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In a moment of weakness, I dragged my hopeless mind and body to my little sister’s room 
and told her I was giving up. I could not write Isabel.  

She looked at me calmly and said, “No. I don’t care if you just write it for me. I need to 
know the ending.” 

Isabel is for you, Melissa. I thank you for your valuable opinions and patience as I 
completed my first novel. 

Take the magic that runs through your veins and live. 

Love, your big sister 



 

Prologue  
(In a Not-So-Distant Future) 

Hands of  Fate 
 

 
The prison was a shiver running up the spine of the shadowed background. The shiver 
running up Isabel’s spine was only a piece of the haunted, crawling darkness before her. This 
prison, this disturbed place of long-lost hope, was the place she’d been looking for.  

“I need to speak to a prisoner.” 
Her words were clear patches of ice on the frozen night air, and the prison guard breathed 

them in with a cold bark of a laugh. He was older than her, a great mass of a man as he 
walked forward. The keys to the prison were dangling at his side. “You do, do you?” 

“Yes.” Isabel cleared her throat, trying without success not to choke on her words. She 
couldn’t let fear stop her now. “I need to speak to a prisoner. I can pay you.” 

The guard smirked, and Isabel could only imagine what thoughts swelled in his mind. She 
clamped her jaw, realizing how she must look: a girl in the night trying to get into the prison 
when so many wanted to get out. 

How had she ended up here? How had any of this happened? Only a moment ago, she 
was lying in a stable, wrapped in her lover’s arms. Only a moment ago, she was waking up 
in a den of thieves, or dancing a faraway dance under the moonlit sky. And, yet, those things 
felt centuries away from where she stood now. 

What was it that Charlie had said to her once? What was it that she had said to him? 
“I just want to be left alone: away from their constant yammering about propriety, free to run free within 

my own piece of heaven. Like you. I want to be like you, Charlie.” 
“It doesn’t matter. You’re like us either way. Elegant or stabled, trapped in the order of things, we all 

are. Rich when they say we’re rich. Poor when they say we’re poor. Life, love, death: it’s not some hand of 
fate. It’s whoever has the upper hand and it’s never you. So we’ll live as they say we’ll live. We’ll love who 
they say we’ll love. We’ll die when they say die.” 

“That won’t be me, Charlie.” 
“Isabel. You will run when they say you’ll run. And you will lose when they say you lose.” 
“What if I stand and fight?” 
“It can’t be done.”  
Isabel had thought of Mathew then too, as she was thinking of him now. The very thought 

of his name was a field of green with trees swaying gracefully beneath a cloudless sky. Isabel 
could almost feel the wind of galloping horses on her face, thinking of him now. Thinking 
of him, instead of the threat before her here: a dark prison in a dead-looking town.  

They had fought for each other, fought hard for each other, like they were still fighting... 
Was that why this happened? Had their love done this? Had it been made to destroy rather 

than made to thrive? Was this the cruel hand of fate or someone with the upper hand? 
Either way, how had it started? 
Isabel closed her eyes tight, thinking of Mathew, and their past events. 
Had it really started with a kiss? 



 

Chapter One  
(In the Not-So-Distant Past) 

The Beginning of  –– 
 

 
She read the words aloud, looking down at the parchment. The words, still fresh with ink, 
sparkled with a desire for greatness. It was what Isabel hoped for. But, alas, the attempt was 
unforgiving. She had thought many times about giving up writing. It would be easier, not 
having to be tortured by bad art. 

Sighing at yet another failed attempt, she rolled up the parchment and stuck it under a 
loose floorboard. The light in the room came from two candlesticks, which Isabel wrote 
beside, and an open window, which brought with it the murmur of the outdoor world. The 
room was full of shadows that might frighten a child. Though, she typically wasn’t afraid of 
the dark, and certainly not afraid of the hayloft. 

Sitting down, she had walked over to her bed of straw, listening to the faint whispers of 
the night. The crickets, the rustle of bats, the odd snort or kick from the horses below, and 
the distinctive sounds of snoring. Isabel tried to determine which side of the barn the snoring 
was coming from. If it was from the right, it was Ben or Charlie, for they slept in stalls in 
the first aisle of the barn. If the snoring was directly below her, it was Mathew. 

Mathew… He was a tall boy who came to the farm to work nearly two years ago. William, 
the master of the estate, caught him pick-pocketing, and instead of reporting him he gave 
him a job. Isabel remembered the day she and Mathew met, how the sun caught his eyes 
and made them almost black. She remembered how she must have looked, how her mind 
felt like it was full of static, and how blank her words were. But even then, even when she 
thought there wasn’t any hope to make an honest impression, he smiled. 

At times she was sure that Mathew felt something for her, but others... It seemed like his 
distance increased with her yearning. She understood why a boy wouldn’t want her. She slept 
in the hayloft, not the house like she was supposed to. Not one to wear dresses, she rode 
horses, enjoyed sword-fighting, read, and had a tendency to speak her mind, which was the 
worst of all. 

Walking over to the flaming candlesticks, she cupped the flame with her hand and blew 
them out. Straightening up, she walked back over to her bed of straw. The moonlight was 
shining in through the window, and she smiled as she continued to think of Mathew. 

She wondered if this was the beginning of some great happiness. She was lucky– she knew 
that– having a place where she could be herself. And, this moment, lying on a bed of straw 
with the moonlight shining through the open barn window, thinking of love, was a moment 
she could classify as happiness. But perhaps that’s what happiness is, Isabel thought, appreciating 
this moment. Maybe happiness is not being eternally happy, but rather a cluster of 
worthwhile moments. Moments you beg to remember and repeat. Moments of greatness 
that can define your existence. Or, perhaps, relaxing moments where contemplation and 
happiness collide. 

Moments like this, free of blood, and fear, and screams. 
Moments like this. 



 

Chapter Two 
Their Hearts 

 

 

Isabel opened her eyes to light. The sunrise held promises and beauty she did not particularly 
see in herself. Yet, she still expected and wished for so much. To be left alone. Free to 
wander within her own piece of heaven. For within it, there was the promise of countless 
sunrises. 

Well, she opened her eyes to light, and to a ‘crash’ that came from below. Charlie’s 
aristocratic voice (even if he was a common rag) gave a, “Tsk” and a “Tough luck, mate.” 
While Ben huffed and hollered, “Bloody fairies!” 

Usually, Isabel would get up and take her time feeding the horses, ignoring the muttering 
of the just-waking boys as she did so. Usually, if it was not for her diligence, the boys seemed 
likely to sleep their lives away. Those boys... 

The young girl jumped out of her straw bed and quickly brushed herself off. Twigs, pieces 
of straw and such fell back where they belonged. It was an improvement to her appearance 
at least, but not enough to scare off any of Mathew’s other admirers. 

Isabel could do nothing about the bits of everything in her hair. Mathew would have to 
love her for her mind... 

She did another quick brush over her clothes before racing through the open hayloft door, 
and down the steep, wooden staircase. She raced through the small, cramped room (filled 
with horse feed and stacks of small, wooden feed buckets), and into the middle of the barn, 
toward the commotion. 

Ben was still steaming when she reached them, raging about “Damn fairies” and “Rutty 
goblins,” talking to Charlie with his fists in the air. 

Isabel tried not to laugh as she greeted him. 
“Don’t look at me. You’re bad luck,” the light-haired boy said, unkindly (nothing new), 

and walked briskly away. His feet stomped on the hard ground. His entire body seemed to 
fume with a red kind of cloak: an expression of his absolute (and always to be relied on) 
wrath. 

“Charlie.” Isabel acknowledged her very best friend (though everyone was likely to think 
that about him). 

Charlie bowed his head like a real-time gentleman. His never failing smile was clear and 
welcoming among his features. “Good morning, Dove.” 

“What was that noise?” Isabel asked, realizing how unfair it was that she was scanning the 
barn for Mathew instead of giving Charlie her full attention. 

“Nothing much.” Charlie’s clever eyes already deduced what she was hardly keeping 
hidden. “You got up late. Sweet dreams?” 

Isabel nodded. “Yes, actually.” 
“Well, you better go find him then.” Charlie leaned toward her so that anyone who might 

be listening couldn’t hear. 
“Don’t know what you mean, Charlie.” 
“Of course not,” Charlie agreed. Answering anyway with, “He’s in the feed room.” 
Isabel tried not to grin girlishly. “Thanks, Charlie.” 



 

 

She walked back to the feed room, wondering how she’d missed seeing him when she 
was there earlier, but it seemed that Charlie was mistaken. The room was empty. 

So like every morning previous (and every morning to come if Isabel could help it), she 
set to work. She scooped feed out of containers and into buckets so it would be easier to 
give to the horses. She then set the buckets down. Suddenly, she felt like someone was 
watching her. Turning around, she found herself with wide eyes at the boy smiling down at 
her. He stood on the wooden steps, shadows deepening his already dark features. 

“Good morning, Isabel,” Mathew said, a silhouette before stepping out of the shadows 
and stopping just out of her reach, like a dark thing she might otherwise be afraid of. 

Isabel’s hands were sweating and she cursed them. Why did her body have to betray her 
in situations like these? What did he say again? Good morning? 

He stepped closer to her, taking hold of her hands. 
“I was hoping,” Mathew began and Isabel hardly heard the words as she watched his full 

lips move, imagining how they might move against her own. “I mean, I was wondering if 
you would join me in a trail ride.” 

She’d forgotten how to speak, inconvenient because he expected her to answer. Maybe it 
looked like she was contemplating the offer. At least, she hoped it looked like that was what 
she was doing. But really she was trying to remember how to respond, to do something 
other than stand there. 

She nodded. 
Mathew’s smile spread and he nodded in return. “I’ll get the horses. Then shall we ride 

into the field?” 
She stayed deathly still because he’d asked her a question when speaking had become 

difficult. Nodding once more, she watched a look of relief spread over his features. 
He brought her hands to his lips before letting them fall. Turning to leave, he glanced 

back to look at her with his deep brown eyes that only seemed to pull her in deeper. 
She waited until her breathing returned to normal. Eventually she would have to venture 

outside the feed room and see him again. Ridiculous things filled her mind, like, what if in the 
last five seconds he changed his mind? But she knew she couldn’t stay in one place all day. She had 
to take the chance. She had to walk out of the small, cramped room that smelled like 
molasses, even if it meant disaster. 

Closing her eyes, she knew she both wanted and did not want to see Mathew. She wanted 
to actually run her fingers over his short, black hair instead of imagining it. She wanted to 
stare into his big, dark brown eyes instead of dreaming that they were staring back at her... 

Maybe Ben had some extra four-leaf clovers she could borrow... 
Isabel took a step forward, and then another, opening her eyes. Mathew was nowhere in 

sight. 
She set to work. Ben and Charlie were talking among themselves, already well into the 

chores. Leading horses out of the barn and into paddocks, Isabel slipped into a stall, 
watching Mathew as he re-entered the barn. The mare, Phantom, nudged at Isabel’s back. 
“Quit, Phantom,” she whispered. Mathew’s mouth twitched as his slim, tall figure walked 
past her. He met her gaze even though she was certain he couldn’t have seen her. 

How did he know she was watching him? Was she really that obvious? 
He returned, stopping in front of Phantom’s stall. “Are you going to ride her?” he asked, 

shoulder to shoulder with a black horse with front knee socks and a crescent-moon-shaped 
star on his forehead. 

