend, at least. But why don’t you introduce the young lady with you?” 
 
    “Oh, this is Tabitha, who we spoke about yesterday. Tabitha, this is Susanna, one of my friends, and Lester, one of the other captains.” 
 
    Tabitha nodded at them. 
 
    “Lester, can you send our test subject away?” Susanna patted Jonathan’s arm. “And Jonathan, if you could give me a hand, please? I’ll be fine now.” 
 
    Jonathan’s back twinged as he helped Susanna up, but he supported her until she was safely seated. Straightening, he surreptitiously rubbed his back. He’d better schedule a gymnasium session. 
 
    Lester opened a curtain and knocked on the window behind it. He then waved at someone on the other side, asking over his shoulder, “Same time tomorrow?” 
 
    “Better make it the day after tomorrow,” replied Susanna. “I’ll take Jonathan’s advice and not overdo it.” 
 
    Lester made a few more gestures through the window, then finished up with some shooing motions. He closed the curtain and turned back to the others, a frown creasing his otherwise unlined face. “Looks like we’ve all had a tough day. I hope your session went better than ours did.” 
 
    “Not really,” muttered Jonathan. “We gave up. Will you two be alright now?” 
 
    “I think so,” said Susanna. “I thought if I read Lester’s mind while he was applying his own power, I might be able to help him figure out how it worked. That way I could tell him if he was applying it in the right direction. But it’s difficult, and I overextended myself.” 
 
    Oh. He absorbed the concept. Perhaps mind reading wasn’t always an invasion. “You mean someone’s mind looks different to you when they’re using their power?” 
 
    “I don’t know that it does, but I wondered if it might. We’re not exactly encouraged to experiment. But since they were putting so much pressure on Lester about it, we thought it might be worth a go.” 
 
    “I see. That sounds interesting...” He glanced at Tabitha, who was swaying. “But we need to leave.” 
 
    Tabitha was quiet on the way back to her rooms. After he brought a tray of food for her, she spoke again. “It would be nice to have a teacher who could watch my mind and tell me where I’m going right or wrong. Do you think that might work?” 
 
    “Maybe. We can hope so.” 
 
    He doubted it would be so simple. Of the three scientists, Silvers seemed the most willing to consider new ideas. But with the man’s repellant disregard for all that was decent, Jonathan could never trust him. Perhaps his predecessor would have more insights. Hopefully Staunton would be of help tomorrow. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 24 
 
    Annetta chewed her lip and frowned at the shelves in her workshop. Several empty jars gazed accusingly back at her. She huffed. Had she thought they’d magically refill themselves? She rummaged in the box that stored her spare supplies, but with little hope. She’d have to admit it. She had run out of some of her remedies. 
 
    Following the beast incursion the previous week, a steady stream of patients had turned up on her doorstep. They were anxious, or couldn’t sleep, or had vague aches and pains, or suffered upset stomachs. Over half blamed the beasts for their symptoms, although when pressed further they couldn’t elaborate. None had recently been out of town, never mind going anywhere near the beasts. Even Samuel hadn’t been this bothersome, and he was the one who’d been bitten. Annetta had shaken her head as she dispensed remedies and advice, trying to ignore her dwindling supplies. 
 
    Because of all that, she’d need to restock her ingredients. That meant a walk into the forest. What if there were more beasts lying in wait? Her breathing quickened at the thought of those huge fangs dripping with blood. But the possibility of encountering beasts had never stopped her before, in all her years as a herbalist. She was just being a coward. 
 
    She couldn’t hide in the town forever, but the thought of venturing away from its safety filled her with dread. Could she take someone with her? Adrian still wasn’t well, as she had seen at Mayor Sutcliff’s meeting. Giselle? The busy logistician would have no time to pander to Annetta’s faintheartedness. Maybe she could borrow one of Marcus’ workers? She screwed up her face as she thought over how that request would play out: Marcus himself would offer to go. 
 
    Well, the flood of visitors with real or imagined ailments had dwindled. Maybe she could make do without having to go. Over the next few days, she’d find someone who planned to forage and just... tag along with them. 
 
    Without even a knock to notify her, her workshop door swung open. Annetta scowled. What if she’d been examining someone? She swallowed the reprimand on her lips as her visitor entered, red robes flapping. Did he have to wear those all the time? “Oh, hello, Mayor Sutcliff. What can I do for you?” 
 
    Sutcliff pressed a hand to his brow. “I have a terrible headache. I can’t concentrate on my work.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” she murmured. “When did it start?” 
 
    “Just earlier, as I was composing a very important document—my official report about the beast incursion we handled.” 
 
    We? “I see.” Annetta pressed her lips together, telling herself not to gloat about his discomfort. “I’m sorry to say I’m out of headache treatments, so your ailment will have to run its course. I advise rest and avoidance of bright light or—” 
 
    “You’ve run out?” Pink spots appeared on his colourless cheeks. “That’s outrageous! What’s the point in you being here?” 
 
    Her head jerked up. Maybe a purgative would make my point better than I can. “You’re quite right, Mayor Sutcliff, and I do apologise. But unfortunately several of the townsfolk—your townsfolk—visited me earlier with various complaints. Some of them suffered headaches too. My resources are finite, and I have no assistant. So I have run out.” A spirit of mischief prompted her. “In fact, I was just on my way out to gather more of the plants I need. Perhaps you could accompany me to the forest? Two of us could carry more.” 
 
    Sutcliff’s mouth dropped open, and his face paled again to its usual pasty grey. “Ah... I see. But I’m, er, really not feeling very well. I think I’ll take your advice, very helpful... and go home for a rest. Take a break from my work. Er... thank you.” 
 
    Annetta smirked at his retreating back, then the smile dropped off her face. You’ve done it again, idiot! Now she’d really have to go out and restock her ingredients. 
 
    After picking up a basket, a snipper and a stout walking stick, she headed across the town square to Giselle’s house to say she’d be out for a while. 
 
    Giselle arched an eyebrow. “Good for you. You could do with some fresh air after all those hypochondriacs descending on you. Why not try down by the river? The mill’s within shouting distance and, well, it’s a change of scene.” 
 
    Annetta reflected on Giselle’s words as she walked towards the river. The woman was right. Thoughts of the river weren’t as frightening as those of the forest. And thinking of hypochondriacs... no. It wouldn’t be right to share information about patients for amusement. She grinned, then pushed away the image of a speechless Sutcliff. Time to think about plants. 
 
    Different terrain meant different flora, but this was an opportunity to expand her repertoire. Maybe she’d find some interesting variants. Keighley’s water supply came from streams that risked running dry at the height of summer. No risk of that with Maldon’s river, as evinced by the lush foliage on either side. She worked her way along the vegetation, snipping as she went. Hmm, creeping silver... that’ll sort the headaches... oh, forest bell, haven’t had any for a while... ah, lovely! 
 
    Before her lay a sizeable patch of the dareth leaf which had been so elusive around Keighley. An infusion from its broad leaves promoted relaxation, a good option when dealing with anxiety. Even better, unlike alcohol, there was no risk of overdose or hangover. She fanned her face, remembering the night she arrived here. If she could have settled her nerves with this instead of drinking too much, she wouldn’t have embarrassed herself in front of Adrian. 
 
    She also remembered what he’d said about some of the convoy captains abstaining from alcohol. In fact, it could help Adrian too, following his recent liver damage. She might be in good company if she drank dareth infusion, although she’d need to dispense it sparingly if this were the only patch. 
 
    Annetta headed home with her trophies, humming to herself. Her mood dipped as she picked up a note that had been slipped under her door. Marcus again? Couldn’t he take a hint? She unfolded the paper, and the smile returned to her face. 
 
    I hope you enjoyed your walk. I’d like to visit you tomorrow. I hope you don’t mind. Adrian. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 25 
 
    Kenneth Staunton lived in the nobles’ quarter, an area popular with senior government officials as well as the hereditary nobles. Jonathan had occasionally visited Isabel’s house, which was so old it formed part of the Royal Compound’s wall. Other than that, he didn’t know the area. 
 
    Although the retired scientist’s house was of the same grey stone used for most of Ascar’s buildings, it was distinguished from its neighbours by a stained glass panel in the door. Jonathan paused to admire the panel. It featured a robed figure at a desk, a torch in one hand and a quill pen in the other. 
 
    He tugged the bell pull, and a tinkle sounded inside. A dark figure approached, its outlines shifting and distorted through the glass. The door swung open, revealing a manservant in black livery. 
 
    “Good morning, Captain Shelley. Mr Staunton is expecting you.” The manservant bowed and ushered him into the hallway. A lingering scent of wood polish met Jonathan’s nose. Bright spots danced on the plain white walls as the door closed. A door stood ajar to the right, and a maid hummed as she dusted furniture. 
 
    An expression of distaste crossed the manservant’s face, quickly replaced by an impassive mask. Jonathan’s jaw clenched. Sneer all you want, but I’m not leaving till I get some answers. 
 
    The manservant led Jonathan towards the back of the house and knocked on a door to the left. He pushed the door open with a single fingertip and stepped back. “Just go on in, sir.” 
 
    Jonathan entered and drew up short, eyes widening. Staunton, respected even by royalty for his learning and incisive mind, slumped on an old sofa. Broken springs and stuffing spilled through gaps in the upholstery. He wore a stained tunic that might once have been brown, and his shoes were mismatched. His hair and beard were neatly trimmed, however. He isn’t even as old as I am! 
 
    As Jonathan stepped further into the room, his foot struck a glass bottle on the floor. Dozens of empty, grimy bottles of varying shapes and sizes surrounded him, most stacked upright, but some lying on their sides. He suppressed a sneeze at the smell of dust. 
 
    “Mmm, Cap’n Shelley, in’t it?” slurred the pathetic man on the sofa. “You’re lookin’ well.” 
 
    “Ah, thank you, sir. It’s very kind of you to agree to see me at such short notice.” At a loss how to handle this shocking change in Staunton, Jonathan forged ahead with his original approach. “I have some questions that I’m reluctant to raise at the Keep, and I’d be grateful for your thoughts.” 
 
    “Sure, have a seat and fire away.” Staunton waved at a chair. 
 
    Jonathan’s gaze passed over the mismatched and broken furniture. “Thank you sir, but I should stand. Better for my old leg injury.” 
 
    “Ten years ago, wasn’t it? Anyway, whaddya wanta know?” 
 
    It was time to stop gawping and start asking questions. “One of my guards was injured in a beast attack a few days ago. She became curse-stricken within a few hours rather than the usual two to three days. I’m at a loss to explain this.” 
 
    Staunton straightened up. “Ah, interesting. Circumstances?” 
 
    “It was a combat situation, and the guard was expending a lot of physical effort. I have heard from historical accounts that this may accelerate the curse, but Lady Nelson said—” 
 
    “That woman wouldn’t recognise evidence if it bit her with sharp teeth! The historians have been offering for years to pool resources with us, but she won’t listen to them. Of course it’s possible.” 
 
    “Oh.” Jonathan’s brow creased. “Thank you. I have another couple of questions, if you don’t mind?” 
 
    Staunton leaned forwards, a hand to his chin, in the posture of attentiveness Jonathan remembered from previous times. “Continue.” 
 
    “I have been assigned to train a young girl in the use of her powers, and wonder if you could think of any alternative to the usual training method. Maybe by use of mind reading to give her more immediate feedback?” He swallowed. “I... would like to spare her any unpleasantness if I can.” 
 
    “The youngest subject I can remember was in his mid-twenties. I take it your girl is younger than that? Yes?” At Jonathan’s nod, he continued. “In that case, she may have a more pliable mind, which would allow some flexibility of method. The historians may be able to help you there too. The accounts of past training methods are in their locked archives, so you would need Lady Nelson to make a request of—is Petro still Chief Historian? Yes? Of Petro Gauntlett then. Certainly the old traditional methods are effective enough, but I have nothing against innovation. Unlike some of my former colleagues.” 
 
    Why hadn’t Jonathan thought this through before putting Tabitha through yesterday’s ordeal? Lady Nelson might not cooperate, but he would find some way to approach the historians, whatever it took. “Thank you for the suggestion.” 
 
    “I was hoping to collaborate with the historians, since they have huge information resources about older times...” Staunton gave Jonathan a long, direct stare. “But of course, now that I’m retired I can’t do that.” 
 
    There was Jonathan’s cue. “Sir? We did wonder about your retirement. I speak on behalf of all my colleagues when I say we much preferred you to your replacement.” 
 
    Staunton scowled. “That scoundrel, Silvers! Totally unsuitable for the position. They’ll regret appointing him, you mark my words.” 
 
    “I had the impression you recommended him?” 
 
    Staunton bent slightly, fingers to his forehead. “I had reasons, Captain. He drove me out, and now look at me.” He waved his hand around the room. “Drinking too much, allowing myself to go to wrack and ruin. He has a lot to answer for.” 
 
    Him too? Maybe the contrast between this room and the rest of the house reflected Staunton’s gradual decline. But that wasn’t Jonathan’s problem. Time to get to the point. “I’m worried about what Silvers is doing. I think he may be trying to deliberately curse people.” 
 
    He outlined the events of the last few days and his suspicions. 
 
    Staunton ran a hand over his beard. “Using captured beasts? Perhaps extracting something from their flesh, or letting them attack people?” 
 
    “Ah, maybe? I hadn’t given much thought to the method...” It seemed Staunton hadn’t completely lost his acumen. 
 
    Staunton sneered. “He won’t get away with it—he’s a danger to everyone!” 
 
    “But what can we do? We need evidence, not just suppositions. Sir.” 
 
    Staunton was silent, gazing at the far wall. Jonathan’s leg started to tremble, and he tried to flex it inconspicuously. 
 
    “Right, Captain Shelley, here’s what you should do. Nothing.” 
 
    Jonathan drew in a sharp breath. “Nothing?” 
 
    “Nothing for the moment, that is. Just watch him. Let him capture beasts and curse people, if he can. And in, say, one to two years there will be plenty of evidence. His misdeeds will be obvious to all. Then you and the others can take him down easily. I know you may have to use unconventional means to do so, but it’s your duty. I’m sure nobody would blame you for your methods. I’d be more than happy to give what help I can at that stage, and to return to my old position.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No, this is the way that would work out best, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    That made no sense. Why prolong the danger and expose more people to suffering, for the sake of gathering evidence? One didn’t wait for an attacker to kill someone before trying to stop him. Why should this be different? But Staunton had a look of decision on his face that Jonathan recognised from before. He would not be budged. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “And here’s some more advice, for free. If I were you, I’d be wary around the queen. King Frederick was a fine man, but his daughter doesn’t understand the complexities and demands of the throne.” 
 