Mathew’s voice was uncharacteristically timid, making Isabel feel uncharacteristically 
timid, nodding to answer his question, and he walked his horse forward to saddle up. There 



 

 

was no need to ask if Isabel would be riding Phantom. The grey mare was hers, suiting her 
perfectly. No one else liked riding the spirited animal that only behaved for those whose 
hearts were as wild as her own. 

Once their horses were tacked, they cantered into one of the open fields. They knew that 
Ben and Charlie would think that they were innocently conditioning the horses instead of 
experiencing this awkwardness. 

Did all first loves start out like this, or was this the end before anything could start? 
Letting their horses walk, neither Mathew nor Isabel spoke. Phantom pulled lightly on the 

reins. Tired of this, Isabel looked at Mathew. He was supposed to be the confident one. He 
was supposed to start the conversation, tell her everything that she wanted to hear. But his 
shaking hands explained the impossibility of that. 

If she wanted them both to get through this, she’d have to be the one to lead them. 
“This is pleasant,” Isabel said, taking a breath, referring to their surroundings and they 

were pleasant. The fields were green, the trees swayed gracefully in the gentle morning wind, 
and the sky was cloudless. The only things that seemed out of place were the two of them. 
Mathew simply nodded. It was strange to see him like this. He usually wasn’t afraid of 
anything. 

“Isabel,” Mathew spoke, cutting himself off, quitting before he could begin. Was he afraid 
of her? Was he as scared as she was that the feelings they kept secret might be rejected? 

“Yes,” she encouraged. 
“I ––” 
Their horses stopped and Isabel let Phantom take the moment to graze. 
“I ––” 
“Mathew, I love you.” There it was. It had flown away from her with wings she hadn’t 

been able to rip off before it took flight. 
Mathew stared at her. 
What if he had no intention of telling her that he loved her? What if he never did? 
“You have no idea, Isabel, how much I love you,” Mathew whispered, his voice fit to 

match her gallant lead. 
She let that ease her soul. Though, she wondered if love had found its way to him as soon 

as it found its enchanting way to her, or if night had held his eyes from her until now. How 
she loved him, her sweet, darling Mathew, for all time. Silently waiting for him, she’d wished 
for him before she’d known he existed. She wondered how long she held this love alone. 
Or had her valiant love been dreaming of her blush for as long as she’d been dreaming to 
own it? 

“Do you want to race?” Isabel asked. It was the one thing that would make this moment 
completely and absolutely perfect. 

He smiled back at her. A smile filled with ebony romance and white rose blossoms, as he 
pushed his horse forward into the gallop, screaming, “Hell, yes!” 

Isabel watched them fly away. Love: she found its sweet blooms and gentle whispers on 
the air. She thought back to Mathew’s shaking hands and wondered how gentle love’s 
whispers really were when they made hands shake and voices faint. Would their love grow 
as fresh as roses, or would petals fall and thorns pierce until nothing would be left but broken 
hearts due to love’s cruel destruction? No, she decided. She would never let their love come 
to that. 

Letting Phantom take wing, it only took a second before they were in the lead. There was 
the thrill of adventure as Phantom galloped on, and she knew that it would be a battle: 
keeping secrets for love. It was a battle she knew she must face, but not alone. William would 



 

 

never approve; William who had given her so much. She could not ask him this and she 
could not tell him. She was too much of a disappointment to him already. All he had ever 
done was give, and all she had ever done was take and then disobey him. But this... This one 
secret she would have indulged in even if it was not her nature to do so. William would 
never approve. He would never let her be with him, not when he was so poor in money and 
stature. But Mathew was not poor in life. She knew that would not be understood. How 
could anyone else understand? 

But William had already approached Mathew, warning him to keep his distance from her. 
He’d already seen the flicker of love in Mathew’s eyes and decided to put a stop to it before 
it became a problem. But he was too late. Love had fed like wildfire, abundant and 
destructive and oh so passionate. The fear of the warning meant little to the growing 
sensations in his heart.  

It wasn’t William’s warnings he was afraid of. 
“I just want to apologize,” Mathew said as they walked their horses back to the barn. 
“For what?” 
“For anything that happens from here on out.” 
Isabel pushed away the thought of anything happening to them, feeling like a crown jewel 

in her baggy clothes. 
“I will hardly leave your side,” Mathew promised, taking her hand. He was not content to 

act like nothing had changed between them when in reality a whole new world had opened 
before their eyes. “This will not be the last time I hold your hand today.” 

Isabel breathed easy with those words, trying to keep from smiling too much. But trying 
to contain her recent happiness was harder than she could have ever imagined. She 
wondered what William’s expression would be if she was to tell him that she loved Mathew. 
She was supposed to wed a nobleman, but she was supposed to do many things she never 
did. William would want her to be happy, to marry the man she loved. Would he not? 

Probably not. No. He wouldn’t. Because who was Mathew? No one, but a young soul 
whose young life fell to disaster early on when he was left alone to wander the streets. He 
was a boy caught up by an influence he never could have predicted, led into a life of thievery. 
But no matter the pressures, or however sinful things around him became, he always 
remembered the goodness his parents taught him and dreamed of returning to a life of 
stability and honest actions. That was why he was so devoted to William. That was why 
loving Isabel was difficult. William had saved him from a life of chaos, and lying to him was 
like a sin spoken by a boy from a past he did not kindly look back on. 

But Mathew’s wicked past meant little to Isabel, although she knew little of it. She cared 
about the goodness and the strength in the boy beside her, the strength to want honesty 
after being subjected to a lifetime’s experiences of malice. Many times she would think back 
on her own memories of him. She would think of the innocence and the purity of him, as if 
he was as white as the snow. 

William wouldn’t see any of that, anything that was important. He saw a boy who was 
nobody, a nobody with a dream of becoming a knight. It was the same dream they all had; 
the same dream that would never come true. William wouldn’t see that in this world where 
all one could do was try to stay alive, in a dark array of mud and filth and plague, in a place 
where anything that brought an ounce of comfort was rare, there was this place, and this 
love, and this promised sunrise. 

William couldn’t see that in this world where everything could be taken away in an instant, 
this love would never break, or shatter, or die away as sunrises promise to rise and promise 
to fall. 



 

Chapter Three 
The Promise of  Sunrise 

 

 

Isabel and Mathew trotted down the grass path, passed the storage sheds that held wooden 
carts and other equipment. When they got back to the barn, they realized that someone was 
in the house talking with William. It was Sir John Scotch, William’s jousting partner, and 
Isabel found herself rooted in horror. She’d completely forgotten that that man was coming 
today. Sir John was a distant relation to the king, a very powerful influence, and a skilled 
knight himself. With saying that, he was also a ghastly man who gave his unwelcome opinion 
too freely. He was the sort of man who made one forget about the lively foals racing in the 
paddocks. He was the sort of man who made one overlook the fishing poles leaning on the 
side of the barn (an expression of wonderful days). And he was the sort of man who made 
one forget the deliciousness of the stocked garden at the back of the house, the trees of 
remarkable age, and the overall world around them: full and in bloom. Indeed, Sir John 
Scotch meant hell, and only hell. 

William would usually practice with Ben, but it was a little tradition of William’s and 
Satan’s to practice before a competition. Isabel hated Sir John, as did everyone, but he 
seemed to channel his derision toward her more than anyone else. 

She was sure her face showed the agony that twisted her insides. 
Isabel was sympathetic toward William (the depressed man with no known reason to be 

depressed), even if he did find Sir John’s company comforting. She knew Sir John was only 
using William (she just wasn’t sure why). He was not a true friend to her benefactor, but 
William couldn’t see that. Though, how could he when he hardly left his own gloom? Some 
days she would see him walking with all the grace of a proud nobleman. He usually did when 
he was with Sir John, increasing Isabel’s despair. If he only knew what had happened this 
morning. If he only knew that she and Mathew were together. His pride would overlap his 
grace and reap destruction on her heart. 

Isabel looked at Mathew, who smiled reassuringly and mouthed, what seemed to be, “Get 
ready for hell.” 

They walked to the house. It was time to compete and two horses were ready for the 
joust. Ben and Charlie didn’t want to be the ones to tell William and Sir John because Sir 
John would never actually look at them (which Isabel would have appreciated, but not 
expected). He was that kind of typical noble who would never stand an inch closer to a 
servant if he could help it. So Isabel and Mathew had no choice. They had to face Sir John 
together. 

As soon as they pushed opened the entrance door, they could hear voices and unhappy 
speech. 

“A woman of noble birth should not be sleeping in a barn, Will,” Sir John was saying and 
immediately Isabel wanted to run away. But when she moved to leave, Mathew put a hand 
on her shoulder. Maybe he needed to hear this. Maybe she needed to hear this, too. 

“I know,” William said faintly. His voice was always in that feeble sort of tone: the tone 
of a man who wanted nothing more of life. William. He let his servants run his entire estate 
and, his only obligation, Isabel, run free so he didn’t have to deal with anything at all. Jousting 



 

 

was the only thing he found pleasure in, though his hatred for town and its gossip seemed 
to be denying him of even that. 

“She should be thinking about marriage, about going to town. How can she call herself 
accomplished? She’s had no opportunity. You need to stop filling her head with nonsense 
and enforce propriety.” 

“Are you suggesting that I’m weak?” 
“My concern is with the lack of propriety, and not with your motives for not enforcing 

it.” 
“She likes how she’s living now,” William insisted. 
Isabel could feel tears in her eyes as they walked closer. William was losing this argument. 

She wanted to help him, to scream out in her own defence, but she knew that wouldn’t help. 
It would only show how uncontrollable she was. 

“It’s a disgrace! Will you let your title be polluted? Will you let your stature be 
contradicted? You never should have let this happen. You should have put a stop to it right 
away!” Satan took a condescending pause, his words of malice leaving a copious, dripping 
sensation. “I’m telling you this to help you, William. She could do so much more, could 
marry someone of importance. At this rate she could end up with a stable boy.” 

Isabel saw Mathew’s jaw clench. 
“You are a knight, William,” Sir John continued with reason, watering down that something 

in his voice and that twinkle in his eyes. “She is as good as your daughter. You could do so 
much more for her. But if you’re not careful, you will have the church on your doorstep 
calling her a witch and whatever else.” 

“You’re right,” William said, stopping as Mathew and Isabel entered the room. 
“The horses are ready. You can begin when you wish,” Mathew said, and Isabel could 

hear the insecurity in his chilled voice. 
“Thank you, Mathew,” William said without looking up, and Isabel was undeniably sad 

for him. She couldn’t stop it. She couldn’t stop loving Mathew. But then, why did she feel 
like she was betraying everyone who had ever shown her kindness by loving someone worth 
loving? 

“That’s all right, William, I really must be going. I have accomplished what I came here 
to do. And please, William, do not doubt yourself, you are making the right choice,” Sir John 
said, rising from his chair. He was much larger and more muscular than William. There was 
very little weight to the depressive man Isabel called family. “I hope to see you soon, William, 
Miss Isabel.” 

When Sir John left the room, William spoke. “Mathew, please go and help Ben and 
Charlie. Isabel, sit down.” 

“All right...” Isabel tried to stay calm. She knew what was coming and she tried to hide 
her guilt from him, and then her selfishness, wanting to take this moment to ask for more 
lamb skin. She knew that parchment was a rarity, and that William was reluctant to get any 
for her. He would mumble worryingly about how it was dangerous for her to write, that not 
many people could read, and that she was already frowned upon. It was true, not many 
people were literate, but William had taught Ben, Charlie and Isabel long ago. He did not 
often question the fact that he had taught her, except when Sir John came on these damned 
occasions. 

“How much did you hear?” William asked her. 
“Enough.” 
“Then you understand. John is right, Isabel.” William looked down at his hands, 

miserably. “I should have taken better care of you.” 



 

 

“No, you have been a father to me. That is everything,” Isabel insisted. “But,” she 
continued, “what if I wanted something different? What if what I wanted was to be with 
someone of less stature?” 

“That is out of the question!” William’s face hardened and Isabel lowered her head in 
regret. Why couldn’t William understand? Why couldn’t he see that she would do whatever 
she was going to do anyway? 

“So,” Isabel said, trying to stay calm to prove to William that the devil was wrong; that she 
was not uncontrollable. “You want me to become everything I hate.” 

“No,” William tried to encourage her. “Your setting does not change who you are, Isabel. 
You will still be the same spirited girl you are now, with a little improvement.” 

Improvement, is that what it is? Isabel almost laughed out loud with disbelief. However, she 
knew that would not change anything. Contradicting William’s already firm thoughts would 
not do any good, and laughing at them would only make matters worse. 

“We must act with propriety,” William continued. “From here on, you will be sleeping in 
the house, not in the loft. You will start dressing appropriately and caring about your 
appearance.” William contemplated. “We will start with that.” 

Isabel looked down at herself. Her clothes were stained and muddy. Her hair was full of 
knots. She could only imagine what she must look like, and what a disappointment she must 
be as a nobleman’s daughter. She was not William’s daughter, but he had adopted her, taken 
her as his own after her parents’ death. Her real father was William’s beloved friend. How 
disappointed William must be. And with her secret of loving Mathew… How disappointing 
she was. 

She said nothing, only nodded. Maybe it was the guilt she felt for loving Mathew, or simply 
the pain she felt for being a disappointment to William that made her obedient. Either way, 
William looked relieved. 

“Your room is upstairs, as you know. I will have the maid draw you a bath and help you 
with your hair.” He eyed the rat’s nest on top of her head. “Unfortunately I will be leaving 
for the joust and will not be able to follow your progress, but I know that you will not let 
me down. I am going to town for the competition, accompanied, of course, by the boys ––
” 

“How long?” Isabel almost screamed. 
“A week,” William said calmly. “I have hired some men to take care of the stalls and 

horses. If Sir John sends someone, do not leave with them or let them stay.” 
“But why would Sir John send someone?” Isabel asked, enunciating Satan’s vile name 

with a feeling of derision. 
“He has been... over exceeding himself,” was William’s response. Isabel tried to make 

sense of it and concluded that Sir John was simply trying too hard, which did not make sense 
either. 

“But ––” 
“No, Isabel,” William said, sounding aged. “It is time. Go to your room. I will send the 

maids up.” 
She said nothing. Why? Was it for love? Was it for William’s gift of ignorance in the 

matter? What was this silence? It felt like a curse as she sought to scream, as she sought to 
run. But she walked up the steps to the third floor and into a large room without making a 
sound, without a creak from the floorboards. 

There was a balcony in her room, which seemed to her to be the only thing worth 
mentioning. The walls were wrapped in pink fabrics, fresh flowers littered the room, and 



 

 

there was an oversized wardrobe packed with dresses. What would the boys say if they saw 
her in a dress? They would never let her live it down. 

“Damn it!” Isabel said and punched the side of the bed. In pain, she clutched her hand to 
her chest. 

It hurt like hell. 
 

 
 

Isabel stood on the balcony and Mathew climbed up the side of the house to meet her. 
He didn’t trust Sir John and wondered about the motives of the man who’d only ever caused 
Isabel grief before now. Worried, he wondered about the motives of the man who was 
suddenly concerned for her future. 

“I do not want to lose you.” She thought about the days they would be spending apart 
and the time of friendship they have shared. “Are we risking too much?” 

Mathew no longer looked like a boy capable of having unsteady hands. The darkness 
suited him well. “I would risk everything, everything in this world just to hold your hand.” 

Isabel knew what Ben would say if he were here. He would ask her, as he lay on the floor 
from laughing so hard, how she could stand being so corny. But she couldn’t help it. Looking 
at Mathew intently, she soaked up his rays, soaking in what she knew was her own living 
sunrise. She took his hand and was comforted by the fact that if everything in her life 
changed at least their love would never be tainted. It was the only thing she could hold on 
to, the only thing that promised countless sunrises, and the only thing that could live past 
the night. And then she kissed him. 

It had all started with a kiss. 



 

Chapter Four 
Time 

 

 

Isabel went to the balcony, looking out into the motionless hour, already missing Mathew 
so much that she felt sick. It was cruel that she should be without him, and she wished she 
could sleep until he returned. She’d dreamed that he had come to her; that he was standing 
at her door. Why was he not lying beside her as he had been when she dreamed it? 

How cruel time was! How cruel it was to know her suffering, to be doing nothing but 
lingering on instead of returning her Mathew this instant to her. How cruel time was for 
making her wait so long for him. 

Isabel looked up toward the heavens, carving a prayer into the blanketed sky. “Take care 
of him,” she whispered, desperately hoping that something out there was listening. That 
something was watching over them all. 

 

 
 

Isabel headed toward the barn, grazing her hands across the barks of the trees around the 
property as she went. Two doves seemed to be contemplating something as they rested on 
the house, and Isabel smiled up at them. Even if she was alone and full of gloom, there were 
still some beautiful things worthy of a smile (the fact that she was alone and wearing a dress 
was not one of them). She thought that she could skid by these seven days with little 
hindrance, but the maids were as determined to ruin her life as William was. 

Be a lady... She would rather get stabbed by a broadsword. But no one was here to do that, 
except for the maids and they were all on William’s side. 

Seven days: Mathew would be gone for seven days. She needed him right now, to help 
her through all this change. But he was not. There was only one thing other than Mathew 
that might ease her mind, and that was Phantom. 

Isabel made sure that the hired help left before she walked toward the barn. Though, she 
quickly realized that she was not alone. Someone was leaning on the side of the barn. She 
hoped it was Mathew, but knew it couldn’t be. Though, whoever this was, he was not hired 
by William.  

“Hello,” the boy said calmly as Isabel neared him. The stranger looked like an angel as 
villains often do at first glance. She had every reason not to trust him. 

How long had he been standing there? He was taller than her, with blonde hair and 
gripping blue eyes. Isabel could not deny that he was handsome. However, his childish grin 
and trustworthy face warned her to take caution. His light eyes were very different from the 
darkness in Mathew’s, as if it was only too easy to hide every secret. She found that she could 
not help but stare at him. He just looked so alluring, drawing her in with the slightest 
movement, making her want to trust him. 

“Who have you come to see?” Isabel asked, trying to keep her voice level. He reminded 
her of Mathew in some strange way. Maybe that was why she was drawn to him. It was as if 



 

 

he and Mathew could make people agree to things that they would have otherwise never 
agreed to. A demanding air, a gift of superiority to a man destined for trouble. How many 
times had she watched as Mathew stood still, and still managed to control the actions of 
those in the same room as him? This boy was simply standing there... She wondered how 
he’d learned it: how to control the people around him. 

“It’s lucky I’ve run into you,” the boy said smartly, as if he knew things about her that she 
didn’t know about herself. 

Run into you? You were leaning on the side of my barn, Isabel thought, not particularly 
comfortable telling him that she was here alone. Sir John sent you, didn’t he? You’re working for 
Satan, which means you’re... You have really nice eyes... What was I thinking about again? 

“Maybe you can help me. I’m looking for a child,” the pretty blonde boy continued. “I’m 
to watch over her.” 

Isabel knew he was referring to her. After all, she was the only one here besides the 
servants. But to call her a child! Who was this boy and why did he think she needed 
protecting? “You can leave, stranger. There is no need for you to stay.” 

“I have orders,” he said, seemingly prepared for her objections. 
“What is this child’s name?” she asked, secretly mocking him. 
“Isabel,” said the blue-eyed boy, looking around, maybe thinking the child would come if 

he called for it. 
“Sir John sent you?” 
Now curious himself, the boy nodded as the day twisted into a perfect blue with calm 

assortments of greens: the hills, the trees, the grass pastures. 
“What is your name, boy?” He looked more like a child with that grin than she did. 
“Boy?” he said angrily. “I’m as old as you, perhaps older.” 
Isabel was glad that upset him. But he calmed himself and answered her question. “My 

name is James.” 
“Well James, sir ––” Isabel was thinking about how easy it was to tease him. “You really 

need not stay.” 
“But the child ––” 
“James ––” Isabel cut him off. “Do I look like a child?” 
He stepped back, his expression changed. “You?” he asked and then started to laugh. 
“Sir!” Isabel snapped. She was used to behaviour like this from Ben and maybe Charlie, 

but this was a stranger. Men did not act this way with ladies. Not that she was much of a 
lady, but he didn’t know that. 

“Sorry.” James pompously shrugged. He in no way looked sorry. “I’m really not good 
with children.” 

“And you think you’re better with women?” 
“I guess you’ll find out.” 
“James.” Isabel hardly kept her voice out of hostility, fighting the urge to slap him. 
“Yep?” 
“You need to leave.” 
“You see now, Isabel, I cannot do that. A lady is alone, on her own, and I have orders to 

let no harm come to her. So if I must, I will spend my nights in the barn and my days running 
around your house screaming your name. I have to stay, so it would be easier on both of us 
if we started over.” He held out his hand. She shook her head in disbelief and started to turn 
toward the house. There was no way she was going to shake his condescending hand. But 
he caught a hold of her, entangling her fingers with his own and pulled her way too close to 
him. “I assure you I can be very persuasive,” he whispered, seductively. 



 

 

Isabel pulled away and stepped back. He let her go. “You touch me again,” she promised 
that intensity of his, “and I’ll kill you.” William had told her not to let anyone Sir John sent 
stay. She could put ‘not letting him stay’ and ‘giving him death threats’ in the same category. 
But as much as she hated to admit it, there was something about this boy. There was 
something that made her want to trust him, something about that intensity she wanted to 
keep around. 

“I would expect nothing less,” James commented, looking overly pleased as he looked 
her up and down. 

“Fine,” Isabel said, deciding that she might as well have company if she was going to be 
miserable for seven days. “You can stay.” He really was too interesting to pass up anyway. 
“But one wrong move and it will be your neck.” 

James rubbed his hands together, apparently looking forward to that. “Now that we’ve 
got that out of the way, I guess I’ll just follow you around.” 

Isabel suddenly remembered something William had said about Sir John. That he was over 
exceeding himself. She realized that this boy was not here to protect her. She had a feeling that 
Sir John was spying on her, sending someone to spy on her. Why and what for? It didn’t make 
sense. 

“I need to eat something,” Isabel announced, suddenly feeling sick. 
“Good.” James revealed that childish grin of his. “I’m starving.” 
Isabel rolled her eyes as they walked to the house for lunch. He’s lucky I was bored. 