    “Er, thank you, sir.” He sighed in disappointment. Staunton’s words about the queen might be accurate, but they weren’t helpful. 
 
    “You may leave.” 
 
    As Jonathan turned, his foot caught on one of the ubiquitous bottles, and he tripped, pitching towards the floor. Staunton leapt up from his seat and caught Jonathan’s shoulders, steadying him with a strong grip. Jonathan’s nose was assailed by the smell of soap as his face hit Staunton’s chest. 
 
    “Sorry, sir. Thanks for catching me.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, Captain. You will remember what I said, won’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I have a lot to think about.” 
 
    The Granville Tavern was quite full when Jonathan arrived for his belated meeting with Artur, the blimp engineer. Situated in a modest residential area, the tavern served merchants, clerks and other workers who made up the invisible lifeblood of the city. Some patrons were eating while others sat deep in conversation over empty plates. Waiters weaved between the tables, exchanging cheerful banter with the diners. 
 
    Artur’s mother, a trim, neat woman with wisps of grey-blonde hair escaping from a bun, stood behind the bar tonight. She beamed and beckoned Jonathan over. “Captain Shelley, welcome! Artur said you were coming tonight. We’re honoured that you’re visiting him.” She called across the background chatter to a serving girl, her voice far louder than necessary. “Leona! Can you show Captain Shelley upstairs? Such a hero, keeping us safe from those dreadful beasts! We are all so grateful to him for fighting them off the other day!” 
 
    There was a lull in the background noise, and several heads turned to face Jonathan. He reddened, reminded of why he didn’t eat here more often. Madame Granville took pride in the “famous people” who visited the tavern, and he obviously counted as one on this occasion. 
 
    He bowed to her. “Thank you for your kind words, Madame Granville, but it was my fellow guards who were essential to the success of our recent mission. They deserve the credit.” He hastened towards the stairs before she could respond. 
 
    Leona led him to a cosy dining room, with an oak table and four dining chairs with embroidered cushions. She offered him a glass of wine, which he refused. While she fetched him a glass of apple juice, he regarded the family portraits on the wall. Remembering his visit to Staunton earlier, the former scientist broken and surrounded by empty bottles, Jonathan didn’t regret his own avoidance of alcohol. 
 
    “Captain Shelley, thank you for coming,” said Artur when he entered the room. The young man wore a clean linen tunic, his damp hair sticking out in tufts. “I’m glad you could visit since we didn’t have a chance to finish our conversation the other day.” He paused and studied Jonathan’s face more closely. “Oh dear, have you had an accident?” 
 
    “Nothing major.” Jonathan flexed the fingers of his left hand. The bandages were off now, and they’d assured him he wouldn’t lose any function. “And I’m on the mend.” 
 
    “Good to hear. We’re having fish stew tonight, if that’s suitable?” 
 
    “That sounds delicious,” said Jonathan as they took their seats. “Now, what points did we still have left to cover?” 
 
    “The main issue was about packing the blimp so it’s easy to transport as well as assemble.” Artur reached into a pocket and pulled out a notepad and pencil. “There’s a tradeoff we have to balance. Having fewer rigid parts included in the frame will allow us to pack it into a smaller space. But if you have to use it, it won’t be so easy to put together or comfortable to fly in, especially if you’re using it for the first time. The pressurised canisters of levium gas are also heavy.” 
 
    After some discussion, they agreed it was best to err on the side of bulkier to transport, but easier in use. The food arrived, and Artur put away his notepad. “Did you enjoy your blimp ride the other day?” 
 
    Jonathan’s face twitched, and not just from the memory of that ride. Dealing with the beasts had been no secret—Artur’s mother’s behaviour confirmed that—but the operators wouldn’t have shared information about the beast’s capture. “I’m sorry to say I didn’t enjoy it at all. I’d be more than happy to keep my feet on the ground for the rest of my life. Though I am very grateful to your colleagues for all their help.” Especially with Tabitha. 
 
    “That’s a real shame, Captain.” Artur’s face fell, then he brightened. “You can see all sorts of interesting things when you’re that high up. I don’t have much opportunity to make flights myself, unfortunately, as I spend most of my time in the workshop. But when I do, I’m amazed at what I can see through the spyglass. I’ve even spotted a cursed mound—a dark lump with dead-looking vegetation round it. Frightening, even when seen from a distance.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Jonathan, who had approached cursed mounds more closely than that, could see the value in surveying from the air, as long as someone else did it. The discussion of blimps reminded him that Artur had recently visited the queen. Mindful of Staunton’s warning about her, he asked, “How did you get on at the palace?” 
 
    A broad smile spread across Artur’s face. “Queen Eleanor is amazing! We had a lovely chat about the best formulae to apply when modelling the lift of the new gases we’re trying. She gave me some ideas I want to explore when I have more time.” 
 
    “That sounds pretty impressive. I’m sure your parents were excited about your visit.” If Artur’s mother had been so keen to advertise a visiting captain, she’d be ecstatic about her son visiting the palace. 
 
    “Ah.” Artur glanced towards the door then lowered his voice. “I haven’t mentioned it to them.” 
 
    Jonathan blinked. “But why not?” 
 
    Artur again offered the wine bottle to Jonathan and poured himself another glass when it was declined. “Well, it’s my mother. She’d go on and on and on about it, and I really can’t face all the questions she’d have, and the boasting, and so on...” 
 
    Jonathan suppressed a smile. After his encounter downstairs, he could well understand that. “But what if you get invited back? It might be a bit difficult to hide.” 
 
    “Oh, we thought of that already. I just need to tell my parents I’m working late on a special project, which is true enough, I guess. Queen Eleanor said it was fine to go along in work clothes, and she’s arranged for them to let me in via the servants’ entrance so it doesn’t look odd. She’d have liked to come over to the workshop, but she can’t leave the palace without a load of people following her.” 
 
    Quite right too. Her father’s death last year had been unexpected and, despite extensive investigations, no cause had been found. Security had been increased for the new queen. If she didn’t like it, too bad. 
 
    Artur looked down at his plate. “Captain, can I ask a personal question?” 
 
    “Go ahead, although I might not answer.” 
 
    “Just that... you’re experienced in the world. Er, how do you know if a girl likes you or not?” 
 
    Jonathan inhaled a piece of carrot, and Artur had to thump him on the back as tears streamed down his face. It took a couple of minutes of coughing before he was able to respond. “You’re talking about the queen?” 
 
    Artur was blushing furiously, and he again reached for the wine, sloshing it into his glass. “Well, yes. Just that we didn’t talk about blimps for the whole evening. She seemed to want to... just chat. About general stuff. Odd bits and pieces, even what I thought about that cursed mound. I guess she’s lonely or something.” 
 
    Why’s he asking me about this? Since I was cursed, I haven’t... But then, maybe there wasn’t anyone else he could speak to if he was hiding his visit from even his parents. “Just... be careful. That’s all I can advise you, really.” 
 
    “I suppose so, sir. Thanks.” Artur leaned forwards. “She’s asked me to take her up for a ride—me, not one of the regular operators. I did ask if she wouldn’t rather go up with someone more experienced, like she usually does, but she said she knew how to operate the controls herself. So I’d really just be there for support. A relative of hers would accompany us as a chaperone, of course. I mean, she’s not like a regular person.” 
 
    The whole thing sounded very odd, but who knew how the minds of monarchs worked? King Frederick was reputed to have had uncanny insight into happenings around the realm. Jonathan shook his head. He’d never understand royalty. Even Isabel’s doings were sometimes a mystery. 
 
    “And she showed me her personal library.” Artur’s voice grew reverent. “It takes up the entire second floor of the palace and is full of references to old technology and other records. She found me some articles about engineering which look really exciting. She said I could go there any time. Wasn’t that kind of her?” 
 
    Oh, no. Not technical details. Please, don’t tell me about the articles. Luck was with him tonight, and Artur’s enthusiasm moved on to describing the extent of the library and its subject matter rather than technology. According to Artur, it was an information paradise, and Jonathan fell to wondering whether she collected texts on history as well as techne. Maybe Staunton’s negative comments about the queen earlier stemmed from jealousy of her library? The scientist’s opinion of her seemed quite different to Artur’s. But then, Artur was young and possibly easy to dazzle. 
 
    Stomach replete, Jonathan had plenty of food for thought as he walked back to the barracks. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 26 
 
    “Could I have a word with you?” Adrian stood at the door, running a finger round the inside of his collar. 
 
    “Yes, of course. Come in and make yourself comfortable.” Annetta led him through the workshop into her living area. She cast her eye around the room while he sat at the table. After reading his note yesterday, she’d stashed her clutter away in the cupboards lining the walls. 
 
    She sat opposite him. “You’re looking better. How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Better. Thank you.” Adrian perched on the edge of his seat and looked down at his hands. “It’s been a week since those beasts were dealt with. Now that things have settled, I wondered if I could ask you something. It’s a bit tricky...” 
 
    Annetta regarded her own hands. Why was he dithering? “Don’t worry, you can say what you want here. I’ll keep it between us, if you wish.” 
 
    “I knew you’d understand. I do find this difficult to say...” 
 
    She leaned forwards, meeting his gaze. Stop fidgeting, Annetta. “Go on.” 
 
    He took a deep breath then said in a rush, “I’m worried about Samuel. I think he might have been cursed.” 
 
    “What?” Her heart plummeted, and she jerked back in her seat. 
 
    “There’s been something different about him since he was bitten.” 
 
    She gaped at him until her thoughts settled. “Impossible! I watched him closely, and he didn’t show any of the signs on that list. And I watched him for over three days, as they tell us to. There was nothing wrong with my management. Why have you decided he’s cursed?” 
 
    Adrian looked away. “I’m not questioning your competence. But he’s not behaving as he did before.” 
 
    “Of course not, he had a frightening experience. No wonder he’s not quite the same.” I couldn’t have missed something. Could I? “Well. For the sake of argument, let’s suppose you are correct. What’s he doing that’s so dangerous?” 
 
    “Well... not dangerous, not really. But unusual.” His shoulders sagged. 
 
    Hah, got you. “Cursed people are dangerous. That’s the point, and what they tell us in that ‘Procedure for a beast injury’ document, the one on the notice board. You can read it yourself if you don’t believe me. So he can’t be cursed.” 
 
    But Adrian persisted. “Hear me out, please.” 
 
    She folded her arms, glaring. “Go on.” 
 
    “You know how Samuel used to run around a lot? Now he spends his time staring at nothing, and when I ask him what he’s doing, he says he’s thinking.” He held up a hand. “That in itself might not be cause for concern, but he also draws things I’ve not seen before.” 
 
    “What kind of things?” 
 
    “Buildings, places that aren’t part of Maldon. I brought a couple of drawings. Here, have a look.” He pulled some papers from his pocket and flattened them out on the table between them, sliding them round so she could see. 
 
    “Oh, that’s my old workshop from two angles.” Annetta beamed at Adrian in relief then remembered she was annoyed with him and dropped the smile. “There you go, he just has a good memory. Probably wanting to practise what he’s learned from Pascal. No mystery about it.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right. But I wonder if you’d mind talking with him, just to set my mind at rest.” He leaned towards her, a hand outstretched. “I would be grateful.” 
 
    Faced with that plea, how could she refuse? “I still don’t think it’s necessary, but I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    After Adrian had left, Annetta considered his request. The information on the notice board had been clear: 
 
    A cursed individual is a danger to others, through no fault of his or her own. 
 
    She couldn’t imagine Samuel being dangerous. Not intentionally, at least. A memory of Adrian, unconscious and poisoned, surfaced. She felt bad for snapping at him earlier. But that had been different, an accident, nothing to do with curses. 
 
    A conversation with Samuel would be challenging. What could she ask him? Nobody had ever suggested that a curse’s onset might be delayed. She had already done what she should. Adrian was being overcautious, seeing problems where there were none. There was no immediate need for action. She’d do something about it tomorrow. Or maybe the next day. 
 
    Just after lunch, there was a knock on her door. She opened it to find Samuel on the doorstep, a sheaf of papers under his arm. His smile dimmed when he saw her expression. 
 
    “Samuel! What are you doing here? Er... hello.” Her fists clenched as she tried to return his smile. It wasn’t his fault she didn’t want to see him. 
 
    “Adrian sent me? I mean, he said you wanted to look at my hand again. And he said to show you some of my drawings too. Uh, he thought you might be interested.” 
 
    Drat the man. He knew her too well. “Come on in then.” She led Samuel to a seat, and he laid his arm on the table. “Are you sleeping well? No dizzy spells? Any pain? No? Let’s have a look. Wiggle your fingers. Good. Everything looks fine. Shall we have a look at your drawings now?” 
 
    Samuel beamed and spread his papers out on the table. 
 
    Despite her irritation, Annetta had to acknowledge his sessions with Pascal had been beneficial. “These look lovely! I’m sure Pascal and Adrian are both pleased with you. And these are nice drawings from Keighley.” 
 
    “I drew some people too, see?” 
 
    “Very good! That’s a nice one of Lisa. And who’s this? Oh, it’s Captain Shelley, you’ve remembered what he looks like very well. But why’ve you drawn him with a bandage on his hand?” 
 
    Samuel shrugged. “I just felt like it.” 
 
    What was that supposed to mean? Well, who knew how boys thought? “I suppose he might sometimes get injured during his travels. Poor man, he works so hard.” 
 
    He shuffled in his seat. “Did you want to see me for anything else? Just that Georges said he’d take me fishing this afternoon.” 
 
    “Ah... no, that’s fine.” Completely harmless. Nothing to worry about. “Everything’s fine. Off you go and have fun.” 
 
    After Samuel left, she pushed the matter from her mind and returned to her work. But later that evening, Adrian dropped round again. He was carrying a bag. 
 
    Annetta bit her lip. “Sorry I was bad-tempered earlier. You caught me by surprise.” 
 
    He waved away her apology. “No, that’s fine. It’s a difficult thing to discuss, and I was clumsy to spring it on you like that. But I think you’ll like this. I just finished it this afternoon.” 
 