 

Chapter Five 
Who and What We Are 

 

 

For all the suspicion and negativity she was feeling toward James, it was impossible not to 
find him charming. Limiting her defences, she found herself enjoying his company, but she 
always thought about what she was going to say before she said it. She didn’t completely 
trust him, even though he had assured her many times that he was trustworthy. It seemed to 
her that his smile could get him out of, or get him into, a lot of trouble. He was annoyingly 
overconfident so it probably came in handy. It was impossible to resist someone who could 
smile like that. 

He started to ask her questions about her life, which seemed natural given that they’d just 
met. However, when Isabel asked him a question she was sure that his answers were always 
lies. He’d make his life sound happier than it really was, to keep the mood light and so that 
she would keep talking about herself and not about him. Isabel stopped answering once 
James started asking her more in-depth questions. He wanted to know what she wanted in 
life: her dreams, her desires, her aspirations, her loves. Had she ever been in love? It seemed 
an odd question to ask someone you’d just met. It was not exactly ‘what is your favourite 
colour?’ 

“Don’t worry, I won’t tell,” James said, looking reasonably serious. She could not decipher 
if he was being sincere or simply insinuating his own coming betrayal. 

“You work for Sir John Scotch,” Isabel said flatly. But she wanted to tell him. She wanted 
to tell him everything. He was too good with his gift. He was ten times the controller that 
Mathew could be. And he did it all with a single wink. 

“Yes,” replied James. “I do. But that does not mean that I like the man. Isabel, you can 
trust me. I won’t tell him anything about you. Okay?” 

She did strangely trust him. He looked so sincere. She could not help but feel like he 
already knew all her secrets by the way he looked at her, as if he could see right through her. 

“Besides, what were you planning to do for seven days without anyone? At least now you 
have some company,” James continued. It must have been easier than he thought it was 
going to be, to win her over. 

“I’m supposed to work on being a lady.” Isabel smiled lightly at the strangeness of that 
statement. She confessed to James how she was used to living, and her reluctance to be 
anything other than who she was. It felt like a strange thing to confess to him. 

“Why are people so obsessed with change?” James finally asked. 
“It’s not me,” Isabel objected. “I’m perfectly happy with who I am and who I want to 

be.” 
“All right, Isabel,” James challenged. “Why would the world want to change you? What 

makes you so special?” 
Isabel didn’t answer right away. What makes you so special? Thinking about those words, she 

looked up at the cloudless sky, feeling a warning wind on her face as she and James sat on 
the grass. She couldn’t stop now, wondering if she’d said too much. She couldn’t stop now 
and tell this stranger to leave when she was already too lost in the extreme pleasantness of 
his voice. She couldn’t stop now, even if she wanted to. “I guess because I can read.” 



 

 

“You read?” 
“And sword fight.” 
“You sword fight?” 
Isabel exhaled in frustration. “Can you stop that? It’s getting annoying.” 
She watched as James’s expression changed; his face filling with a provocative, impressive 

half-smile. “I sword fight,” he said proudly, looking her up and down again. 
“And I am sure you are very good at it,” Isabel commented, trying to sound unimpressed. 
“Are you?” That captivating grin never flinched off his flirtatious face. 
“Care to find out?” she said, offhand. 
He grinned that grin of his. He did care to find out. More than she could ever know. 
“All right then,” Isabel agreed. 
He moved his hand as if he was going to touch her leg and then he pulled away (probably 

remembering her ‘touch and die’ policy). He nodded, half expecting her to instantly back 
down from the offer, half hoping she would not. And, suddenly, life was like a blur. They 
found swords and Isabel felt like she was floating through the fog and mist of a dream. It 
had been too long since she’d handled a sword and she couldn’t wait to show James how 
good she really was. 

“Are you sure about this?” James did not mean to sound as if he was trying to bait her 
(although it came out that way). He’d never planned to fight her and he was starting to fidget. 
He had expected her to tell him that she was not very good at handling swords as soon as 
the challenge was offered. But she did not. She seemed to want to fight him. Despite all his 
gentlemanly instincts, growing up knowing it was wrong to fight a girl, he wanted to see 
what she had in store for him, and if she was worth all the hype. And, of course, something 
in James wanted to fight her too, to show her how good he really was. 

“Word of advice, Isabel,” he said, looking over at her as they walked. He could tell that 
she was nervous. She still did not completely trust him and he was not sure if playing with 
swords was the right way to win her affection. But it was the way to win his. “Never let fear 
hold you back.” Was that something strange to say to someone? He didn’t know if his words 
would soothe her or make her more afraid. But he couldn’t help it. Those words were 
embedded in his mind, replaying over and over, all the time and everywhere. Those words 
never left him. They raged around him, repeating: never let fear hold you back, don’t let it stand in 
your way. 

“Now,” James continued when they found an appropriate spot to practice. “Draw your 
sword before we start because it takes more time for most people to draw their swords than 
it does to receive a blow.” 

Isabel rolled her eyes, trailing her fingers down the blade at her side. 
“Remember to relax. It’s perfectly understandable to tense up in combat.” What was he 

doing? He couldn’t fight a girl. “You have to relax your muscles, stay loose and don’t forget 
to breathe. If you forget, then you cannot act with speed and skill, and you will lose. Any 
questions?” 

“James.” He was worried about her. How cute. “I know how to do this.” 
“I am sure you do; this is for me. I have to remind myself. Remember to keep your body 

balanced. Never let your feet get too close together. Be aware of your surroundings ––” 
“James, I know,” Isabel said, annoyed. 
“Well, I don’t see you looking around, checking your surroundings,” James tried to mock 

her, but his voice was full of tension. “Remember to keep your elbows bent and close to 
your body... What else? Don’t charge in recklessly ––” 

“James!” 



 

 

“Wait, I am not done! Your footwork is very important ––” 
“James!” 
“Fine, but you can’t say that I didn’t try.” 
William had taught her how to sword fight long ago. James was underestimating her. That 

would come to her advantage. “James,” Isabel said as she got into position. “Do me a favour, 
all right?” 

“Sure.” 
“Don’t hold back.” 
James hesitated, but then finally nodded. Isabel kept her sword at her side, waiting for 

James to attack first. He held his sword in position. “I hope for your sake that you do know 
what you’re doing.” 

He strode toward her cautiously, afraid to hurt the little girl. She kept still. Then, he 
attacked. 

With the required force and skill, she drew out her sword, smashing it onto her opponent’s 
blade, stopping his blow. He stumbled forward (mostly in shock) as she took a step to the 
side, bringing her sword swiftly to the back of his knees as he passed her. 

“You’re lucky,” Isabel said, walking over to James as he fell to the ground. “If this was 
real war you would have lost your legs, and I would be putting my blade into your heart 
instead of helping you up.” She extended her hand to him. “Never underestimate, it’s a 
weakness.” 

“I never will again.” James took her hand and got to his feet. “Best two out of three?” 
“Okay.” Isabel rolled her shoulders back as she spoke, embracing her new-found vanity. 

The sharp clashing of the steel, the sun catching the metal like sparks in a magnified fire was 
fresh in her mind’s eye. “If you think you can handle it.” 

His mouth gave a twitch; not entirely pleased with the power of her perseverance. He 
came forward, moving his feet. His eyes were fixed with a determined glow, like steel aflame. 
Isabel followed his footwork, preparing herself for anything. He was angry, frightening and 
intriguing if it was possible to be one and the same. So close to her, he could really hurt her 
if she wasn’t careful. He was too close: like sin to an unguarded heart. 

She had to concentrate. 
She had to stay focused. 
But then, like a miracle, he was gone. Isabel blinked three times. The number of blinks 

was a loud sound in the remarkable silence. He vanished, like something impossible. Slowly, 
she turned her head to the side, and there he was. He was gone in an instant and reappearing 
the next at her side as if he were there the entire time, leaving her completely unprotected. 
He struck her arm, cutting her with his blade, punishing her for being overconfident. She 
took a step back from this phantom man, this boy phenomenon, this student of demons, 
but then he attacked again. Bringing his sword hard to the centre of her blade, he held both 
of them in place, forcing her to look at him and his contemptuous eyes. 

“Never be overconfident. It’s a weakness,” James taunted, holding her still with his sword. 
Isabel pushed him as hard as she could, and he took a step back. She took two, only 
increasing his increased pleasure. 

Looking down at her arm she could see a fresh cut, blood streaming from the wound. 
“Sorry about that,” he commented, unapologetically. “Are you okay?” 
“Yes,” Isabel lied, raising her sword back to this supernatural boy. How did he disappear and 

reappear like that? “The second round is not over yet.” 
James’s blue eyes were a new level of pleasing darkness. Clearly he was hoping she would 

say that. 



 

 

He was not as forceful when he attacked, and she struck as hard as she could. Sending his 
sword, still in his hand, away from his body, leaving him unprotected for a moment, but that 
was long enough. Isabel stepped fast to his chest, making it impossible for him to strike her. 
As she advanced, she raised her sword to his throat. 

James stopped. Cursing under his breath, he dropped his sword to the ground. Isabel 
stood still, her sword still to his throat and he glared at her. 

She stepped back. “What was that you were saying about being overconfident?” 
He picked up his sword. “Round three.” 
She hardly had time to think about the feeling of nails scraping down her back, their 

swords moving in a series of breaths and sighs. She stepped quickly as he lunged, startling 
her, and he advanced. He was like a haze, like an outline at a midnight hour. Isabel moved, 
her dress twirling and twirling as if every part of her was searching for him. She felt a tangle 
of sensations, as if hands were upon her flesh. He caught her wrist, gripping her so tightly 
that she gasped in pain and dropped her sword. But still he advanced on her, giving her no 
choice but to kneel to the red eyes of the dark prince. His sword was at her heart. She could 
feel the cold tip of his blade brushing against her skin. And there he kept her, gripping her 
wrist and his sword at her heart. 

He leaned toward her ear, his breath on her neck sending her eyes rolling backward in 
response. “So much for your ‘no touch’ policy.” 

“I could still kill you,” she whispered. 
“I believe you.” He inhaled as he increased the pressure on her wrist. She gasped in pain, 

and he let her wrist fall, stepping back with the vanity he had won quite clearly. 
“Are you okay?” James asked as Isabel got to her feet, rubbing her wrist. He looked the 

same as he did when she first saw him: light and childish, with hidden thorns and too many 
secrets. 

“Yes,” Isabel admitted. In fact, she felt green: consumed with a sense of addiction for the 
boy spy and his secrets. “Only an idiot would think that they wouldn’t get hurt if they played 
with swords.”  

“And simpletons we certainly are not,” James agreed, thinking about how she was right. 
She knew how to use a blade. He sat down on the grass, trying not to look at her too much. 
He felt green with the pressing addiction for her. The truth was, she amazed him. He already 
knew so many of her secrets, except maybe the ones he was not sure he still wanted to learn. 

“You didn’t think I would fight you, did you?” Isabel boasted all that she had left to boast. 
“I thought I knew you wouldn’t do it,” James said crookedly and then looked down at the 

ground. He couldn’t stand thinking about her now with some other guy, sword fighting with 
someone who did not deserve her... “So, who is he?” 

What kind of question was that? “Who?” 
James raised his head and stared at her. It was a ‘do you think I am an idiot’ look. When 

she still didn’t answer, he added, “The boy who helped teach you to use that blade. The boy, 
no doubt, you’re in love with.” 

Isabel sighed. Was there anything he didn’t know? And, better yet, was there anything she 
did not want to tell him? She thought about telling him to mind his own damn business, or 
to leave entirely. But instead she said: “Mathew.” 

“So what’s wrong with him?” James paused, as if he thought he was approaching the 
subject incorrectly. He then added, “I’m your friend. I have to make sure he’s suitable.” 

 “What do you mean?” Isabel looked down at her hands. She wished Mathew were here 
now. He would know whether it was a good idea to let James stay, or if she should toss him 
out and send his sorry ass back to his puppet master. Mathew would not be thinking about 



 

 

James’s eyes right now, letting that cloud his judgement. They were blue, to match her own, 
but his were a cold kind of blue. “Why do you ask that?’ 

“Well...” James said, closing his eyes against the sun. “If there wasn’t something wrong 
with him you would be more inclined to talk about him.” 

Isabel said nothing as guilt flowed over her like boiling water. William wanted a different 
life for her, a better life in his eyes perhaps, one where the age and the times wouldn’t have 
to catch up with her. He saw a life of castles, gold, and gentlemen. She saw a life with 
Mathew, simple but just as elegant. She just needed to be brave enough to hold on to that 
love. But the hard price might be losing William’s love forever... 

James wrapped his fingers around Isabel’s hand. Behind his eyes was a glint of his own 
betrayal, and Isabel slapped his hand away. She did not slap his hand away because she 
thought he was a spy, or because he was a spy. She slapped his hand away because her hand 
was not his to hold. Isabel was a girl who wanted what she wanted (not accustomed to 
settling for less), and she wanted the boy she was forbidden to love. 

“Isabel,” James said, looking as if he knew exactly what she was feeling. “This is your life 
to live the way you want to. Don’t let anyone tell you that you cannot do something, 
especially William. Sometimes you just need to plan it out, analyze your actions. Perhaps you 
cannot control what other people do, but you can control your own actions and that is more 
than you realize.” 

“What are you saying?” Isabel asked. At first, she was struck by his words. Something in 
her wanted to thank him for saying them. But something he’d said upset her. He’d said, 
“Especially not William.” Why did James care? What did he want from her? 

“I am saying,” James concluded, his voice like a distant memory of swords scraping 
against sharp breaths and sparked passion, “that you should want me to stay.” 

Isabel nodded in response, but she could not trust him. Not now. Not now that he had 
brought up William. 



 

Chapter Six 
A Dance in the Darkness 

 

 
Isabel was not accustomed to sneaking out of the house at night, using the balcony as an 
ultimate escape, but she did. Not at all tired, she clumsily climbed down. The night was still 
and the moonlight was all she needed to find her way. Her nightgown swayed playfully with 
the wind as she walked toward the barn, thinking of the days that had passed with James’s 
magnetism. He had a talent for seemingly everything, and his quick wit, and finding 
observations made her feel, at times, inebriated. He had this theory, this idea for a seven-
day pilgrimage that did not at all require them to leave the safety of the estate. It entailed 
that they participate in endeavours that consisted mainly of actions that Isabel found herself 
most wanting to do. In other words, he desired that, each day, they partake in events that 
Isabel loved most and would one day greatly miss if William was to succeed in his plans. All 
of which contributed to Isabel’s sleeplessness. She could not trust James (yet she did 
completely). Too many questions came with him, all of which she forgot to ask when it was 
necessary to do so. The boy with the childish grin tried very hard to focus his discussions 
on two things: William and herself. He continued to try to convince her that William had 
been depriving her of the things she loved. Attempting to turn her against her benefactor, 
and although James’s perseverance should be noted, Isabel did not heed his words. She 
loved William too much and understood, above all his misguided notions that he knew what 
was best for her, that his only intention was to better her well-being and overall happiness. 

But James... Isabel shook her head, stopping after noticing how brilliant the sky looked. 
She stood on the lawn, gazing up toward the stars. James was like a best friend of sorts, even 
if he was here to snatch up her secrets. They spent their days racing horses in the fields, 
sword fighting, reading from old books, and laughing without wondering if they were 
laughing too loudly. Isabel even let him sleep in one of the rooms in the house. If she didn’t 
know any better, she would think she was falling for him. 

She forced those thoughts away. She needed to stop thinking. Maybe if she stopped 
thinking she could sleep. Stop thinking, Isabel, and, as if on command, she lifted her hands 
toward the sky and began to dance. She twirled, laughed, and happily danced for a time 
unknown. Feeling free, she wondered what Mathew was dreaming of right now. She 
wondered if he was missing her, at this moment. She wondered what James was dreaming 
of. Stopping, she looked back to the house. Did it matter to her what James was dreaming 
about? Did she want to be in his dreams? 

She forgot about dancing and swiftly walked toward the barn, heading over to Phantom’s 
stall, where the grey horse was eating peacefully. “Hey, girl,” Isabel whispered and tucked 
her hair behind her ears. Opening the stall door, she sat down by the horse’s front hooves. 
The mare flicked her ears forward, but otherwise did not stir. Isabel leaned her head against 
the wall and watched Phantom eat. Closing her eyes, she soaked in the sounds of the horses 
and the darkness, eventually falling asleep. 

She pulled her hand back, tasting screams as a sharp pain came over her. She looked down at her fingers. 
Blood seeped from the pricks left from the thorns of the rosebush. She knew she was dreaming. She knew 
because she could not wake up. Someone yelled her name and she turned her head, only to have her eyes widen 



 

 

in horror. A great, black horse was galloping toward her. Was it Goliath, William’s warhorse? The 
darkened knight was unrecognizable in the pit of the dream. 

Then Isabel did wake, with a start. She couldn’t have been sleeping for long, but she 
already felt like she had overstayed her welcome. It was too dark to make out anything but 
outlines as she fumbled with the stall door, whispering, “Good night, girl,” to Phantom 
before she left the barn entirely. 

The memory of dancing before the moon’s overwhelming beauty felt vague now as the 
chilled night air raced up her sweat-soaked skin. The dream of the dark knight still thundered 
in her mind, driving her to quicken her pace as she made her way toward the house. 

Climbing back up to the balcony was not something her tired mind advocated. Going 
through the front door, stumbling, and accidentally waking up the household when she 
would surely bash into something, seemed to be a pleasing enough option at this stage.  

Isabel moved to open the door.  
Something stirred behind her, a faint “Creak” in the darkness, the sound filling Isabel’s 

ears with a ringing alarm. She whipped around, her eyes moving between narrow slits, 
wishing she had a knife with her. All became as silent and as still as she was and, after an 
agonizing moment of searching the darkness, she decided that she was hearing things. But 
then the noise came again and she turned toward it, hearing it perfectly now. Louder and 
louder it grew, coming her way. Someone was walking toward her. 

“Isabel?” the shadow questioned. 
Mathew? How did you get here? But no. She thought of the voice again, studying the pitch 

and the diction of her name through the shadow’s sure lips. “James?” Isabel asked and the 
figure appeared in the moonlight. “What are you doing out here?”  

“I could ask you the same question,” James replied. He moved through the darkness like 
he was embracing a brother, as if he and the night were made out of the same things.  

“I couldn’t sleep,” Isabel stated truthfully. “You should want me to stay.” Those had been his 
words to her, and she thought of them now as she watched him come forward. His face was 
full of ebony as he grinned his childish and consuming grin, like a true child of darkness. 

“Neither could I,” he said and then paused, looking her over before continuing. “I was 
sitting in my room, staring out the window, when I saw you climb out from… the balcony, 
I expect. I saw you go into the barn, and I decided to follow you, but when I got there you 
had already left.” 

“What else did you see?” Isabel looked at her feet in embarrassment. Had he seen her 
dancing? 

To her surprise, James approached her and slowly took her hand, moving his thumb over 
her skin before leading her onto the lawn and into the streaming moonlight. And she let 
him. She thought of how they raced their horses together every day, how he never 
questioned her ability to do anything, and how he never questioned her bravery. But when 
he faced her, gently putting his arm around her waist and taking her hand in his, Isabel began 
to question herself. She could not dance, and she had never had anyone put their arms around 
her like this. But there was something about James that kept her in place, something about 
James that she did not want to pull away from. He started to dance, swaying slowly at first, 
and then moved her to steps she never knew she could do. But she was not doing it, really. 
James was moving her for her.  

Isabel, this is your life to live the way you want to. 
James lifted her off her feet. Pressing her against him, spinning them in a circle before 

placing her back on the ground, he never missed a beat as he led her on in the dance. He 



 

 

knew the steps so well. He was so graceful and melodious and natural that it was as if he’d 
spent his entire life in the dance. 

Do not let anyone tell you that you cannot do something. 
Isabel’s nightgown fluttered about her ankles, a pale outline in the night. Her long hair 

twirled behind her as James twirled her. Her fingers were either wrapped in his hands or 
gliding over his neck as their silhouettes moved over the course of an hour. A brimming 
sense of passion sustained them as their bodies matched the fine languorous dance and this 
dream of satisfied sighs.  

Plan it out. Analyze your actions. That is more than you realize.  
James looked into Isabel’s eyes, blue matching blue. 
Isabel felt safe in his arms. She felt safe and alive, almost as if she were dancing with 

Mathew instead of a traitorous spy. But that did not seem to matter anymore. She did trust 
him. She could not help but trust James, and he twirled her again as she laughed, feeling free 
as he made her feel beautiful. He weaved her back toward him and stopped as he held her 
against his chest. 

Do not let fear hold you back. 
Isabel forgot entirely that they were no longer dancing. She never wanted their dance to 

end. She never wanted him to leave. He moved his hand down her cheek. 
What are you? Afraid? 
Then James stepped back, took Isabel’s hand, and kissed it gentlemanly.  
So much for your ‘no touch’ policy. 
“Thank you for the dance,” James whispered as Isabel let her hand fall back to her side. 
“Thank you for being a good friend, James,” Isabel responded. He held out his arm for 

her to take, leading her back to the house as if he was a prince and she was his courted 
princess. They said good night at her room, and Isabel watched as he went back down the 
stairs toward one of the empty guest rooms in the house. She could not help but look after 
him, wondering if he was thinking the same thing she was. Nothing seemed so dark anymore. 
The nightmare was long faded, and all that was left was the memory of the dance. And, even 
now, standing outside her bedroom door, she could still feel James’s arms around her. 
Clutching to her body, it was as if they were still locked in a soft melody of unspoken words. 

Mathew... Isabel thought to herself, walking around her room. She did not feel guilty about 
dancing with James. Instead, she felt like it was all a dream. A very nice dream, but nothing 
like the dreams she had of Mathew. My gentle Mathew, she thought, how I have dreamed of you, 
wanting you for so many nights. Dreaming of how love wishes to be expressed. I hope you find me in your 
dreams tonight. I hope I dream to you, and we find each other’s hands in the veils of dreams. I can almost 
see myself lying beside you in your tent. I can almost feel your breath upon my neck. My dear Mathew, why 
can you not be there, by my side when I wake? Why can your eyes not pulse into mine in the morning light 
as if we were one flowing entity? Why can I not find you out of dreams? It’s not fair. Who interrupts us 
now? William? James? Clever James, how I have found fondness for you! How you have won my mind away 
from the yearning deep within my heart! How you have saved my soul from the death of wanting. What 
would I do without you? What would be left of me if you were not here to take away the dagger of longing 
that was ready to be plunged into my heart? You yourself have moved time on, taking hold of its dark hands 
and cutting them down with the sword you so strongly yield. Oh valiant James! Is it so wrong to want to kiss 
your cheek because when I am with you time does not seem so cruel? 