    He laid the bag on the table and pulled out a strange contraption. 
 
    She peered at it. An odd-shaped ceramic funnel with holes in the sides? And a lid with some sort of mechanism? Her brow wrinkled. “Thank you. But what is it?” 
 
    “It’s a pill-making device.” He removed the lid and demonstrated. “You place your herbal mixture inside and fasten the lid tightly. When you turn this handle, it delivers both pressure and rotation, and pills of a standardised size come out of these holes. I’m afraid you still have to mix the recipe yourself and allow the pills to dry, but I’m working on that too.” 
 
    “Now I see. This is wonderful—it will save so much time.” She beamed. Adrian was so kind. “And you invented this yourself? How clever.” 
 
    “Well, no. The plan came from the Ascar techne people, although I made a couple of modifications.” 
 
    “Oh.” Now the message she had delivered to him started to make sense. He’d requested it specially for her. Her face heated. “But that’s still very clever of you.” 
 
    Adrian smiled at her, and she held her breath. 
 
    “Did you speak with Samuel?” 
 
    Drat. “Um, yes, I did. I think he’s fine. His hand’s healed up nicely. His drawings have got a lot better, don’t you think? I’m sure working with you and Pascal is doing him a lot of good, and he’ll be a credit to you both. Very nice indeed.” Couldn’t they talk about something else? 
 
    But Adrian wasn’t finished. “You didn’t think anything was, er, abnormal?” 
 
    She paused. This wasn’t something she wanted to talk about, especially not with Adrian. However, she should take his concerns seriously. Be professional. “I agree he’s a bit quieter than usual. But I really didn’t find any of the curse signs they list on that document. You know, fevers, nightmares, confusion and so on. And they specifically say that unnatural powers are, well, impossible. Not to mention dangerous. The only slightly odd thing was a drawing he made of Captain Shelley. We only travelled with him for a week, and it was a pretty accurate likeness.” 
 
    A faint smile crossed Adrian’s face. “I saw that. The captain’s made quite an impression on him. But then, when I was a boy I dreamt of growing up to become a captain... it’s probably just a phase.” 
 
    Annetta squirmed. She’d have to say more. “I did notice... he drew a bandage. On the captain’s hand. That seemed a bit strange.” 
 
    He rubbed his chin. “Yes... though remember, Samuel’s hand was in bandages for a couple of days. Maybe he decided to add it to a sketch of someone else.” 
 
    Adrian certainly wasn’t stupid. She relaxed. “You’re right. It all fits. So, he’s not shown any of the signs, he’s not doing anything truly extraordinary, and he’s not dangerous. Any odd behaviour might be secondary to the scare he had, no wonder. I think we can be happy he’s not cursed.” 
 
    Adrian nodded and stood. “I’m sorry I doubted you. Thanks for reassuring me. I’ll leave you to try out your new gadget now.” 
 
    Annetta saw Adrian out then cleared some space on her workshop bench for the pill-maker. She pulled a selection of jars from her shelves in preparation for tomorrow. She’d make up some anti-fever mix for her first batch of pills. Hmm. Gerald had been feverish after the beast attack, hadn’t he? And confused. His injury had been worse than Samuel’s. And, to clinch it, he’d mentioned something shouldn’t have known about. Well, one thing anyway. Though maybe Annetta had told him of the stain hidden under a mat in her workshop. She couldn’t imagine why, but maybe it had just slipped her memory during that difficult time. Surely Captain Shelley would have noticed if there were something unnatural? 
 
    But even if Gerald had been cursed, Samuel couldn’t be. If he were, they’d have to redefine the whole thing. She nodded to herself. But, while she was reviewing her stock of remedies... it would also not do any harm if she rechecked her collection of special medicines, the ones she had never before needed. Just in case. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 27 
 
    Jonathan wished he had the patience to negotiate Ascar’s bureaucracy in his search for a palatable training method. Postponing Tabitha’s sessions gave them both some respite, but his decision might have been mere cowardice. If none of his ideas met with success, they’d be forced to use pain once more. 
 
    He approached the Chief Historian, Petro Gauntlett, about access to their locked archives. 
 
    “I feel very sorry for the girl.” Gauntlett blinked rapidly. “And I appreciate her training is a burden on you both. However, without Lady Nelson’s permission, I cannot approve your access to our archives. The boundaries between our fields of study are a longstanding arrangement, and crossing them requires negotiation at a high level. Come back to me with Lady Nelson’s approval, and I’ll be delighted to help. I’ll even assign you an assistant.” 
 
    What was the use of sympathy if the man wouldn’t offer practical help? Jonathan’s next port of call promised to be no better. 
 
    Lady Nelson listened, unmoved, as he emphasised his lack of experience in training. As soon as he mentioned the historians’ archives, she scowled. “We permit you considerable freedom already, and still you push for more! Do not contaminate our scientific methods with old tales and speculations, do you hear me?” 
 
    “Understood, ma’am,” was all he could say to that. Seething, he left her office. They might have their so-called scientific methods, but what did they know of the suffering those methods caused? 
 
    Well, he had two options left if he sought historical information. He could ask Hilary to bend the rules and provide him with what he needed, or he could find some way to access the queen’s library that Artur had so praised. He could hardly approach the queen herself. He didn’t know Artur well enough to request his help, and it would be impossible to explain his reasons. Maybe he could do something less direct. He growled under his breath. What did it say about him, that he was considering a palace break-in to look for books? 
 
    He tracked Hilary down in the gymnasium, but several other guards were in the room, including Opal. On Jonathan’s arrival, she nudged her neighbour and muttered something. The other guard, a hefty man, looked over and frowned. Jonathan sighed. He could hardly prevent Opal from criticising him, but if she wasn’t careful with what she said, she’d be in trouble. 
 
    “Opal, a word with you,” he ordered, then walked to a quiet corner of the room. He stopped with his back to the wall so he could check they were not overheard. 
 
    After a few seconds, Opal followed, calling to her neighbour, “Just wait for me, Robin, I’ll be back as soon as I’ve heard what the good captain has to say.” 
 
    She faced Jonathan with folded arms and narrowed eyes. “Well?” 
 
    He met her gaze. “You are treading on dangerous ground if you talk about our last mission.” 
 
    She scowled. “You mean, you don’t want me telling everyone of your incompetence.” 
 
    “No, that’s not what I mean at all. Express whatever opinions you want of me, but do not say anything that might come back to bite you at your next monitoring interview. If you do, you’ll be in more trouble than you can imagine.” 
 
    “Threatening me?” 
 
    He stiffened. “No, warning you. I’m not the one who will cause trouble for you.” 
 
    “You’re the reason Franka and Terry were injured,” she hissed. “If it hadn’t been for you...” 
 
    He wanted to cry, I had no choice! But that wouldn’t have appeased her. And she was right, to some extent. 
 
    “... and as for that girl,” she continued. “What is she to you? A playmate?” 
 
    His fingers twitched, but the discomfort in his palm reminded him he was not here to engage in a fight. “No. Her welfare is my responsibility. You may leave.” 
 
    Opal stalked back to her station and resumed her exercises under the watchful gaze of Robin. Jonathan looked round for Hilary, but the man had left. Was nothing going right today? 
 
    Giving up on Hilary for the moment, he sought Isabel and found her in her barracks suite for once. Some luck at last. 
 
    “Jonathan, nice to see you. What’s up?” Isabel moved briskly around the room, selecting clothes and books and packing them into a small suitcase. Latimer’s On the Psychology of Urban Populations lay upon her desk, and she added it to the suitcase. 
 
    He marshalled his thoughts. Civilians viewed all captains with nervousness, but among the captains it was Isabel who stood apart. Partly because of her royal connection, but mainly because of her power. Thank the Settlers Jonathan had never got on her wrong side. “I wonder if I could ask a favour. I need access to some historical records, and I’ve been unable to get permission from the historians. I thought the royal library might have what I need...” 
 
    “And you’d like me to check with Eleanor, to see if she’d mind?” 
 
    He nodded. “If you could. Please. I’m trying to help the girl—” 
 
    “Sorry, I’m in a bit of a hurry.” Isabel paused in her packing to put her hands on Jonathan’s shoulders and look him in the eye. “You’ll have to tell me the story another time. I know you’re not asking me this lightly, and it’s something important. I’m seeing Eleanor in a few days and will ask then. Good luck with whatever you’re doing.” 
 
    Jonathan looked away, not wanting to show how touched he was by her trust. “Thanks, and good luck with your endeavours too.” 
 
    Feeling more optimistic, he visited Susanna to check on her recovery and share news of his progress. This time she was alone in her rooms. Curled up on her chaise longue in a mauve lounging robe, she held a copy of Venner’s The Language of Love: Collected Poems. 
 
    “Are you recovered?” he asked, taking a seat by the table. 
 
    “Yes, thanks, I feel a lot better.” She stretched up to place the book on a shelf, the drape of her robe shifting as she did so. “I have an idea where I went wrong, and we can try something different tomorrow. How have you been?” 
 
    He cleared his throat and fixed his gaze on the book. “I’ve had a whole day of things going wrong, but a little bit of luck meeting Isabel. Staunton suggested the historians might have information on old training methods. But I wasn’t able to get permission to access the main historical archives. I hope the queen’s library will yield something we can use, for both Tabitha and you. Er... and Lester.” 
 
    “That would be lovely if it works. If you find that someone else successfully used a similar method before, we wouldn’t have to invent it as we went along. Reminds me of our original training, only now we’re more aware of the stakes.” 
 
    Jonathan shivered. She was right. “Isabel said she’d speak to the queen next week about the library access. Maybe I’ll find something helpful, assuming she allows me in. I just hope I’ll recognise it when I see it.” 
 
    Susanna smiled at him. “I’m sure you will. Did you find out anything else from Staunton?” 
 
    “Not a great deal. The man’s really gone downhill since I last saw him. Not looking after himself, drinking to excess... though he certainly came back to life when I put our problems in front of him.” Jonathan frowned. He still felt he had missed something about that meeting, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. Something about all the empty bottles? “Oh, he advised us to leave Silvers be for now, so a strong body of evidence can be built up against him.” 
 
    “Surely not.” Her frown mirrored his own. “So we’re expected to stand by as Silvers curses more victims? That can’t be right.” 
 
    “I know. I wondered if he’d lost some of his mental faculties. It sounds like Silvers blackmailed him into retirement though he didn’t go into any details. Enough to drive anyone to drink.” 
 
    “I can understand that.” She pursed her lips. “Silvers has been putting a lot of pressure on poor Lester.” 
 
    Lester again? Jonathan’s face twitched. “Uh, it’s none of my business, but you seem to be spending a lot of time with Lester. Is that wise?” 
 
    Susanna’s voice sharpened. “And what’s wrong with that? We’re working together, and he’s good company.” 
 
    Unlike me. Oh well, in for a shilling, in for a crown. “I’m a bit concerned that he might be influencing you in some way? Especially if Silvers has a hold over him? Sometimes one’s judgement can be—‍” 
 
    She swung her feet to the floor and stood. “That’s quite enough, Jonathan Shelley! I’ll exercise my own judgement regarding with whom I spend time and how often. I’ll thank you to leave my quarters. I have things to see to. You may leave.” 
 
    Jonathan could only comply. He stood, bowed, and left her room. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 28 
 
    “What is the purpose of your visit, Captain Shelley?” demanded the infirmary’s desk clerk, a short, plump man in beige overalls. 
 
    “I wish to visit Franka Shipton and Terry Lebrown, the guards afflicted last week. They were under my command at the time.” Painful as it was to admit responsibility, Jonathan could speak openly here. Infirmary staff all took oaths of secrecy, and patients had no contact with people outside. 
 
    “Patients shouldn’t be disturbed unnecessarily. How would your visit contribute to their care?” The man pulled a folder off a shelf and opened it, flipping through the papers inside. 
 
    While mustering his response, Jonathan screwed up his eyes, trying to discern the man’s expression past the desk lamp’s glare. Although the afflicted were required to train independently, a captain should care for his guards. Since he was training Tabitha... 
 
    I’ll offer my help, rules or not. “I’ve known Franka for a long time. I’d like to help her adjust to her power, which I experienced when she first—” 
 
    The man’s arm jerked, sending the folder to the floor. He turned a pale face to Jonathan. “You did? And you still want to visit her?” He shook his head. “You’re a brave man, Captain Shelley. And wanting to visit Terry too. I’ll allow you access. Maybe you can help. The sooner they’re ready to discharge from here, the happier we’ll be.” 
 
    Jonathan headed for the infirmary door before the clerk could change his mind. 
 
    The harsh scent of bleach and other cleaning materials permeated the corridor, a reminder of previous illnesses and injuries. Patients stayed in individual rooms. In cases where there might be danger from uncontrolled powers, a pair of guards was stationed outside the room, with instructions to intervene as needed: whether through administration of medicines or more physical methods. 
 
    Guards holding bludgeons stood at two neighbouring doors. Beside each guard was a metal trolley holding glass vials, syringes and some sort of miniature flechette gun. They certainly weren’t taking chances. 
 
    Jonathan, unsure which room held Terry and which Franka, gave the nearest guard a nod. “I am visiting both Franka and Terry today. Which of them is in this room?” 
 
    “Neither, sir.” The guard leaned towards Jonathan and lowered his voice. “This room holds a scientific assistant who was injured while examining the beast your team captured. An unfortunate accident.” 
 
    Jonathan frowned. Surely the scientists would have taken precautions when dealing with the beast? Especially knowing of his team members’ injuries. But maybe this wasn’t so accidental. “I see. I’d like to visit Franka first. Where is she?” 
 
    The guard pointed to the far end of the corridor. “She was placed in that room when she arrived because of the effect she was exerting on everyone. She’s fine now, doesn’t even need guards, but we saw no reason to move her.” 
 
    When he entered her room, Franka was seated by the window, her injured leg propped up on another chair and a walking stick close to hand. On seeing Jonathan, she gripped the arms of her chair, raising herself partway off the seat before sinking back down. “Sir!” 
 
    He crouched by her chair so she wouldn’t have to look up at him. “I’m sorry you’ve ended up here, Franka. How are you?” 
 