 

Chapter Seven 
Questioning 

 

 

It was late, but James could not sleep. He paced the guest room. The light coming from the 
moonlit window shadowed his face, reflecting darkness. It revealed what was underneath 
and how James felt: dark. He brought his hands to his face. How had this happened? Why 
did he not want to hurt her? What was so special about her? But James knew why. He 
thought back to the moment he first saw her. She was different: somehow more beautiful 
than any other woman, somehow so unnatural. Before, when he would sneak into people’s 
lives, he would ask them their dreams or desires, but with Isabel he wanted to be a part of 
them. He wanted to be closer to her, to experience the things she loved, to love them too. 
And he did. He was so similar to her. They had so much in common. James sighed, sitting 
down on the bed she provided for him. He would tell her everything. He would explain. 

James closed his eyes. All he could think about was her smile. 



 

Chapter Eight 
Found in the Deepest Darkness 

 

 

The slightest touch: the world and nothing all at once. Like her extended hand to him as she 
helped him to his feet, dragging him playfully away from the newly born kittens he was 
visiting. Like the way he took her elbow to slow her down when she was rushing. Like the 
way he looked at her, and the way she looked back at him as if for a marvelled moment a 
foundation could have blossomed into coloured roses. The slightest touch: the shifting of 
hearts as he went to take hold of her hand again. 

His fingers were barely entwined with hers before she pulled away. The slightest touch: 
hidden moments and desires that could have been. If only that slightest touch wasn’t so 
dreamily slight, unnoticed. 

Scattered crickets hummed around the fields, but Isabel didn’t pay attention to them 
either. Her mind only had room for what was coming next. It was his fault, after all, for it 
was he who had proposed they participate in something Isabel had never done, but had 
always wanted to do. Throughout the entire week, they endeavoured to do the things that 
she loved and might one day miss if propriety won the battle. They endeavoured to ride 
through the trails of forests and valleys each day, read long into the night, and swim in the 
creek (doing very impressive cannonballs at that). They sword fought (though not as 
forcefully as when they first picked up their blades) and waited for the sunrise. Now James 
wanted to do something bigger. He wanted to do something she would never forget, 
something she would remember him for forever. 

“Something in the darkest pits of your desire,” he had said. At least if she hated him by 
the end of the day, they would have some magic left in their relationship to cherish. He was 
planning to tell her what he was really doing here, but he could not find the courage. He did 
not want her to hate him. 

As it turned out, there was something Isabel wanted to experience, more than anything. 
She knew this was her only chance to try it, and she knew that she could never ask anyone 
but James to help. He was the only one who would understand. Not even Mathew would 
approve of this. But James would. She knew James would. 

“I’m not afraid,” James lied once Isabel confessed what they were about to do. He was 
not afraid for himself, but he was nervous for her. Yet he was not stopping her. “I never 
imagined that the pits of your desire were so very dangerous.” 

“Desire is never not dangerous, my dear James.” 
Isabel had seen William and the boys joust countless of times, but now, sitting in the 

saddle, she was afraid. She kept her spurs off Phantom’s sides, trying to adjust herself in the 
saddle. The weight of the armour was severe, but she forced herself to breathe. 

“Are you all right?” James asked, trotting his horse over to the corner of the fence where 
they had placed their lances. 

“I’m fine,” Isabel said, trying to reassure herself that this was what she wanted to do. She 
remembered how she had watched William practice, and how she had wished she was the 
one riding. Words flooded her mind. Is fear holding you back? You can do anything. Your desire... 
“Yes,” Isabel said while trotting over to receive her lance, finally deciding. “Yes, I am fine.” 



 

 

“Okay then. Now, you know what to do with this, right?” James held up his lance. 
“Yes,” Isabel assured him, annoyed, both hands closed into unbreakable fists around the 

reins and lance. 
James trotted his horse to the opposite side of the lists, turning to face his opponent. 
Isabel looked down the long rail between herself and James. Once they both gave their 

ready, they would gallop at each other at full speed, trying to strike each other with the lance. 
“You okay?” James yelled to her. 
She could hardly hear him, and giving a quick nod she was certain that she almost felt 

better than ‘okay.’ She felt ready. 
He raised his lance high. That was the signal. 
Phantom pawed at the ground, spirits elevated, as ready as her owner. 
Am I really doing this? Is this really happening? Isabel let that be a wonderful thought. 
A dream moment: an experience akin to star-filled skies and happy infinities. How 

breathtaking it would be if this feeling, this surety could last for all time. A dream state... If 
only Mathew were here, though she knew he would never endorse this rebellious act of hers. 
Putting her in danger was too dangerous a thought for him. James, however, had no problem 
putting both their lives at risk, if the cause was just. And it was. He understood: some things 
were worth it, just because –– just because they wanted to and that was cause enough. 

Isabel raised her lance. Steady now, Isabel. 
She brought her lance down and secured her elbow. She felt strangely light as she dug her 

spurs into Phantom’s sides and the mare raced forward. Her hooves dug at the earth, sending 
dirt flying after them and yet it hardly felt like they were moving at all. 

In a bad way. 
It was excruciating –– the push and pull on her muscles to stay balanced; the physical 

strain on her whole body. Her eyes were watering with the vivid burning of her untrained 
movements. Jousting wasn’t like horse racing. It wasn’t like sword fighting. It weighed down 
on her, having to do a million things at once. God, how did William and Ben make this look so 
easy? Holding the lance, the horse’s reins, keeping the horse centred, keeping herself 
balanced, trying not to fall off while trying to watch the moving target. It felt impossible! 

Oh, damn it, Isabel! Shut up and focus!  
But she couldn’t help flinching at the rich, awful ache in her arms and back, the hard 

armour, the rough lance. It was not easy for a scrawny novice to simply adjust effortlessly. 
It was a tough sport, she knew that. But she also knew that she was William’s girl, Ben’s 
torture victim, and Charlie’s sometimes student: a long line of skill. She couldn’t give up. There 
was nothing to do but believe in herself, or else she’d be letting herself down, not to mention 
everyone else. 

Charlie might smile if he saw her now, his smile friendly and welcoming (nothing like 
James’s mocking, childishly sly grin). Sometimes, if she begged him enough, he would give 
her tips on jousting while Ben babbled in her ear about how she surely had pixie blood in 
her. 

Point? 
If she could live through Ben, she could definitely do this. Jousting was nothing compared 

to living with Ben. 
Relax, Charlie would tell her, just relax. Give your body the freedom to move. 
So close now. James was so close. The sound: the thundering sound of full, heart-stopping 

force flying toward her. 
She had to concentrate. Eye on the target, she thought. That’s what William would say. Eye on 

the target.  



 

 

Mathew had kissed her hand. It was the slightest touch, the kiss that had marked her as 
his own, her, out of all his admirers (as disregarded as they might have been). Could a joust 
ever be the equivalent to winning Mathew’s love? 

Obediently, the physical aspects came together. With her arm positioned, and her eyes 
fixed, her persistence was shown. Like a hawk, her inner Isabel, her mind’s eye, laughed. 
There’s no way I can lose to Satan’s minion.  

Her lance struck! 
It was the slightest touch, a lance colliding into solid mass. Echoing, the sound was like 

glass breaking. Isabel forced her lance into James’s armour with all the strength she could 
sum up. Wood chips shattered from the lance. Phantom raced to the end of the rail and 
Isabel whipped her head around as they raced away to see the damage. Her blood was hot 
in her veins as she brought Phantom back around to face James. 

The dire winds of her excited heart, the blood pulsing through her veins, the sharp snaps 
of steel, the grips of hooves, the shatter of a broken lance: all whispered with the lark. This 
happy competition; this dream joust! She found herself holding her breath as she looked at 
James. She held an expression somewhat related to his childish, mocking grin. 

James collected himself as he brought his horse to a halt and then looked at Isabel with a 
mixture of awe and jealous hatred. James’s lance was still intact. He had not struck her. She 
had not given him the chance. 

He rode his horse back to his starting position, saying nothing, his manner different. 
Isabel rode to collect another lance, and then they faced each other a second time. 
Isabel could not believe Phantom. The mare felt like she had been doing this all her life, 

but maybe, like Isabel, she had just been waiting to. 
James raised his lance. 
Isabel knew that James would do everything he could this time. He would show her no 

mercy. I have to be ready for that. Breathe, Isabel, breathe. She knew James well enough now to 
know that he was open to pretty much anything, but if he got mad enough, he wasn’t against 
hurting you. She thought back to when they first sword fought: the boy holding on to her 
wrist as she gasped in agony. 

Isabel tightened her hold on Phantom’s reins. There was no way she was going to back 
down now, no matter how mad James got. There was no way. I hope Satan won’t mind me 
sending you home limping, James, spy boy, whoever you are, whatever you are. 

Round Two: Isabel raised her lance.  
And before she could give Phantom the cue, the grey horse took off toward James. Isabel 

steadied her lance and braced her elbow, her eyes on the target. 
James, spy boy, whoever you are... 
This time when she rode off it was different from before. She was ready for all the anguish, 

expecting the challenge instead of having the ridiculous, romantic delusion that she would 
be superior instantly. Now, staying conscious, sharp, and lethally importunate, needing this 
task to accept her, she strategized, planning her movements instead of mentally complaining 
about them. This time... This time it was almost like this was what she was born to do. 
Perhaps because she had spent days and nights envisioning this moment, creating this scene, 
obsessing over every movement and helpful tip anyone might drop on the subject, was why 
it all came in a natural wave. 

What would Mathew say if he could see me now? Would he be proud, or merely petrified? What would 
William say? 

This time Isabel let her mind and body move freely, naturally, and her mind’s eye suddenly 
fixed on nothing but the bottomless pits of repressed and forgotten anger that we all have, 



 

 

anger that William bred when he let her have everything and then took it all away in a dire 
gush of a wicked wind. She could never hate William, but that didn’t mean that she was not 
angry. Really angry: angry enough to take it out on James. 

James, whoever you are, whatever you are... 
Isabel forced her lance into her opponent, feeling the familiar jolt and strain on her wrist 

and up her arm, from her elbow into her shoulder. But then something changed; her whole 
body felt blown apart by the slightest touch. Her mind was a blank page. She was stunned 
and stuttering as James’s lance plunged into her chest, knocking her backward in the saddle. 
Phantom slid to a stop and then shot sideways. There was no more thinking; there was no 
more breathing. She was lucky enough to keep hold of Phantom’s reins. And she would 
never discover how it happened or how it was possible, but as Phantom stopped sharp, she 
forced Isabel back into place in the saddle. It was like a hellish haze of pain and nothingness, 
but she somehow held tight to the reins and pulled them back with all that was left of her, 
making Phantom come to a trot, a jog, and then a walk. Swaying, Isabel waited, keeping 
Phantom still somehow –– keeping herself from falling off somehow. The world was 
spinning, and all there was were two repeating words. ‘Don’t move.’ She wasn’t going to move. 
She couldn’t even think of moving, or what it would be like to move again. 