    “I feel lousy though my leg is getting better. They’re giving me plenty of pain relief, more than I really need. Because of... you know. It means I’m a bit wobbly and I sleep a lot, but they don’t want any accidents.” She wiggled her left foot from side to side on the chair. “They say I’ll be able to walk normally, eventually.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good. How are you otherwise?” 
 
    She looked away. “Scientist Fellows visited me, told me I had been cursed. Told me I’d need to learn to control it, but they might let me out again if I do all the right things.” She waved her hand to indicate the walls around her. “I don’t want to be stuck in here until I die!” 
 
    Jonathan patted her arm. Franka didn’t enjoy being inside and even preferred sleeping rough on convoy to being in the guesthouse. “I’m sure you’ll be able to do it, once your leg is better. It will take time and effort, but it is possible. It won’t be long till they send me back out on convoy, but when I return I’ll help you. If you want, that is.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She chewed her lip. “Sir?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Did this happen to you too? After you were attacked all that time ago?” 
 
    He looked down until he could control his face again. The memory of teeth ripping his leg still pained him. “Yes, it did.” 
 
    “All those years and I never suspected. You got cursed instead of me. I just thought you had been really lucky to recover.” She gave his face a searching look then blinked a few times before looking away. 
 
    “No, and I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you.” 
 
    “And that’s twice you saved my life. I guess I should be grateful, but I don’t know what to feel...” 
 
    “No, that’s fine. I understand.” I nearly killed you. I would have killed you if it hadn’t been for those remedies. 
 
    “I suppose... thank you. How’s Tabitha? Did she make it back alright?” 
 
    Jonathan regarded the mountains through the north-facing window. “She’s upstairs still. She’s appreciative you saved her. I’m sorry. I misled you as to why I took her with us. She really is cursed. There are pressures”—he waved at his surroundings—“that mean it’s better for her safety that she learns to use her power. I thought taking her with us was the least bad option. But I made a misjudgement. And you and Terry paid for it.” 
 
    Franka shook her head. “You’re the same old Jonathan, always trying to save other people. I guess you can’t help it, and I respect your motives, but it’ll be the death of you one day.” 
 
    No, I just kill other people. He coughed. “You’ll be moved to the residents’ floor upstairs once your leg is better, and they’re satisfied your power isn’t raging out of control. Maybe you and Tabitha will be neighbours. Ah, residents aren’t supposed to speak with one another, but... you remember Michael, who was on convoy with us two trips ago? He works there now, and he might be willing to pass messages between you. I don’t know about the other guards on the floor.” It wasn’t exactly breaking rules, more sidestepping them. He hadn’t questioned them before, hadn’t thought about anyone kept there after he was released. Where along that journey had he lost his humanity? 
 
    Franka winked. “You mean I should keep an eye on her for you. She has guts. I like her already.” 
 
    “You know me too well. Tabitha is learning to control her power too, and it might be helpful for you to share notes.” 
 
    “Thanks, sir. I’ll need all the help I can get.” 
 
    The guards outside Terry’s room proved more reluctant to allow Jonathan admittance. “Sir, you’re taking quite a risk if you visit him. He’s not quite right still, and we don’t know what he’s capable of.” 
 
    Of course he’s not right, he’s here. “He was injured while under my command, and it’s my responsibility to do what I can for him.” 
 
    “Well... one of the infirmiers should go in with you.” 
 
    Jonathan shrugged. If they wanted to be cautious, that was up to them. “As you wish.” 
 
    The guards called for an infirmier, who tutted and opened a vial of something he said was a sedative. He drew up two syringes. 
 
    “Why two?” Jonathan asked of the stooped old man before the guard opened the door. 
 
    The infirmier raised an eyebrow. “Just in case, Captain. Carry on, pretend I’m not here.” 
 
    Jonathan found Terry strapped into an armchair by bands across his chest and thighs, although his arms remained free. “Terry! What are they doing to you?” 
 
    “Oh, hello sir.” The young guard’s voice was subdued, and Jonathan bent over him to hear. He had lost weight, and his head twitched from side to side intermittently. On the table was a spouted cup although, judging by the splatters on the floor, he found it difficult to use. 
 
    “How’s your arm?” Jonathan regarded the cup, trying not to stare at Terry’s jerky movements. 
 
    “Oh, that’s fine, all healed. It’s the rest of my body that’s not working properly. That’s why they’ve strapped me in like this. They say it’ll pass in time, but I’m not enjoying it.” 
 
    “No, I can understand that. I’m sorry to see you like this, and I hope it settles soon. Is there anything I can do for you?” He couldn’t speak as freely as with Franka, but he had to offer something. 
 
    “Scientist Fellows spoke to me, but I didn’t really understand what he said. He seemed a bit rushed. Could you”—Terry stiffened, and he gasped—“Ah, ah, ah...” 
 
    His arms and legs spasmed, but his eyes remained fixed on Jonathan. Mesmerised, Jonathan took two steps forwards, heedless of the infirmier grabbing his shoulder. He reached out and grasped Terry’s extended hand. 
 
    Pain. It seared up his arm and into his chest, filled his whole body. It allowed no room for any other feeling or for thought. It sizzled into his arms, his legs, his head and ignited his core. 
 
    Jonathan screamed as his own power exploded out of him, uncontrolled. 
 
    When he came to, he was lying on the floor in the midst of excited chatter. The pain had ceased, other than a prickling in one arm. He turned his head to that side and squinted at the broken-off needle piercing his sleeve. The infirmier must have injected him with the sedative. Brave man, to take the risk of touching him. 
 
    “Well, that was certainly interesting.” Silvers stood looking down at Jonathan. “I can see Terry’s power being very useful, once he can apply it consistently.” He prodded Jonathan’s shoulder with a toe. “Don’t you agree, Shelley?” 
 
    Terry! Jonathan managed a hoarse croak. “Did I injure anyone?” 
 
    The infirmier appeared in his peripheral vision. “No, though we’ll need to repair some of the furniture. Fortunately I was standing behind you, and my old bones can move pretty quickly when I need. We moved the lad to a bed in another room. If you visit again, Captain Shelley, I strongly advise you avoid direct contact with him. He can’t yet control his power, and of course it can provoke yours.” 
 
    Jonathan allowed himself a moment of relief, but he didn’t like the way Silvers was smiling at him. Maybe he had planned this too. Bastard. Or maybe Jonathan was blaming Silvers for his own stupidity. The man wasn’t the source of all misfortune, after all. Some misfortunes Jonathan could manage to create all by himself. 
 
    Disliking the vulnerability of lying on the floor under Silvers’ regard, he rolled over onto his front then raised himself on all fours, preparing to stand up. Pain in his arm reminded him of the needle. 
 
    “Let me help you with that, Shelley. Can’t have you losing control, yet again.” Silvers reached for the needle, and Jonathan jerked back, rising up on his knees. His leg protested. 
 
    He’d probably give it a good twist on the way out. But maybe... 
 
    “Thank you, sir, but I can manage.” Jonathan’s power hovered just beneath the surface of his control, seeking an outlet. He reached for the needle and withdrew it from his arm, taking his time. It was more painful than he expected, but that was a good thing. 
 
    Holding Silvers’ gaze, Jonathan rose to his feet, restraining his power, telling it what he wanted. He dropped the needle on the floor and grinned at Silvers. “See, sir? No problem with my control at all.” 
 
    Silvers opened his mouth to reply then stopped. He sniffed. He put his hand to his nose and sniffed again. Bright red blood seeped out between his fingers. His eyes widened and started to water. 
 
    The infirmier stepped forward, proferring a cloth. “It seems you have a nosebleed, sir. Perhaps your hurry to get here set it off. Better take this.” 
 
    Unethical? Yes. Unwise? Probably. Satisfying? Definitely. He might pay for it later, but as he left the infirmary, Jonathan only regretted that he hadn’t punched Silvers in the nose instead. 
 
    Looking forward to the rest of his day, he walked towards the checkpoint building and the exit of the Royal Compound. 
 
    “Captain Shelley!” A messenger boy jogged towards him. 
 
    Jonathan sighed. Now what? 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 29 
 
    When Jonathan arrived at the Council’s meeting room, Chief Councillor Hastings was seated with Lady Nelson and Councillor Martek. 
 
    “I’m sorry to interrupt your leisure time,” said Hastings, “but there’s another problem to deal with. Again you are the best person to lead.” 
 
    “Thank you for your confidence in me, sir.” Leisure time? What did they think he’d been doing? 
 
    Councillor Martek, responsible for overseeing security, spoke. “It’s Maldon again. They had a beast incursion some ten days ago but dealt with it themselves rather than notifying us. What’s wrong with that town, that they can’t obey simple instructions? They killed two beasts, but one of their townsfolk was bitten. They informed us immediately of the attack. However, since then we’ve heard nothing as to whether the victim was cursed or remains unafflicted.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” Sweat broke out on Jonathan’s brow. He’d chastised Sutcliff at their last meeting. 
 
    Lady Nelson wagged a finger. “And they should have known within three days whether the victim was manifesting a curse or not. This silence is disquieting, as if they don’t know what they’re looking for.” 
 
    Martek nodded. “After the mistake they made last time, they need more direct oversight. We’d normally just ask for further details via a message, but we’re not confident they’ll give us an honest answer. And we don’t like this cavalier disregard of our directives.” 
 
    “I understand.” Jonathan bowed his head. My mistake. I shouted at him. “How can I help?” 
 
    Martek continued. “Take a dozen guards and proceed directly to Maldon. Once there, have your guards search the area and eradicate any residual beasts while you assess the victim and undertake appropriate action. You’ve done enough assessments that we can trust your judgement. Do you wish to take a portable blimp with you? In case you need to send the victim here?” 
 
    Jonathan swallowed. “Ah, no. It shouldn’t be needed. We can move more quickly without the extra handcart a blimp would require. It’s highly unlikely the townsfolk would have missed someone being cursed. They have a new and competent herbalist, and I’m confident she would have assessed the victim thoroughly.” More likely they forgot to send a second message. But it was a reasonable precaution to check the area for beasts. 
 
    Lady Nelson scowled. “What with the previous attack between Keighley and Maldon a few months ago, and now this one close to Maldon, beast activity in that region is on the increase. That’s unacceptable!” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” His jaw clenched. He wasn’t accepting the blame for that. 
 
    “And I’m sure I needn’t remind you to maintain control of your power at all times. You can’t afford to be slipshod, especially among civilians.” 
 
    “No, ma’am.” 
 
    Hastings rounded up the meeting. “You will receive double pay for this extra work, as will the guards. So don’t take too long over it. You will leave Ascar tomorrow. Arrangements have been made to transport you all through the Armstrong Tunnel since Maldon lies to the north. They’ve been sent a message to expect your arrival within the week.” 
 
    They expected him to arrange all this by tomorrow? Jonathan’s mind darted around everything he’d need to do today. Get a team together, arrange something for Tabitha, apologise to Susanna and arrange something in case Silvers— 
 
    “Captain Shelley, I repeat, is this a problem for you?” Hastings’ voice was impatient. 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “You may leave.” 
 
    After despatching notices to the mess and training rooms, Jonathan rushed to and fro with the rest of his preparations. At least the guards knew him, and the pay bonus was generous. A queue of hopefuls appeared in the barracks yard almost as soon as word got out, and he could make a reasonable selection for his team. 
 
    Pausing to order his thoughts after sending Manni to the equipment store, Jonathan reconsidered Lady Nelson’s words. In the Council meeting, she had seemed offended that any beasts persisted and had given him a clear order to eliminate them. That suggested he should have trusted her with his suspicions regarding Silvers. He frowned at a blurred figure before him. Maybe once he returned— 
 
    “Sir.” Opal’s arm shook as she raised a clenched right fist to her chest. Her voice was indistinct. “... would have believed you.” 
 
    “You think I should have told her after all?” He blinked. Of course she wasn’t reading my mind. “I mean, about what?” 
 
    “You warned me to watch my mouth. I should have listened. They called me in for another interview session. And to demonstrate”—she gulped and took a couple of deep breaths—“one of the minor penalties.” 
 
    “Oh.” He eyed her with a mixture of sympathy and shame. Shame at his relief it wasn’t him. “But they’re finished with you now?” 
 
    “Yes.” She scowled, but not at him. “I’ll be monitored as routine, but they said there’d be no need for... for further intervention. If I behave.” 
 
    He dropped his gaze. “I suppose that’s a good thing.” 
 
    “Sir? Would they have done that to you as well? If you told us what was going on?” 
 
    Jonathan winced. Use of his discretionary powers was a gamble, with the hope his actions would be retrospectively approved. Thus far he had been lucky. “I’m under similar restrictions, though it’s a bit different. Because of my position.” 
 
    Opal’s normally confident stance was gone, and she stood hunched as if expecting a blow. Even so, she remained herself enough to mutter, “I still think it’s a stupid system, not letting people know what’s going on.” 
 
    Jonathan couldn’t honestly disagree, but again her words were taking a dangerous turn. “Opal, I wasn’t planning to ask you this. But maybe you should leave Ascar for a bit. We head out tomorrow, to help Maldon deal with the aftermath of a recent beast attack by killing any beasts that remain. Do you want to join my team?” 
 
    She straightened up. “Kill them all? Gladly. I will be ready to travel tomorrow.” 
 
    “Make sure you are. We won’t wait.” 
 
    And that makes thirteen of us. 
 
    Despite the urgency, Jonathan took time in the afternoon to escort Tabitha to the rooftop garden. He didn’t know when he would be back and wanted to leave her with a pleasant memory. Besides, he had things to tell her. 
 
    “Franka’s leg is getting better.” He took a bite of scone, chewed, forced himself to swallow. Tried to savour these last moments of peace. “I think she’ll be moved to your floor while I’m away. Her power isn’t like ours though. She, er, causes fear. I asked her to look out for you.” Maybe she can scare Silvers away, ha. 
 
    “It would be nice to have someone to chat with.” Tabitha ignored the scones, instead picking up a slice of cake. “Michael’s kind, but he’s not one of us. I wish I could control my power. Then I could send notes to Franka.” 
 
    “That would certainly be an innovative use.” Jonathan wondered what the corridor guards would think of folded papers mysteriously floating along from one room to another. “I can probably persuade Lady Nelson to extend her deadline as compensation for this unscheduled absence. After I get back, I want to check some ideas about your training. While I’m away, if you find an opportunity to learn, or an idea you want to try out, go ahead. But carefully.” 
 
    “Yes, Jonathan, I’ll be careful.” She sighed. 
 
    He echoed her sigh. Was this how a parent felt? “I’ll see if my friend Susanna can drop in to see you on occasion.” 
 
    “And Lester too? He seemed nice.” 
 
    He held back a growl. “And Lester too. If Susanna thinks it’s a good idea.” 
 
    Tabitha patted his hand. “I’ll miss you.” 
 
    He coughed and blinked as a crumb caught in his throat. “I’ll... er... miss you too.” 
 
    One final obligation remained before Jonathan’s departure tomorrow. He tidied himself up and steeled himself to meet it. 
 
    He adjusted his grip on the bouquet, peering up and down the corridor, hoping nobody passed by. Hoping she didn’t have a visitor already. He knocked on the door and held his breath, listening for a response from within. But there was no sound. Was she away? He jumped when the door swung open to reveal Susanna in bare feet and a damp bathrobe. Hastily he dropped his gaze to the flowers. The bright cluster of red and pink blooms seemed to be laughing at him. 
 
    Susanna put a hand to her chest. “Oh, I wasn’t expecting a visitor. You brought me flowers?” 
 
    Jonathan held out the bouquet to her, and her fingers brushed his as she accepted it. He cleared his throat. “I hope you don’t mind. May I come in? Or could I come back later if now is inconvenient?” 
 
    “It’s very sweet of you. Do come in, but give me a few minutes to tidy myself up.” Susanna beckoned him into the room, placed the flowers in a vase on the windowsill, then picked up some clothing and retreated into her bathing room. 
 
    To distract himself from the sound of swishing fabric, Jonathan examined the ornaments on her shelves. Wooden carvings of people posed beside bright glass flowers as if attending an impromptu garden party. 
 
    Susanna returned, clad in a pink silk robe embroidered with roses. She settled herself on her chaise longue. “So what brings you here, and offering such pretty flowers too?” 
 
    He moved to stand before her, looking down at the floor. “Firstly, I came to apologise. I was out of order the other day, questioning your association with Lester.” He swallowed. “I suppose... I was jealous.” 
 
    The ensuing silence stretched on for so long that he began to worry. At last he dared to raise his head. Why was she smiling like that? 
 
    She shook her head. “Oh, Jonathan, what are we going to do with you? We’ve known each other long enough that we’re allowed the occasional tiff. And... there’s really no reason for you to be jealous of Lester.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He bowed his head again, absorbing her words. But time was not on his side. “I did come about something else.” 
 
    “Yes? And do take a seat.” 
 
    Jonathan sat at the table. “I need to leave Ascar tomorrow, to sort out a problem in Maldon. I will be gone for two, maybe three weeks. Would you mind keeping an eye on Tabitha? She’s under Lady Nelson’s protection, but I can’t imagine that woman actually looking out for her while I’m away.” 
 
    “Yes, of course I will. She obviously means a lot to you.” 
 
    He blinked. “You’re right, she does. And maybe... Lester could help? If he doesn’t mind, that is.” 
 
    “I’ll ask, but he has his own issues to deal with.” 
 
    “Yes, I remember you saying so. Did the two of you get any further with your experiments?” 
 
    “Maybe.” She tipped a hand from side to side. “It needs a... deeper level of monitoring than simply detecting if someone is lying, or even monitoring thoughts. I can now reliably perceive a shift in his direction of focus? It’s a different shape, sort of, when he exerts his power. And I can get an idea how strongly he’s, ah, pushing. We really need a new vocabulary for this.” 
 
    “I see.” An odd idea bubbled to the top of his thoughts, tinged with uneasy associations. This technique sounded more invasive than what he’d undergone in previous interviews. But there were worse things than having someone else in his head. He’d never forgive himself if his squeamishness denied Tabitha her chance of freedom. He clasped his hands. “Do you think...” His knuckles whitened. “Could you do the same with me? And see how it compares to Tabitha’s attempts?” 
 
    “Hmm.” She stretched an arm across the back of her chaise longue, tapping her fingers. “I think I could. It would be useful to learn if I find differences between the three of you in how you exercise your powers.” 
 
    “Yes, maybe Tabitha and I would look similar to each other since we have the same power. And if you could tell Tabitha when she’s going in the same direction as me, it might help her, ah, focus?” 
 
    Susanna smiled at him then gazed towards the flowers on the windowsill. “It would be wonderful if we could help the younger ones achieve control more easily. Though it’s probably too late for us. When would you like to try?” 
 
    “Would now be possible? Or am I asking too much? I don’t know when I’ll be back.” He shifted uneasily in his chair. 
 
    “Now’s fine. We can share my stimulus generator if you didn’t bring your own.” 
 
    While she retrieved and readied the box, Jonathan told her of his visit to the infirmary. 
 
    “I can’t believe you did that to Silvers!” she gasped. “It’s just as well you’re leaving the city. Even though he can’t prove it, he’ll be after you. You don’t want him provoking you further then claiming you’re dangerously out of control. I wouldn’t put it past him to set you up.” 
 
    “I know. I really shouldn’t have done it, and I won’t do it again, but it felt so satisfying. They seem to forget we’re not just a collection of data items in their records.” 
 
    Susanna chewed her lip. “Well, hopefully no harm done. Shall we start?” 
 
    Fuelled by his concerns for Tabitha, he told himself Susanna was welcome to whatever he held in his head. He trusted her, and he wouldn’t resist her touch. He would invite her into his thoughts and ignore his speeding pulse. 
 
    He placed his hand on hers and waited until he felt her at the back of his mind. Then he let go and moved one of the glass flowers back and forth across the table. His awareness of her observation dwindled as he focussed on his task, and he relaxed into the exercise. After several repetitions, she closed her eyes and attempted to predict the direction of the movement from the shape of his thoughts. She didn’t get it right every time, but her accuracy improved with practice. 
 
    Finally, Susanna turned the generator off and called a halt. “I have a fair idea now of what your power looks like when you use it. And it is different from Lester’s. But whether it’s anything like Tabitha’s is another matter. I can visit her a few times over the next couple of weeks and let you know how we get on once you’re back. Is there anything else you’d like while you’re here?” 
 
    Her eyes met his, and he realised he was still holding her hand. His ears grew warm, but he allowed their handclasp to linger for a few seconds more. 
 
    “Yes?” Then he shook his head. “I’m sorry, but I should leave. I still have to prepare for tomorrow. May I see you when I’m back?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. I’d like that.” She stood and leaned over the table to kiss him on the forehead. 
 
    Barely noticing who he passed along the way, he returned to his room where he threw what he needed for the trip into a bag. He could repack it properly later. Finally his mind settled and he could concentrate again. He sat down and documented his suspicions of Silvers’ actions. If the man made a move while Jonathan was away, the information might come in useful. But to whom? Susanna knew all he did already. He was still ambivalent about Lady Nelson. Ah. With a grin, he wrote on the envelope: 
 
    Emily, if you find this, please deliver it to the queen. 
 
    He tucked the letter and a couple of crowns into the pocket of a brown uniform jacket where the housekeeper wouldn’t find it during her regular duties. It was only a backup plan, after all. That task done, he retired for the night. 
 
    The next day’s dawn found him under the Keep, at the entrance to the Armstrong Tunnel. All of the guards arrived in good time. Opal saluted him along with the rest. The mood was jovial, some guards exchanging greetings and jokes with the pedallers who would take them through the tunnel. At the end of the tunnel they would load up handcarts and proceed on foot due north to Maldon. 
 
    Jonathan’s mood lifted. They would only be away for a few weeks. He had left Tabitha in good hands. An uncomplicated job in a settlement was something he could manage. There might be beasts to deal with, but his duties were clear, and nobody would be looking over his shoulder. 
 
    As he climbed into the wagon, he thought of Susanna and smiled. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 30 
 
    Annetta was in the infirmary tending a field worker’s abscess when Giselle’s sharp voice came through the curtain. “Annetta, I’d like a word with you once you’re finished in there.” 
 
    How odd. Giselle never intruded on consultations. “Sure, I’ll just be a few more minutes.” She finished applying the poultice and sent her patient on his way. 
 
    Drawing back the curtain, she raised her eyebrows to see Giselle mopping the guesthouse floor. Why the rush for cleaning? The convoy wasn’t due back for several weeks, and people simply didn’t travel alone. 
 
    Annetta grabbed a cloth and started dusting the benches. Conversation with Giselle was easier if both participants were moving at the same pace. “Not expecting visitors, are we?” 
 
    “Yes.” Giselle banged the mop into the wall, huffed, and continued mopping, but with less force. “Seems Ascar didn’t like Henry’s report, so they’re sending a team out to investigate. The messenger bird took its time getting here, and we should expect a dozen guards to arrive tomorrow. Georges warned me on his way to tell Henry.” 
 
    “Ah.” Annetta started to wipe faster. “At least it arrived before they did. And they know this is out of the ordinary. They won’t expect the level of hospitality they get on their regular tour.” 
 
    “I just don’t like appearing disorganised. But yes, you’re right.” Giselle’s grip on the mop handle relaxed, and she straightened. “Captain Shelley is leading them. He’s a reasonable man.” 
 
    “He is. Did the message say what they’ll do when they arrive?” 
 
    “The guards will search the area for any beasts. The captain will speak with those involved in the investigation. So he’ll want to interview you as well as Samuel and the others.” She sniffed. “And Henry. I’d better make sure our mayor knows what to expect.” 
 
    See, Ascar’s looking after us. They cared enough to send out a team. A search by the guards would provide further reassurance that the forest was safe. Annetta could use the opportunity to share her suspicions about Gerald with Captain Shelley. He might not remember the man though, and surely if he had the same suspicions he would have sent him to Ascar. So she was probably wrong. But it would do no harm to ask, even if he laughed at her. 
 
      
 
    Jonathan reached Maldon with his guards in the afternoon on the planned day. Giselle met them in the town square and directed several of the older children to help carry their belongings to the guesthouse. Other helpers offered them sandwiches and mugs of watered ale. Jonathan followed Giselle to the guesthouse, where they sat down with a pot of tea while the guards settled themselves in the living space. 
 
    “Mistress Weaver,” he said. “It’s good of you to arrange this for us.” 
 
    She inclined her head. “Least we could do. Though we only learned of your visit yesterday. Otherwise we’d have done more. I don’t know why the message took so long to get to us.” 
 
    “At such short notice, we appreciate your efforts all the more.” An image fluttered across Jonathan’s mind, of birds pecking at kitchen scraps on Tabitha’s windowsill. Had they been messenger birds? He’d better check when he got back. “Presumably you’re aware of the purpose of our visit. I take it Mayor Sutcliff informed the relevant individuals?” 
 
    She sniffed. “Mayor Sutcliff expressed a desire to delegate coordination of your visit to me. I agreed, of course.” 
 
    Jonathan frowned, remembering his last meeting with the mayor. The man’s incompetence was none of his business. Though maybe it was, if beasts were involved. “How long is a mayor’s term of office here? I’m just curious.” 
 
    “Five years. He’s two years into it. We townsfolk cannot change our minds about someone we’ve elected. That wouldn’t be democratic.” Her arched eyebrow challenged him to say more. 
 
    “I see,” he said. “On my return, I’ll report to the Council and perhaps make recommendations following my investigation.” 
 
    Her lips twitched. “I understand.” Paper rustled as she consulted her notebook. “I’ve made a schedule for you to meet the people who encountered the beasts, subject to your approval. If your guards need to recruit local help, I can arrange that too. Anything else you need?” 
 
    “Not that I can think of. You seem to have everything in hand. Oh, who was injured? We weren’t told.” 
 
    “Samuel, the boy who came with you on your last visit.” Giselle tapped the notebook with her pencil. “I’ve put him last on your list, simply because he’s so young. I thought if you spoke with the others first you might not need to spend so much time interviewing him.” 
 
    “That’s a kind thought. By then speaking with him should just be a formality for my report, and it won’t take long. I take it you have no concerns about, ah, cursing?” 
 
    She waved her pencil dismissively. “Not at all. Annetta assessed him and she’s not found anything worrying. The boy’s a bit accident-prone, but some lads are at that age. He’s only ten, after all. And he had a disorganised childhood. Now that he’s settled here with Adrian and Lisa I expect he’ll improve.” 
 
    “I’m sure he will.” Jonathan relaxed. This would be a straightforward job, followed by a leisurely journey home with no civilians to escort. He hadn’t seriously expected a curse to go unnoticed, even under Sutcliff’s leadership. Dragging a distressed and possibly dangerous ruralite back to Ascar held no appeal. Particularly one younger than even Tabitha, the Keep’s youngest resident ever. Remembering what he’d put her through, he shivered. 
 
    “Captain Shelley? Are you feeling alright?” 
 
    “Oh, sorry. I was distracted by thoughts of something else. May I see your list?” He accepted the paper from her. “Right, Marcus and his men today, and I’ll start with Pascal at the posthouse tomorrow.” He stood. “Can you direct me to Marcus’ house?” 
 
    Jonathan’s meeting with Marcus yielded no surprises. The sturdy farmer told him of their search in the forest, and how Samuel’s shouting alerted them to the beasts’ location. 
 
    “I was surprised how small the beasts were.” Marcus held his hands out, shoulder-width apart, and shook his head. “We’re all told to be wary and observant, but from the official guidance I was expecting something a lot larger. And fiercer looking.” 
 
    “Well,” Jonathan warned him, “appearances can be deceptive. And even small ones can be dangerous.” 
 
    “Point taken. It could have gone much worse for Samuel. But at least he hasn’t been cursed. The poor lad wandered into the forest in all innocence, and it was unlucky that he stumbled on the beasts.” 
 
    “You did a good job in killing them, but I don’t advise you to attempt it again in future. Beasts can be very difficult to deal with.” He flexed his left hand, the scars twinging as a reminder. “Thank you for your time.” 
 
    Jonathan’s sleep was disturbed by dreams of toddlers wandering into the forest, where brambles and hawthorns grew fangs, coalesced into beasts and devoured them. No need to wonder where that came from, he grumbled to himself as he prepared for the day’s interviews. 
 
    At the posthouse, Jonathan wrote a few brief words on a message scroll, confirming his arrival. He handed the scroll to Pascal, who went upstairs to despatch the messenger bird. 
 