She breathed. 
In and out. 
She took a deep breath.  
She took another deep breath. 
She could hear someone speaking, but couldn’t make out the words. 
She took a deep breath. 
She took another deep breath. 
“Isabel!” She heard the panic in his voice. “Holy Hell!” There seemed to be a long, gasping 

pause from the voice’s owner. “Isabel!” 
James... 
She breathed, trying again to consciously breathe. 
James... 
He kept talking, yelling, frantically asking her if she was okay. “Isabel!” 
“I’m fine,” she said to him, her voice not quite right, her whispering more like wheezing. 

But at least she could speak. She could not move yet. She could not tell anymore if she was 
still on the horse’s back. Looking up, James was still on his horse. Looking down, she was 
still on Phantom. “I’m all right,” she reassured herself, and at least she could now open her 
eyes. “I’m all right.” 

Her helmet was knocked off at one point, she couldn’t remember when. Involuntarily, 
she brought a hand to her head. James seemed to understand what she was thinking. “Your 
helmet flew off when Phantom spooked.” His voice was light, almost frail as he pushed his 
horse into a walk. Slowly making his way toward Isabel, he took the reins out of her limp 
hands, his fingers grazing hers for reassurance. Pushing the reins over Phantom’s head, 
James led Isabel’s horse forward. Keeping his eyes on Isabel, he continually made sure she 
was not going to fall as he led them forward. He rode toward the barn and slowly 
dismounted, tying his horse’s reins to a fence. He did the same to Phantom’s. Quickly, but 
silently he took off his armour and then helped Isabel down, carrying her in his arms as he 
took her away from the two horses. 

“I am just going to get this stuff off you, Isabel,” said James, slowly removing the plate 
armour and the mail until she was back in her boy’s hand-me-downs. He tossed the effects 
aside after holding them for a moment in his hands. Isabel wasn’t sure why her face felt hot 



 

 

and red and stupid. It wasn’t until later that she realized she was blushing, her chest rising 
and falling nervously as the pretty blonde boy undressed her. She tried to stand up on her 
own just to get away from the awkward feeling. Staggering, he caught her, tried to steady 
her, but then she collapsed into his arms. 

Isabel took a deep breath, breathing in James uneasily. Then it got so much easier just to 
breathe: to breathe him in, her eyes closing. The smell of him: the comfort of him imprinting 
itself on her mind. His arms tightened around her. It was such a soothing feeling, contenting 
her through and through that she almost tried to stand up again. She realized –– suddenly 
realized –– that she was lying on the grass, wrapped in a man’s arms that were not Mathew’s. 
And her arms were wrapped around him, comfortably and contently. She didn’t know what 
to do. She was too afraid to move, too afraid that if she stood up she would fall again. And 
she couldn’t fall if she stayed like this because James’s embrace was filled with words –– words 
telling her that he’d never let her fall again. And she believed him, trusted him, even if 
something inside her, deep down, kept calling her an idiot for doing so. 

“I am so sorry, Isabel,” James whispered. Something was caught in the back of his throat, 
making his breathing uneven. Was that fear? He couldn’t remember the last time he was 
afraid. He found himself whispering, chanting her name, beside himself with what could 
have been and what might have happened. No wonder he never cared easily. It was too 
dangerous. Feeling this way was too dangerous. 

Isabel felt stupid, as if she might start crying at any moment. But her own spoken words 
reassured her. “Don’t be sorry. I wanted to do it. You can’t let fear hold you back, right?” 

Never let fear hold you back. 
James stroked her hair, brushing it away from her face, kissing the top of her head, 

breathing her in with gulping breaths. These seemed like slight touches compared to the 
blasts of yearning he was harbouring; the yearning to hold her so tightly he’d likely break 
her bones. 

Relax, James, the spy boy thought as he cradled her, a great grin now spreading on his face. 
She’s not in danger anymore. 

“I think I can make an exception if it’s fear for someone else,” James admitted, no longer 
remorseful. Selfishly, he held her. His arms were flexed walls holding her in, wishing he 
could steal her away, listening to nothing but her rising and relaxing heartbeat, forever. 

Anything was worth it, if it ended like this. 



 

Chapter Nine 
His Beating Heart 

 

 
Isabel blinked at the full extent of the sunlight, her expression fit to match the shock of it 
all. She was back in the house, lying on the bed in the spare room that James was using, 
stunned by what this must mean.  

She had passed out in James’s arms. 
“James?” Isabel let his name hang on the air. The slightest touch, it was like someone’s 

breath upon her flesh. It was like hearing someone breathing as they stayed beside her. Or 
hearing nothing at all... 

James... 
The room was empty. 
James? 
The slightest touch: fabric moving against her skin as she slid off the bed. Could he really 

have left her like this, gone back to the devil’s den with all her secrets? God, she really was 
the victim, not even worthy enough of a goodbye. He put her unconscious body on the bed 
that she provided for him and then took off, abandoning her and their friendship –– the 
friendship she was so certain they had, leaving just as she was certain he would from the 
beginning. He just... He just left her... How many others had he done this to? 

“James?” Her voice was both hopeful and hopeless. She hoped he would answer her, but 
she knew he was gone. Gone? He was her friend, wasn’t he? She moved through the empty 
house where not even the maids were there to stir. “James?” 

Why did I trust him? I should have sent him away! It would have been easier if I had sent him away. 
Then I wouldn’t feel this... this... this what? What do I feel? It hurt: this longing. But why? Why did 
it matter if James left without saying goodbye? Damn it! What was wrong with her? What 
had James done? What had she done? Had she destroyed any chance of happiness between 
herself and Mathew by trusting James? He could so easily turn on her... And what was 
stopping him? 

What was stopping him? 
“James!” Isabel screamed, rushing out of the house, running because she couldn’t think 

of anything else to do. When she felt like everything was lost, she ran. She could always run 
everything away. 

She didn’t see him, wasn’t really expecting to, but she couldn’t help herself. Hurrying into 
the barn, she screamed for the spy boy, and no one answered. The fields were empty except 
for the grazing horses, now disrupted by the crazed girl calling for a boy who wasn’t there. 
She ran in circles, blindly running, tears in her eyes because he’d left her and because her 
entire body hurt from jousting. Isabel ran until she couldn’t run anymore, stumbling over to 
the fence, the paddock where Phantom was lazily munching on grass, not caring that her 
owner was dishevelled. The scrawny girl, faint and utterly exhausted, held out her hands to 
grasp the fence, to grasp something that might keep her standing. She reached out, blinking 
away the blur in her eyes, missed the fence and began to fall to her knees. 



 

 

“James,” Isabel whispered as she started to fall. He should come up behind her, wrapping 
a flexed arm around her waist, keeping her locked in with no escape. But she wouldn’t want 
to escape him. She would be so glad that he was here with her now. 

“Easy,” he whispered into her ear, his chest warm against her inflamed back. “Don’t make 
me take you back inside.” He listened to her heavy breathing, worried that she was about to 
pass out again. “Though, at this point, you might not have a choice.” 

James? You’re really here? I didn’t just think it? 
“James.” Isabel was hardly able to get his name out. 
“Yeah. Easy.” He kept his arm around her waist, his eyes closing with delight to have her 

body pressed against his. His voice was low, but as sly and childish as when she first met 
him. “You were worried? I was around. I would have come sooner, but it was too divine to 
hear you scream my name.” 

But you put me in the spare room. I took that as an ill-mannered gesture. “James...” Isabel said softly, 
layering both her hands on his, wondering why her mind had so quickly jumped to the 
thought of betrayal. 

His arm tightened around her. His blue eyes were glowing: a great force of blue. “I’m 
right here.” A dove sang out into the quiet evening as he held her, keeping her faded body 
from crashing down. “You worried...” 

“You put me in your room.” The words came up without her mouth really tasting them. 
She complained because she felt she must, because she had to. His touch was so calming. 
She couldn’t let him know his arm around her was all she could think about. 

“Well ––” He exhaled a quick, low laugh. “I never liked your room.” 
“Me either.” The evening was starting to come clear. The blur was coming out of her eyes 

and her legs were giving her hints that they could stay up on their own. “Where were you?” 
“In the garden,” he said. 
As he said the words, Isabel pictured him sitting with the green shoots and ripe colours, 

with old Ester’s tame rabbits nosing at his fingers. 
“Picking you some strawberries.” 
Strawberries? “My favourite.” Her eyes stayed open easily now: a wild blue force with sharp 

edges and told tales of past dangers. “How did you know?” 
“I didn’t,” said James, his mouth flicking up at the corners, impressed with how much 

they had in common. “It’s just, they’re my favourite.” 
Isabel felt her cheeks flush. It wasn’t shocking information. It was personal. It was the 

first real personal thing he’d told her about himself. It was the first thing that was offered 
freely, without wanting anything in return, without demanding everything about her. “I think 
that’s the first truly honest thing you’ve ever said to me.” 

He took a moment, preparing for what had to come next. 
“James ––” Isabel broke the silence. “I think I can stand on my own now.” 
“Wait...” He kept her in place effortlessly when she tried to pull away. Her back hit his 

chest, and she staggered within his arms. “I have to say something to you, and I don’t have 
the courage to look you in the eye to say it.” He waited for her to comment, but she didn’t. 
She considered what he had to say, her demeanour encouraging him. “I’m usually very good 
at this. I’m not exactly common, you see. I have particular gifts, unique talents. I’ve had a 
devil of a trainer.” He exhaled a sharp chuckle, an inside joke he didn’t dwell on, and she 
didn’t ask about, before he continued. “But now I find myself torn, and it seemed like a 
second ago I couldn’t figure out what made you so damn special. But now here I am, my 
arm around your waist, wanting to keep you standing even if I have to cut off and hand over 
my own legs to you. 



 

 

“You know Sir John hired me. But what you don’t know is that my job is to be an emissary: 
sneaking into people’s lives, learning about them for others. I have done this countless times 
for countless people. I can get people to open up to me freely, among other things, but mostly 
I’m sent to learn. 

“You know what I’m trying to tell you? Isabel ––” He tried to watch for some sort of 
reaction, but she never even flinched. He wanted to run his fingers through her hair, to kiss 
her neck, to have her let him love her. He closed his eyes. Selfishly he dreamed of kissing 
her, almost forgetting that it was likely they would never be able to simply laugh together 
again. Just because she wasn’t moving, taking it all in, didn’t mean that she wasn’t furious. 
“Sir John sent me here. He sent me here to learn about you, to get information about you, 
to make you trust me. And I was sent here, not only to collect information, but to turn you 
against Sir William Wentworth. I don’t know why. I was just ordered to try.” He waited for 
anything: the slightest touch, a low cry. There was nothing but a still contemplation. This 
job: information in exchange for payment. He never once thought, never once considered 
the danger in accepting Sir John’s proposal. James never once thought he would be standing 
here conclusively and incontestably in love. So in love he could hardly stand it. “I’m usually 
proud of my job, but something happened. You... I have never participated in the ways I 
have with you. Isabel, I have never wanted to. But you... I wanted to know you, to be...” 

“My friend?” 
Her voice had no expression that he could make out. He couldn’t tell what she was 

thinking. He only knew the dry taste of his own nerves. 
“Yes,” James insisted, his face twisted with the pain and worry of losing her. He knew he 

deserved it. He knew he deserved her hate, for her to never talk to him again, to order him 
to leave. Still... He hoped. Still, he was selfish to want to mean so much more to her. But a 
friend was better than nothing, right? “I wanted to know you and be a part of your life. Is it 
even worth it to say sorry? Isabel...” 