    Georges recounted his story. “I found the damaged chicken coop and bloodstains and told Mayor Sutcliff. He said you told him we should get further confirmation before calling for help from Ascar. So, we went out to search the forest.” 
 
    “I see.” Jonathan’s shoulders tensed. “We, that is, Ascar, would have accepted the bloodstains as sufficient evidence. Perhaps there was some misunderstanding when I spoke with Mayor Sutcliff last time. I will speak with him again later, to clarify things.” 
 
    Pascal re-entered the room. “Right, Captain Shelley, that’s the bird taken flight. Are you finished with Georges?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you. Georges, I just need to speak with your father for a few minutes, then I’ll leave you both in peace.” 
 
    “Sure thing, Captain Shelley. I need to go out and sort the chicken coops anyway.” The young man left. 
 
    Pascal was already laying out papers on the countertop. “I thought you’d like to have these sketches I made of the beasts. I drew them after they were dead, of course. These pictures show them as they were lying. And with these drawings I’ve imagined what they might look like when standing up.” 
 
    “You’re obviously an accomplished draughtsman.” Jonathan absorbed the images, seeking similarities with other beasts he had encountered. Fur and sharp teeth seemed to be the only consistent feature, other than the obvious four legs and tail. What else might be useful? Fellows had been interested in eyes, although after consideration Jonathan had decided it was impractical in the field. Eye colour reflection was all very well, but it wasn’t safe to hunt beasts in the dark. When he reported back, he would have to disappoint the scientist. 
 
    He reached for the rest of the pile. “Are these more sketches?” 
 
    Pascal’s face went pink. “They are, though not of the beasts. I enjoy drawing. Have a look if you’d like.” 
 
    Jonathan murmured words of admiration as he leafed through the pile of drawings. He recognised many of the buildings in in the town, and the view along the river. Halfway through the pile, he stopped and stared. A tightening in his chest made it difficult to breathe, and the hairs on the back of his neck rose. 
 
    “What have you found?” Pascal squinted at the paper. “Oh, that’s not one of mine. It must have been Samuel. Not one of his better attempts, but I don’t like to discourage the boy.” 
 
    The simple drawing showed a walled compound as seen from above, within which stood three buildings. The taller two were connected by a bridge. The roof of one of them was shaded in light green, with blobs of darker green scattered around. Two tiny figures sat on a light green area. Was one wearing white and the other grey? 
 
    The Royal Compound. Tabitha. Me. Jonathan’s breath hissed in. “Do... do you have any idea when he drew this?” 
 
    Pascal tapped his chin. “Not exactly, but he did borrow some coloured pencils around a week ago. Why? Is it important?” 
 
    “Uh, no. That’s fine. It’s just... interesting. I’ll leave you in peace now.” 
 
    Somehow Jonathan managed to leave the posthouse at a sedate pace, which he sustained until he was away from the buildings. He stumbled a short way into the forest and stopped, leaning his forehead against a tree, running his fingertips over its rough bark. What was he going to do? 
 
    The boy was cursed. He couldn’t have created that drawing otherwise. Why had nobody noticed any signs? They couldn’t all have been blind to it. But signs or not, Jonathan knew his duty. He’d take Samuel away to Ascar, deliver him to the Keep. And what would happen to him there? Pain. It was no place for a child. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    Jonathan whirled round. Opal stood a cautious distance away, holding a beast trap. 
 
    “Don’t ask.” His voice was hoarse. 
 
    “No, sir.” She moved away, feet swishing through the fallen leaves. 
 
    Was there some other way to handle this? He wasn’t naïve enough to believe the Council were always right, but their members were well-intentioned. Most of them. Now he found a widening gulf between his duties and... what he’d like to do. Troubled, he returned to the town for his next meeting. Annetta Benedict. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 31 
 
    Annetta set the kettle on the stove. She gave the tabletop another wipe. There was nothing to worry about. The interview with Captain Shelley was necessary. She’d muster the gumption to ask him about Gerald, and she’d reassure him about Samuel. Still, she flinched at the expected knock on the door. 
 
    The captain greeted her with courteous formality, as he had done the previous time they spoke. However, a muscle beneath his eye twitched, and his cheek bore beads of sweat. Her stomach churned. This visit was going to be difficult enough without him in a vexed mood. 
 
    She led him through her workshop into her sitting room. “Tea?” 
 
    “Yes please.” He unbuckled his scabbard belt and placed it out of the way in the corner. “I’d like to start by thanking you for those remedies you gave me the last time we met. I’m immensely grateful.” 
 
    Pretend he’s a patient. “I’ve altered the recipe, as some people didn’t like the original flavour. Did they taste alright?” 
 
    “Taste? I didn’t—” His voice faltered. “Oh... yes, I didn’t notice, actually. Yes, they were fine. Tasty.” 
 
    Well, here was a convoy captain grateful for her remedies. This interview might not be so bad. She managed a smile. “Please take a seat. I’ll bring the teapot over in a minute.” 
 
    He put a trembling hand to the chair back, revealing recent scars across his palm. 
 
    Annetta stifled a gasp. Samuel’s drawing, with a bandaged hand. At the captain’s faint frown, she said, “You’ve been injured! I’m so sorry. Do you need any attention?” 
 
    He let his hand drop and sat down. “Thank you, but no. They treated it at the time, and the bandages have been off for a couple of weeks.” 
 
    Breathing rapid, pulse racing, Annetta turned away to face the stove. Two weeks ago. How had Samuel known? Had he been cursed? Had she missed it? But he wasn’t dangerous. There must be another explanation. Her hand hovered over the different jars of infusions, and she changed her mind about which tea to offer. Captain Shelley didn’t seem his usual impassive self, and she could do with something to settle her own nerves. A strong brew of dareth leaf would quickly bring calm and relaxation. It would do them both good for what promised to be a trying conversation. 
 
      
 
    Jonathan wiggled the fingers of his left hand while he waited for Annetta to prepare the tea. Here she was, offering him hospitality, oblivious of what he owed her. He had taken Gerald’s life when she could have saved it, and in return her remedy had saved Franka’s life when he would have taken it. And now he’d reward her by taking Samuel away. 
 
    The teapot’s spout rattled on the rim of the cups as she poured for them both, and she set the teapot to the side. She took the seat opposite him and clasped her hands together on the table. She didn’t meet his eyes. Her knuckles whitened. 
 
    Just as well he’d put his weapon out of sight. He tried to smile. “I’m here to help, Annetta. My duty is to ensure the safety of all, which can sometimes be a tricky path to travel. But I’m not here to apportion blame or point fingers, just to do what’s needed. Now, can you tell me about Samuel?” 
 
    She unclasped her hands, picked up her mug and took a gulp. “Can I ask you something first? It would settle my mind.” 
 
    “Go on.” He picked up his mug and sipped. The taste was unfamiliar, strong and earthy, but pleasant enough. He took a larger swallow, settling into his chair. 
 
    “You remember Gerald?” 
 
    Jonathan set his mug down with a clatter and leaned forwards, his mouth drying up. She can’t know. “Yes, of course I do. What about him?” 
 
    She wrung her hands. “Um. I wondered... I’m probably wrong, but could he have been cursed? It’s just that... it was all so strange!” 
 
    He sat back, fighting to control his expression. “How so?” 
 
    Her gaze flickered around the room. “He said something to me about my workshop, and I’m sure he’d never been inside it. After Samuel’s injury, I checked the official list of curse signs. It struck me some of those signs applied to Gerald. That said, I spent time with him after the beast attack, and he certainly wasn’t dangerous.” 
 
    Hand shaking, Jonathan picked up his mug and took another sip. Fragments of last night’s dream returned, but this time with old men being eaten by pine trees. “Based on what you’ve told me, I wouldn’t be able to say one way or other. I... don’t think we’ll ever know.” 
 
    Annetta shivered. “Odd to think I might have been so near to a cursed person and not even realised. I mean, they’re unfortunate, not evil, and it’s not their fault, but... people say things.” 
 
    “Yes. They do. Tell me about Samuel.” He winced at the clink of the mug as he replaced it on the table, the noise scraping at his nerves. 
 
    She looked down at her hands and started to speak. She told him of a small injury to the boy’s thumb and his seemingly uncomplicated recovery. Then a late concern from Adrian, but nothing she could point to as evidence. 
 
    “... but he seems so normal, other than a bit of daydreaming.” She leaned across the table, a hand outstretched. “I’ve never dealt with cursed patients myself, thankfully, but isn’t the concern that they’re dangerous? That’s why they’re taken away?” She slumped back. “So I thought he was fine. Until you told me about your hand injury. He made a drawing of you with a bandage on your hand. It’s a good drawing, you look very, um, distinguished in it. I thought there must be some other explanation... I guess I was mistaken.” 
 
    Jonathan closed his eyes briefly. “I see. As it happens, I’ve come across other evidence confirming that Samuel has, in fact, been cursed. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Annetta sniffed. “What happens now?” 
 
    “Happens?” A throbbing in his head hindered his concentration. “We’ll take him away with us, back to Ascar.” 
 
    She regarded him with watery eyes. “And he’ll be treated kindly? Someone will look after him?” 
 
    Jonathan gazed at his mug as he picked it up again. It was easier than looking at Annetta. The outlines of the mug shimmered in his vision. “He’ll be looked after appropriately.” Pain. “Sometimes, people do recover. But not very often... you mustn’t expect to see him again.” 
 
    Silently Annetta finished the last of her tea, and he drained his to the bitter dregs. After he swallowed the last few drops, he felt unsettled, then queasy. A roiling started within him, and he sensed his control over his power slipping. Not now! Clenching his teeth to keep them from chattering, he concentrated on keeping his barriers up, but they eroded faster than he could strengthen them. 
 
     His world shrank with the effort of channelling his power away safely. It sought an outlet, and he directed his gaze to the teapot. It started to rattle. 
 
    “Captain Shelley, are you unwell?” Annetta’s light touch on his arm was enough to break his concentration. 
 
    He grunted as the last shreds of his control dissipated. He had just enough wit left to jerk his arm away from her as he let go. 
 
    The teapot exploded. 
 
      
 
    Annetta stared in disbelief. All the talk of curses and signs, Captain Shelley’s disquiet, his odd fascination with the teapot and the impossibility of its explosion forced her mind to an unwelcome conclusion. 
 
    “You’re cursed too!” she blurted. 
 
    He turned back to her with a lockjaw grimace. Sweat poured down his face and his eyes were wild. “Nobody must know,” he growled, staggering to his feet. 
 
    Heart racing, Annetta fled. Not out through the workshop, but into her bedroom. She slammed the door, shoving a trunk in front of it to delay the man’s inevitable entry by a few seconds. She dived across the bed, groping for the secret compartment with her emergency remedies. Among them was a powder that could cause rapid loss of consciousness. But which sachet was it? 
 
    She whimpered as the trunk started to scrape across the floor. 
 
      
 
    At the doorway of the guesthouse, Adrian jumped as Samuel skidded to a halt and yelled, “Annetta’s in trouble!” 
 
    Giselle raised an eyebrow at this interruption, and the boy shuffled his feet. “Stand up straight, Samuel. Tell us clearly, what’s the problem?” 
 
    “I just know she’s in trouble. You gotta come with me.” He tugged at Adrian’s sleeve then pulled harder. 
 
    “Sorry, Giselle, I’ll have to come back later. I don’t know what’s got into him.” Adrian shrugged and let the boy pull him away. 
 
    “I’ll come too,” said Giselle. “Could do with a walk.” 
 
    The town square was crowded for market day, and Adrian gripped Samuel’s arm to avoid any collisions. They drew a few curious looks, including a scowl from the mayor and a raised eyebrow from Marcus. 
 
    They were jogging by the time they reached Annetta’s, pushed on by Samuel’s rising agitation. Wheezing, Adrian knocked on the door then nudged it open. The workshop was empty. 
 
    “She’s not even here.” Adrian stepped back. “What made you think—” 
 
    But Samuel had other plans. He shoved at Adrian, gulping, “Inside, inside!” 
 
    Reluctant to intrude, Adrian crept into Annetta’s living quarters, followed by Samuel. Giselle brought up the rear. 
 
    In the sitting room, two mugs sat on the table, the chairs pushed back as if their occupants had departed in haste. Shards of pottery lay scattered on the floor. 
 
    “Inside, keep going.” Samuel prodded him again. 
 
    Into her bedroom? Coming from the bedroom were creaking sounds, a man’s low voice, a woman’s muffled cry. That was Samuel’s idea of trouble? Adrian’s face heated, then his spine chilled at the memory of Marcus in the town square. If not him, then who? Was Annetta really in trouble rather than— 
 
    Samuel squirmed past Adrian, gripped his sleeve, and pulled so hard the seam ripped. “Come on!” 
 
    “That’s enough!” snapped Adrian. Then he swore as Samuel took matters into his own hands and ran into the bedroom. There was nothing to do but follow him, even if only to drag him back out. 
 
      
 
    Jonathan threw himself on top of Annetta as she sprawled across the bed, scrabbling for something underneath it. Some rational thought had returned after his unanticipated loss of control. She’d be reaching for a weapon. No wonder. But the fact remained, she had learned his secret. And he’d have to ensure her silence. 
 
    He grabbed her wrists and rolled with her, away from that side of the bed. He dragged her off the bed and pushed her face first against the far wall, shoving a padded sleeve in her mouth when she tried to scream. She stamped on his feet and kicked against his shins. Trembling with the continued effort of suppressing his power, he pressed her further into the wall, restraining her arms behind her. She could bang her knees against the wall all she wanted, but that wouldn’t cause him any harm. 
 
    “Now,” he murmured into her ear. “If you cooperate, nobody needs to get hurt.” 
 
    In response, she jerked her head towards his face, hitting his cheekbone but missing his nose. He grunted with the impact, eyes watering. His grip on her arms tightened, his other hand twitched, and a vase in the corner tipped over. 
 
    “If you don’t cooperate,” he hissed, “it gets a lot more difficult. For both of us.” Couldn’t she see he was trying not to harm her? Well, she probably couldn’t. He tried again. “The Council have secrets. And I’m one of them. But I can’t let—” 
 
    Background noise he had only been peripherally aware of turned into a scuff of feet in the doorway. A treble voice cried, “I told you! I saw she was in trouble!” 
 
    Jonathan’s head jerked round. Framed in the bedroom doorway were Giselle and Adrian, the latter holding a wriggling Samuel’s collar. Settlers’ bowels. His grip loosened. 
 
    Annetta twisted her head free and cried, “He went mad! He’s sick! He’s cursed!” 
 
    Shit. His secret was out. The more who knew, the greater the risk. The Council demanded silence. He would have to make these ruralites aware of that and hold them to it. Or else. If they didn’t cooperate... well, he’d just have to make sure they did. 
 
    He stepped back, but maintained his grip on Annetta’s arm. It wouldn’t do for her to rush out and blab to everyone. “Not mad or sick. But yes, cursed. It happened many years ago.” 
 
    Adrian pushed Samuel behind him and grabbed a wooden footstool, his arm shaking as he raised it. “Let Annetta go! I’ll not let you harm her!” 
 
    Jonathan stared at him. What does he think he can do from there? But that was unfair. These townsfolk, unused to violence, were nevertheless attempting to defend one of their own. He’d better reassure them. “I intend no harm. I came here to do my duty as I always have done. The only thing I need is your silence on this matter.” Jonathan sighed. “And, I’m sorry to say, Samuel. He’s cursed too. He can see things that aren’t in front of his eyes.” 
 
    “Is that how I saw you?” piped up the boy, sticking his head round Adrian’s bulk. “Neat!” 
 
    “He’s right about Samuel.” Annetta shuddered. “We spoke earlier. Before... before he went wild like this. I don’t know what happened. He was fine while we were talking and drinking tea, and then...” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he muttered. “I didn’t want to frighten you. But I have to make sure that secrets are kept. You were just unfortunate.” 
 
    Giselle’s sniff interrupted the impasse. “Perhaps if you let Annetta go, dispense with the theatrics and tell us in plain language what’s going on we can sort this situation out.” 
 
    Jonathan gaped at her. He behaved like this and she offered help? 
 
    Giselle held up his sabre, still in its scabbard. “If you really meant harm, you’d have picked this up. You’ve always had good reason for your actions when you’ve visited us before. Stands to reason that if we don’t understand your attack on Annetta, there’s something you know that we don’t. So tell us.” 
 
    He considered again the tableau in the doorway. Straightforward people who weren’t mired in secrets and politics. Neither were they fools. People who cared for each other as human beings. Rather than victims to be protected and sworn to silence, might they be able to help? 
 
    He released Annetta’s arm and stepped away. Maybe he could salvage something from this mishap. “Well then, let’s talk.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 32 
 
    Annetta perched beside Adrian on a padded bench in Giselle’s sitting room. The wooden chair opposite was occupied by Captain Shelley. They’d dropped Samuel at Adrian’s house on the way, instructing Lisa to keep him inside. 
 
    “Cursed people sometimes develop useful powers?” Giselle tapped her pencil on the table. 
 
    “Yes, though not always.” Head bent to one side, Captain Shelley held a wet cloth over the bruise on his cheek. 
 
    Annetta blushed. She hadn’t meant to poison him with the dareth leaf. Well, not exactly poisoned. She’d ingested the brew herself, after all. But it affected him differently, and he temporarily lost control of his curse. His power. And that set off this whole mess. 
 
    Adrian frowned. “So all those directives they send us are based on lies? That seems so unfair to—” 
 
    “I’m sure there’s more to it than that.” Giselle’s hand tightened on her pencil. “And we’d better stick to the immediate situation. Can’t be overturning how the realm is run. To summarise, cursed people who have useful powers under their control are set to work for the Council in various roles and nobody else is allowed to know.” 
 
    “Not quite ‘nobody else’.” Captain Shelley set the cloth to the side. “There are different levels of secrecy. Like... a guard who witnesses something unusual would take an oath not to speak about it. Higher up the chain, we have more leeway, although I’m by no means the highest. That’s why I’m able to offer you this option, swearing you to secrecy about what you witnessed.” 
 
    He stood and paced. “The Council treat security breaches very seriously. I cannot emphasise this enough. Penalties for disclosure are severe, and not just for the individual. A settlement might be removed from the convoy’s route, as a sort of containment strategy. I’ve never known that to happen, and I don’t want Maldon to be the first.” 
 
    And it would be my fault because I drugged him. Annetta’s lip trembled. 
 
    Adrian puffed out his cheeks. “Speaking purely selfishly, I’d hate to lose the interaction with Ascar’s techne people. I don’t see any problem with keeping quiet. It’s like keeping trade secrets—discourages amateurs from trying something dangerous. Annetta? Giselle?” 
 
    I guess craftsmen have secrets too. Annetta shrugged, her shoulder rubbing against Adrian’s. “I’d be fine with that. No reason to tell anyone, anyway.” 
 
    Giselle nodded. “I can keep my mouth shut too. Though the whole system seems inefficient. What happens if someone doesn’t agree?” 
 
    Captain Shelley’s shoulders hunched. “The Council expect me to do whatever it takes.” 
 
    “Inhumane.” Giselle sniffed. “And completely illogical. Eventually the knowledge leaks and it becomes impossible to suppress it. People shouldn’t be penalised for knowing things. And you shouldn’t bear the burden of punishing them.” 
 
    He gazed at his boots. “I agree. Until recently, I didn’t spend nearly enough time thinking about... this sort of issue. I just accepted it. They say it’s to prevent panic among the populace—” 
 
    Adrian’s forehead creased. “But that’s a circular argument. We’re taught to fear cursed people, so we fear them.” 
 
    “Who knows how it started? I’ll inform the Council you’ve taken an oath of secrecy. That won’t cause you trouble. However, my duty is to take Samuel back. But I don’t want to, because...” 
 
    Even his brief words about the Keep’s training brought tears to Annetta’s eyes. Locked up alone? Taught to tolerate and use pain? “Did you go through all that? All by yourself?” 
 
    He didn’t meet her eye. “Yes. That’s what it was like. And there are, ah, political machinations going on that complicate the situation.” 
 
    “We certainly can’t send Samuel into that.” Giselle tore through a page with her pencil, grimaced and picked up a fresh sheet. “Nobody deserves that sort of treatment. We need another plan. Tell me, what facilities does the Keep provide that we can’t access here?” 
 
    “Certain... equipment. But not something he should be using anyway.” The captain ran a finger over the scars on his left palm. 
 
    “Well, then.” Giselle put her pencil down. “We’ll ask you to thank the Council for their concern. But since he’s not dangerous, they can’t claim he needs to be locked up. So we’ll hang on to him. Anyway, a little boy wouldn’t understand the concept of working for them. If that argument isn’t effective, you can play up the, let’s say, more indirect risks of having a small and noisy boy around who is able to see what they’re doing... perhaps during times when they’d rather be unobserved.” 
 
    Annetta’s cheeks heated, though she was sure they didn’t go as red as Adrian’s. 
 
    “Another thought.” Giselle regarded Captain Shelley. “Maintaining the Keep must be expensive. Who decides how much money the scientists get?” 
 
    “The Council, of course. And the queen, I suppose.” 
 
    “The Council must expect something back from their investment. Sounds like the scientists might not have much success, whether in their investigations of the curse, or with recruiting new captains...” 
 
    A faint smile appeared on his face. “They’re always complaining about waste. I can point out how expensive it would be to keep Samuel there for years, probably for no gain. Since you’re in on the secret, and there’s no training system, he might as well learn to use his powers here. With your help, even. An alternative way of training. The scientists won’t like it—” 
 
    That was it! Annetta jumped up. “But the Council can override them!” She sat down again, fanning her face as the others stared. He knew that already, silly. “I mean, they have other priorities too. If you speak to them as soon as you get back, and get them on your side...” 
 
    Captain Shelley nodded. “Well, my instructions were to ‘take appropriate action’. To be honest, the Council don’t care how I do things, only that problems are sorted. If I present them with a solution, I have a good chance of getting agreement from them.” His jaw clenched. “And I’d rather not provide the scientists with more test subjects. There’s a guard with me who might be willing to stay here. To oversee the arrangement, if you will. That would provide extra reassurance.” 
 
      
 
    The ideas these townsfolk offered took Jonathan by surprise. If every settlement reacted like this to problems, life would have been quite different. He’d expected outright hostility or guilty relief over Samuel’s removal, not suggestions for alternatives. Why hadn’t someone come up with such ideas before? Was the system so stagnant that innovation was discouraged? The Council mightn’t care about the people, but they would seize an opportunity to save money. Maybe he could use the same argument to free Tabitha from the Keep, even to challenge the whole system. That would be one in the eye for Silvers and the other scientists. What was there to lose? 
 
    “Even if they don’t like it,” he continued, “they might not send someone else out to fetch Samuel immediately. So you’ve bought a little time. Also, Annetta, I was thinking about your remedies. One of them did calm down someone afflicted, someone who was becoming dangerous.” 
 
    “Really?” Annetta went pink. “I’ll be sure to make up more.” 
 
    “Yes... I’ve not come across a treatment like that in Ascar. Could you look into developing other remedies, specifically to suppress dangerous powers?” 
 
    Her colour deepened. “I do have a collection of recipes that supposedly affect the afflicted. Passed on by word of mouth, through the herbalists’ tradition. Not for general use. I don’t know if they work since I never had reason to use them. They’re really just for emergencies.” 
 
    Was that what she’d had under her bed? His cheek twinged at the memory of their earlier scuffle. “I hope you won’t need them, but it’s worth thinking about. There’s something else.” He met everyone’s eyes in turn. “If they send another team out to investigate, you must cooperate with them. You must be completely open and honest, and tell them of these suggestions you raised with me as part of our discussions. Suggestions which, after due consideration, I directed you to implement.” 
 
    Giselle stared at him. “You’re accepting full responsibility. For all of this.” 
 
    He inclined his head to her. “Yes. Once my guards have made a thorough search of the area, we’ll return to Ascar and I’ll speak to the Council. Based on today’s events, I won’t need to speak with the mayor.” He met Giselle’s eye, and she raised an eyebrow. He hesitated. Should he tell them more about the situation with Silvers? But they couldn’t do anything about it, and the less they knew the better. Better to leave it. “Thank you. I’m more grateful than you know.” 
 
    Giselle sniffed. “You have the more difficult job ahead of you. Good luck.” 
 
    Jonathan left the house and went in search of Opal. 
 
    When he found her inspecting the chicken coops and told her his idea, she blinked. “You’re asking me to stay here just in case the boy does something odd? How would you explain that to the others?” 
 
    He smiled. “You’re starting to understand how this works. We’ll say you’re maintaining a guard presence in Maldon, just to reassure the populace in light of the recent attack. That’s if you want to...” 
 
    “Yes! Yes, I want to stay. The town I grew up in was around this size. I can easily help out as well as keeping an eye on Samuel.” She shuddered. “And here I don’t feel like someone’s watching me all the time, waiting for me to say or do the wrong thing. Waiting to administer another penalty. I bet you’re worried I’ll say something out of turn if I go back to Ascar. Not because of what I’d say, but what they’d do to me.” 
 
    “You’re certainly quite outspoken.” 
 
    “Yes... I’m sorry what I said about you before. Now I know you were really trying to protect everyone... but I still think it’s a stupid system.” 
 
    “I know you do. But we have to work inside it. For now.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Are you thinking of something, sir? And don’t think I haven’t noticed you’ve been in a fight.” 
 
    “Who knows what the future holds?” He gazed across the fields to the buildings on Maldon’s outskirts. Someone else knew of his curse now, the curse he’d killed to conceal. At last he’d yielded his secret to someone who wasn’t using him. Not all his secrets, however. Murderer. 
 
    Over the next few days the guards searched the area, but no further beasts were detected. The team readied themselves to return to Ascar. While they said their goodbyes to the gathered townsfolk, Annetta handed Jonathan a packet of remedies. 
 
    “Thank you for everything.” He tucked the remedies into his belt pouch. “And for being understanding.” 
 
    “No, thank you. For letting us keep Samuel.” She reddened. “I’m sorry about the accident. And, um, your cheek.” 
 
    He laughed. “I’ve had a lot worse. Take care.” 
 
      
 
    Adrian, Samuel, Giselle and Opal knocked on Annetta’s door a short while after the guards’ departure. She made space on the table in her workroom for Samuel to lay out his sketch paper and pencils, and waved the three adults through to her sitting room. 
 
    Giselle spoke first, keeping her voice low. “First of all, we can’t tell anyone else of this. We’re all clear on that?” 
 
    Everyone nodded, although Adrian commented, “Keeping it from Lisa will be painful.” 
 
    Giselle continued, “Yes, and from Pascal too, given the amount of drawing Samuel does over there. We’ll have to pass it off as childish imagination, maybe claim that Captain Shelley filled his head with outlandish stories.” 
 
    “I can help with that,” offered Opal. “I’ve been on quite a few convoy tours and lived in Ascar for several years too. I’m supposed to be watching for beasts while I’m here.” The guard clenched her right hand, bringing it closer to her chest. “Someone once suggested, just as a theory, that a previously bitten beast victim might attract other beasts that are in the area. Like bait. It would make sense for me to spend time with Samuel, to protect him. No surprise if I tell him stories of my travels.” 
 
    “Good,” said Giselle. “We’ll tell Samuel it makes people uncomfortable if he draws things that aren’t there. Or even if he talks about it. So he should give drawings of that type to one of us rather than taking them to anyone else. I think that’s about all we can do. The more low key we keep things, the better. Anything else?” 
 
    Annetta bit her lip. “Do you think Captain Shelley will manage to persuade them? I hope he won’t get into trouble.” 
 
    Opal sucked in a breath. “I don’t know how much power he has, but he’s always tried to do the right thing by everyone. We respect him for protecting people in his care. There was a time when I didn’t believe that, but he proved me wrong. If anyone has a chance to make this work, it’s him.” 
 
    “Well then,” concluded Giselle. “We’ll do what we can and trust him to do what he can too. And meanwhile we get on with our lives.” 
 
    From the work room came the crash of splintering pottery and Samuel’s voice crying, “Oh no!” 
 
    Annetta darted from the room. Some things would never change. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 33 
 
    Susanna’s sleep was interrupted by a tapping at her door. Grumbling, she lit a lamp, pulled on a dressing gown and answered. 
 
    “This had better be—” Again? She sighed. “I should have known.” 
 
    Isabel limped in. The young woman’s bloodstained uniform smelled of smoke. “Sorry to disturb you in the middle of the night, but I need some assistance. Got bitten, and I can’t stitch it myself.” 
 
    Susanna’s lips pursed, then she rummaged in a trunk for medical supplies. “What happened this time?” 
 
    Isabel shrugged off her jacket, revealing a gash on the back of her arm. She slumped onto the chair and propped her arm on Susanna’s work table. “I was scouting some miles to the east, killed a couple of beasts. Eleanor’s predictive models for them are getting quite accurate. She’ll present her findings to the Council soon, once she’s double-checked a few things. Ah, that’s better. A bit more, please.” 
 
    Susanna applied another smear of anaesthetic paste then threaded a needle. “You need to be careful. Someday you’ll bite off more than you can chew and become the first captain in history to be cursed twice. And remind me just why you have to do this by yourself?” It was an old argument. 
 
    “Ace in the hole, my dear. You know how paranoid Jonathan is about people witnessing his power, and I can’t say I blame him. Mine’s even scarier, and I scare people enough already. When I work by myself, I can work more freely.” She grinned. “Besides, it’s fun.” 
 
    “You don’t change, do you? Ready? Let me know if you feel anything.” Susanna put needle to skin, paused, and continued when Isabel gave no indication of pain. Patching up people with powers could be a risky business, even if they had good control. 
 
    Isabel closed her eyes. “It shouldn’t need many stitches this time. By the way, have you seen Jonathan lately? Silvers was grumbling to the Council about him. Again.” 
 
    “Jonathan? He dropped round a few weeks ago before heading out to sort something in Maldon. I hope he’ll be back soon.” Susanna’s gaze drifted to her flower press, and she smiled, imagining their next meeting. “I’ve been working with a young protégée of his, and I may have good news.” 
 
    “Sounds interesting. Are you finished with that needle already?” 
 
    “Oh! Not quite yet.” Susanna hastily bent to her stitching again and explained her ideas about visualising powers in action. She hoped that in time she would be able to help people with training their own powers. 
 
    A crease of concentration appeared on Isabel’s forehead. “Fascinating. Seems like you’ve achieved an impressive amount already. I bet the scientists will be enraged if you can improve on their so-called training system. That should be fun to watch, especially Catherine’s face. You should have a go with me sometime too. Who thought all this up?” 
 
    “Lester and I came up with the idea between us. Jonathan was looking into the matter from a different aspect because of Tabitha. He even went to see Kenneth Staunton, who suggested looking at the historical archives.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s why he had me asking Eleanor about it. She was happy someone was interested in her book collection. Next time you see him, let him know he’s welcome to use the royal library.” She opened an eye. “Staunton’s pretty sharp, isn’t he?” 
 
    Susanna snipped the thread and checked her handiwork. “Really? I thought he had turned into a drunkard and let himself go. Well, that was Jonathan’s impression anyway.” 
 
    “No, not at all. He was at a society ball a couple of nights ago, and in fine form. Amusing conversationalist, dances beautifully and charms all the ladies. Apart from me, of course.” Isabel smirked. “And he steers clear of Eleanor too. I make sure of that.” 
 
    “Odd.” Susanna placed a dressing on Isabel’s arm. “But no matter. I’ll mention it to Jonathan when he gets back, along with the library access. I’m sure he’ll be pleased.” 
 
      
 
    Jonathan huddled on the prison cell’s bed, its meagre blanket wrapped round himself for decency. All he wore otherwise was a bandage on his right thigh. How had he ended up here? He tried to remember. 
 
    The journey from Maldon back to Ascar had been unhindered, at least until they arrived back at the Keep. His eleven companions had passed through the checkpoint room without delay. Then it was his turn. With his arm in the restraint column, he’d answered the standard questions. 
 
    “Did you, at any point on your journey, make use of your cursed power?” 
 
    He swallowed. “Not deliberately. But I inadvertently imbibed a herbal infusion which compromised my control over my power.” 
 
    “Did you—What?” The loudspeaker whined before the interviewer continued. “Did your cursed power manifest?” 
 
    Jonathan’s scalp prickled. “I... Yes. I didn’t harm anyone...” 
 
    A hissing came through the holes in the walls. The room filled with a gas that stung his eyes, and his nose tingled as he tried to breathe. 
 
    Then he woke up here. Why not in the infirmary? Or one of the rooms on the residential floor? Even condemned criminals were afforded more civilised accommodation than this tiny bare cell. 
 
    He rolled the bandage down, to reveal a neatly stitched incision intersecting with his old scar. On giving it an experimental prod, there was no pain. Perturbed, he pushed harder. It still didn’t hurt. He gave his arm a hard pinch, leaving a bruise, but felt only pressure, not pain. What had they done to him? Sweat broke out on his back. 
 
    The cell’s only illumination trickled in through a barred grille in the door. Footsteps from outside preceded a dimming of even that faint light. 
 
    “Ah, Shelley. You’re awake. I expect you want to know what happened.” Silvers’ smiling face filled the aperture. 
 
    Jonathan swallowed his instinctive response. “Yes. Yes, I do.” 
 
    “You’ve gone too far this time. While you were away, I spoke with the Council about your instability. They agreed that if you lost control again, you should be locked up for everyone’s safety. So here you are, all tucked away. Oh, I dare say in a few months they’ll decide they need you on the road again and let you back out. If you behave yourself, that is. But for the moment you’re under my care.” 
 
    “What will you do with me? Ah... sir.” Jonathan’s voice shook as he forced out the last word. Much could happen in a few months, both to him and to others. Tabitha. 
 
    “Nothing you can complain of. Of course you’ll have noticed the bandage on your leg. While you were peacefully asleep, we took a sample from you. All neatly stitched, and we’ll keep your pain control topped up. I know how much you enjoy pain, but you’re getting none of that here. Nobody can accuse us of being monsters. Thing is, the beast you brought us wasn’t cursed. Most annoying. So we need another source of, shall we say, cursed flesh. Plus, you’re bound to know some juicy secrets. We’re keeping you in the Keep, so you may as well earn your keep.” He smirked. “Now I’ll leave you to your thoughts. You’ll have plenty of time for those.” 
 
    “That’s obscene!” 
 
    Silvers scowled. “No, Shelley. You are obscene.” His face disappeared from the hatch, and his footsteps moved away. 
 
    The sound of low conversation filtered through the door. 
 
    Jonathan limped to the hatch and pressed his face to the bars. Silvers stood a few feet down the corridor, offering a brown-clad guard a drinking flask. The guard took a swig then returned the flask. Silvers laughed, clapped the man on the back and departed. 
 
    Beside the guard was a wooden bench, and beyond that a small table with a metal tray. Squinting, Jonathan could make out a selection of items that glinted in the lamplight. Blades, scissors, forceps and other things... his vision grew hazy. 
 
    Retreating to sit on the bed, Jonathan concentrated on slowing his breathing. Panicking wouldn’t help. Imagining the damage Silvers could do upstairs wouldn’t help. And imagining what might happen to himself wouldn’t help. He folded his arms to keep them from shaking, pretended his whole body wasn’t trembling, bit his lip. Felt the pressure but no pain. Silvers had neutralised his source of power. 
 
    He needed to get out, as soon as he could, before more was done to him. But how? His gaze darted round the cell, but there was only the bed, which was affixed to the wall, and the chamberpot. The door was of wood, interrupted by a small keyhole, the barred aperture near the top and a slot at the bottom for a food bowl. He certainly couldn’t fit through that slot or the hatch, even if he could break the bars. Anyway, there was a guard outside. 
 
    Could he convince the guard to help? Jonathan returned to the hatch. The man was sitting on the bench, eyes closed. Even with a prickly blanket replacing his captain’s uniform, Jonathan glared at the man’s sloppiness. 
 
    A key lay on the bench beside the guard. 
 
    The key! He could have howled with frustration. A few feet might as well be ten miles, now his power was gone. How could he persuade the guard to let him out? Or could he overpower him when he was passing food through? 
 
    In despair, he slumped on the bed. No doubt Silvers would find some pretext to keep him here for the rest of his life. The man would spin the Council some tale, and they’d forget about him. Even without physical pain, there were many ways to break a man. He shuddered at the thought of spilling his innermost thoughts and memories, of putting others at risk. And all the while Silvers would be carving pieces from him to use in his foul plans. 
 
    Jonathan fell to his knees and dry-retched into the chamberpot. 
 
    Should he kill himself before Silvers inflicted anything else on him? He couldn’t protect those who depended on him if he were dead, but he was of no help to them while incarcerated either. He might even be a danger. And his whole being recoiled at the thought of being harvested. Yes, he would rather die than that. He regretted those he would leave behind. Tabitha, Susanna, Franka, his other allies and supporters. His friends. Someone else would have to deal with Silvers. Maybe they’d find the letter hidden in his room and make good use of it. And if they didn’t? Well, he had tried. 
 
    A snore interrupted his thoughts. His lip curled as he returned to the hatch and saw the guard lying on the bench, sound asleep. 
 
    He’d better seize the opportunity. Jonathan had been rendered unconscious before sharing information about Samuel or the Maldon people who knew of his curse. If he were to die now, that knowledge would go to the pyre with him. If they were found out, it wouldn’t be through his weakness. Any blame would be on him, not them. For the safety of all. He would mentally say his goodbyes to everyone then hang himself with the bandage. 
 
     All his life had been spent supporting the Council, as guard then captain, unafflicted then cursed. If only he’d challenged them when he was free, they might have learned to govern with a lighter hand. They were thoughtless, not evil. Not like Silvers. How ironic, that he found true corruption when his only recourse was to die. 
 
    He sat on the bed, closed his eyes and imagined Tabitha on their last picnic, biting into a piece of cake and smiling as she wiped crumbs from her lips. But that image of her on the rooftop vanished, replaced by one of her in the training room. The poor brave girl with sweat-soaked hair and pain-filled expression. The determination on her face as she turned the control knob higher. His own anguish, torn between urging her on and calling a halt to the session. 
 
    His core twitched. 
 
    His eyes flicked open, his breath catching. Had he imagined it? Wishful thinking? But no, his power was rising. 
 
    A clatter came from the hallway, and the feeling vanished. He leapt to the door and looked out. 
 
    The guard lay face down on the floor, emitting sporadic loud snores. The key remained on the bench. Could Jonathan call his power? On other occasions, it had risen without the benefit of pain. That time in the blimp, and more recently the accident with Annetta’s herbs. Pain wasn’t the only stimulus, as he had relearned so recently. But maybe Silvers hadn’t taken that into account. 
 
    Eyes fixed on the key, he returned to his previous thoughts of Tabitha. He dwelled on that session, squeezing every drop of mental pain and despair he could from it. His core twitched again, and his power rose. Thank the Settlers. 
 
    He stuck his arm through the bars, let go, and pulled. The key slid to the end of the wooden bench and wobbled as it tipped over the edge. He clenched a fist, willing the guard to remain asleep, to remain still, to not notice the key flying through the air into Jonathan’s hand. 
 
    The turning of the key in the lock was too loud for his liking, but the guard remained unmoving. Armed with the chamberpot, Jonathan swung the door open and approached the man. Something about the guard’s stillness caught his eye, and he bent for a closer look. 
 
    The man wasn’t breathing. 
 
    Even as he checked the man’s neck and found the pulse absent, Jonathan fretted over the implications. It couldn’t be coincidence that the guard happened to die right at a convenient moment for him. Still, this was an opportunity too good to miss. Flee first, think and plan later. 
 
    No time to be squeamish. He hastily stripped the body, donned the brown uniform and took the man’s sabre. Both uniform and shoes were on the large side, though better that than too small. He grabbed the blanket from his cell, with a vague thought of wrapping his feet to make the shoes fit better. Then he changed his mind and used it to cover the dead guard’s body, drawing the edge up over his face. No point tidying up: his escape would be obvious soon enough. He grabbed all the dressings and a few of the instruments from the surgical tray, wrapping and stashing them in his pockets so they didn’t clink. 
 
    The prison corridor ended at a simple wooden door, which he eased open. Light spilled out to form a puddle at his feet. Ahead, there was vast dimness, and the sound of distant machinery. Going by Silvers’ words, this ought to be the basement of the Keep. From memory, there was an exit ramp to the rest of the Royal Compound, stairs leading to the other floors of the keep, and... the entrance to the Armstrong Tunnel. A route out of Ascar. If he could reach it undetected. 
 
    A distant island of light and the sound of a voice caught his attention. Keeping to the shadows, legs quivering with the attempt to move silently, he approached them until he could see more detail. 
 
    Near the tunnel’s mouth, a man in a brown tunic sat at a desk, a pile of papers in front of him. A lamp affixed to the wall behind him shed light on the papers. From the muttering, he was checking an inventory. 
 
    There’s only one of him, and unarmed. Jonathan gripped his sabre handle then shook his head. This wasn’t the way. Concentrating, he called his power again, telling it what he wanted. 
 
    A draught from the tunnel blew across the desk, scattering the man’s papers across the floor. The man swore, stood, and hastened away from the tunnel to chase the errant sheets. Jonathan slipped past his back and disappeared into the darkness. 
 
      
 
    For the second time that night, Susanna was awakened by someone at the door. This time it was a heavy banging. Irritable and sleep-deprived, she yanked the door open. If Isabel had forgotten something— 
 
    Lester stood outside, glancing up and down the hallway. He rushed into her room then slammed the door shut again. 
 
    “Have you seen the news?” he blurted. His uniform’s buttons were fastened askew, and he shifted from foot to foot in agitation. 
 
    “Of course I’ve not seen any news,” she snapped. “You woke me from a sound sleep, and there’s no excuse for barging in like this.” 
 
    In response, he extended the day’s news sheet with a trembling hand. The headline leapt out at her: 
 
    

  

 
   
    ESCAPED PRISONER ON THE RAMPAGE 
 
    Jonathan Shelley (56), a former captain of the guard, has been concealing unnatural curse-bestowed powers. This shocking discovery was made by the respected Scientist Silvers, who described Shelley’s behaviour as “a shameful breach of trust.” 
 
    Shelley was apprehended and imprisoned, but subsequently broke free from his cell. During his escape, he murdered the prison guard Colin Bookman (27), who was married with two young children. Shelley is extremely dangerous and should not be approached. It is believed he is lethal from a distance. 
 
    He should be killed on sight. 
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