Isabel moved her body in his arms, readying herself to face him and he let her, looking at 
her with vulnerable blue eyes and a hesitant, set jaw. Her legs were still wobbly, and she set 
her hands upon his chest to keep from stumbling into him. Startled, he wrapped his free 
arm protectively around her to help keep her in place. 

“James.” Why was he telling her this now? Because he’s leaving... He’s saying goodbye.  
Isabel was very calm and James couldn’t believe it. If someone told him that he was being 

spied on... Well, that person wouldn’t be alive long enough to confirm it. But here Isabel 
continued, “I already knew most of that.” And she did, she knew it, everything he had to 
say, and she didn’t care. What she wanted to know was what she was sure he’d never tell. 
Like, what was he? He moved so fast, so swiftly. How could someone be so naturally 
persuasive? Was he even human? And what did he mean he had a devil of a trainer? 
“Sometimes... Sometimes I may be naive, but I’m not an idiot. And I believed you before 
when you said that you wouldn’t tell Sir John anything about me––” 

“I won’t,” James promised desperately. 
Isabel took a moment to think and wondered: how long was I out for? James had time to 

clean himself up, get the horses settled, and find the strawberries in the garden. For how long 
was I unconscious? “Good, then we’re okay, right?” 

“R-right.” James did not expect this reaction. Should he tell her that he was in love with 
her? That he was silently begging for her to run away with him? They could live a decent 
life. Isabel could do all the things she loved and he could be with her. Should he ask her to 
run with him? Maybe she really didn’t love that Mathew guy? Perhaps it was an infatuation? 
Calf love? It would pass. That Mathew guy was probably some unappreciative idiot anyway. 



 

 

“Isabel ––” With waning words, James spoke. He regretted the fast movement of time: 
the sun rising and falling, every day bringing him closer to this moment, this advancing 
departure, and these never-before-spoken words. “I feel like I manipulated you, like none 
of it was real.” 

“Of course it was real, James.” He’s leaving: that was all she could think. She turned away 
from him, pulling herself free from the lock of his arms. His arms didn’t want to let go of 
her, and that didn’t make things easier. Tears stained her eyes and she hated the fact that at 
any second James would see her crying. “That’s why it’s so hard to say goodbye.” Was she 
a fool? Maybe, but it didn’t make her cry any less. 

Blotchy and full of tears, she felt his hand pull gently on her elbow, directing her back to 
him. She felt his arms wrap around her. He positioned her so that she was like a child, an 
infant cradled in his cherishing arms, nestling them both on the ground, keeping her locked 
to him as she rested in his lap. 

You’ll have to let go of him, Isabel. He’s leaving... She hated that James was looking at her right 
now, watching her every move, watching her reaction. Damn it, why couldn’t she stop crying? 

“Isabel.” James smiled attentively. He loved that, at least, she was crying at the thought 
of his absence. His satisfaction was very great, breathing her in, the sun falling to nothing 
around them. 

Isabel clutched herself to him, never letting him go, not even when she drifted into dream. 
Her eyes were closed as she rested in the protection of James’s arms. She could hear James 

as he asked her if she was awake, but she did not answer. She could feel him move his body 
slowly. She kept her eyes closed as he scooped her up into his arms, carrying her back to the 
house. She did not open her eyes as she was placed carefully on her bed. She did not open 
her eyes as James ran his fingers through her hair. She did not move as he spoke the words 
he was longing to say: “I love you.” With waning words James spoke. He’d regretted the fast 
movement of time: the sun rising and falling, every day bringing him closer to this moment, 
this advancing departure, and these never-before-spoken words. “I love you, Isabel.” And 
she did not open her eyes as James pressed his soft and gentle lips to hers. The slightest 
touch: his lips, with spoken words she wouldn’t be thinking about. 

“Good night, Isabel,” James said tenderly. He walked out of the house, saddled up his 
horse, and rode home in the darkness, the moon as his guide. 

Isabel slept on. 



 

Chapter Ten 
You Will Lose When They Say You Lose 

 

 

Isabel walked to the balcony, lonely, waiting for her love. How poetic, she thought, as she 
waited for the love of her life to ride his horse into the yard. To dismount his brilliant steed 
and take her into his arms... The rest was not, perhaps, lady-like thoughts, but she smiled as 
she imagined on. 

They should be home soon, any time now. Those boys... They were expected home a day 
ago and Isabel found herself, every minute, at the balcony, gazing out, dreaming her family 
home. What would they do the moment of their return? She knew that Ben, as always, would 
rush to make sure the acorns he placed on every windowsill (to keep lightning out) were still 
in their proper places and not stolen by any of the fairy-like creatures on his long list of 
devilish antagonists. Charlie would ride in (the best rider of all of them), dismount with 
envious grace, and pat his horse on the shoulder. He’d whisper to it some soothing words 
Isabel had never been able to catch, and then turn to her, greeting her by saying, “Mourning 
Dove. I apologize for our lateness.” 

When Isabel was a little girl, William would scoop her up into his loving arms and kiss 
her forehead. She’d demand to hear his many tales of bravery, which he would almost never 
tell, humming instead a lullaby rich with long-ago memories. Now William might give a 
small, but sweet smile, brush back her hair with one hand, giving her chin a small bump with 
his other as he passed her by. And Mathew...  

What would Mathew do? 
Isabel felt the full weight of desperate longing now with there being no distractions to 

steal her mind away from how much she was missing him. It was shocking to think that they 
had only known each other for a little over two years. It was so little time. And now his 
absence from her was such a dark thing. So little time and still she knew what he would do 
the moment he saw her. He would be in such happy spirits, but only his eyes would show 
it, dark gems gleaming and sparking like ebony flames. His hands would be clasped behind 
his back, the shadow of a pressing anticipation about him (perhaps to take her hand). His 
other gestures would be quite indecipherable, until she would say: “Welcome home, 
Mathew.” His sparks and shadows would come together into a pleasing smile with his 
response: “I’m glad to be home.” 

Her darling boys... She could almost hear them laughing right now...  
Wait! 
Frenzied, Isabel twirled around, running inside from the balcony, sprinting down the 

stairs, holding her dress up as she took the steps three at a time, startling the servants. She 
raced out the door, watching misty-eyed as four riders came trotting down the way. 
Breathless, Isabel stood, taking all four riders in, wrapping them all warmly in the clarity of 
her thankful heart. They’re home. Home at last. 

The riders halted their horses –– Ben had already dismounted –– at the barn and Isabel 
rushed up to greet them. Waving frantically at them as they prepared to dismount, Isabel 
tripped on her dress. She heard both Mathew and Charlie scream her name in panic as she 
came crashing to the ground. 



 

 

The gravel seemed to speed toward her face. Stupid dress was all she could think before –
– before nothing. The gravel stopped speeding toward her, and someone’s arms tightened 
around her as they repositioned her on to her feet. She could sense the jingle of the rabbit’s 
foot on his belt, moving slightly at his side. 

“Ben?” She was both thankful and horrified. 
“You all right, there ––” Isabel narrowed her eyes, ready to hear ‘pixie’ jolt from his 

mouth, but his softened whisper and gentle embrace caught her off-guard. Ben finished his 
sentence with, “Miss Isabel?” 

“I ––” Isabel began, but he let go of her as William approached, laying an encouraging 
hand on Ben’s shoulder.  

“Do be careful, Isabel,” William said tiredly, giving her a playful flick with his finger on 
her chin. “Ben may not be there to catch you every time you misstep, and it would grieve us 
all to see you injured.” 

A slight pink painted Ben’s cheeks at the mention of his name, but his voice was firm 
when he spoke to William. “May I go check on the acorns?” 

William was already walking toward the house. He looked worn. The long journey’s 
effects could be seen on his overly thin face. “You may,” he said, and Ben was gone before 
Isabel could stutter something like a “Thank you.” 

“It’s the damn dress,” she informed Mathew and Charlie as they walked up to her. 
Mathew’s face was as still as stone, his eyes blistering with worry. Charlie looked after Ben, 
smiling lightly to himself, thinking of some hidden secret that Isabel now wanted to know, 
but didn’t ask about. She did love secrets. “I am not yet accustomed to it. And I think all its 
merits derive from something foul and very unspeakable.” 

Charlie didn’t seem to be listening to her comment and Mathew’s expression never 
changed. Until Charlie finally disconnected himself from his thoughts and greeted her with, 
“I apologize for our lateness, Mourning Dove.” 

Her head was tilted down, her eyes were closed, and she said, “I’m glad you’re home,” 
before finally chancing a flashing glance at Mathew’s untranslatable, vacant stance. At that 
moment, his eyes changed into flaming gemstones. His unsaid words and her singing heart 
swept in a dance of “Hellos” and “Welcome homes” and “What I wouldn’t give to kiss you 
right now.” The wind swept at Isabel’s white dress, her straight hair free to follow the wind’s 
chosen path as she whispered, “Welcome home, Mathew.” 

His sparks and shadows came together into a dark, pleasing smile with his response, “I 
will always return to you.” 

Charlie cleared his throat, shifting awkwardly at their private moment. “That’s nice.” 
Isabel turned her head to the side, hiding her blush. Poor Charlie, for a moment she forgot 

he was there. 
And James... It was like he never existed at all. 
 

 
 
It was fortunate that Isabel was granted a few gloriously free moments alone with Mathew 

and Charlie while Ben made sure his good luck charms were intact. With kittens cradled in 
her arms, Isabel was able to listen to their far-off adventures before William sent the maids 
out to haul her back into the house to continue her lessons on how to behave properly. He 



 

 

had mentioned something about some sort of ‘ball,’ but Isabel wasn’t (obviously) paying 
enough attention to care.  

The late hours stretched out, and Isabel prompted herself up on one elbow, steadily 
relaxing on her bed, listening to the slight movements of the night. She blocked out all of 
William’s yammering, so there was nothing to think back on or go over in her mind. Instead 
she thought of Mathew, wondering if he’d come to her.  

There was a light knock on her door and William let himself in. He looked ill, even in the 
late hour. They’d have another jousting match coming up soon, but Isabel wasn’t sure if it 
was wise for William to make the trip. “I missed you,” her benefactor said, taking a seat at 
the end of her bed, “My Isabel.” 

Sitting up, Isabel studied the figure before her. “Did you miss me, or the woman you want 
me to be?” The woman I’m not. The woman I can never be. 

William inhaled abundantly, blinking several times before answering. “The girl you are 
and the woman you are about to become have the same soul, and your soul is what I missed.” 
He stood before the tearful child, giving her a small, but sweet smile as he brushed back her 
hair and kissed her forehead. With his other hand, he gave her chin a quick bump before 
whispering, “Sweet dreams, my Isabel.” He headed back toward the door, staying long 
enough to hear her return his words with, “Good night, my William.” 

His footsteps fell away and a cold silence enfolded her. Like the child she was (and the 
child she still is in many ways), she found herself drifting from her bed. She climbed down 
from her balcony, vaguely recalling a dance in the darkness with a boy she hadn’t been 
yearning for.  

Walking into the barn was like a breath of fresh air. She travelled with easy steps to the 
same room she’d been travelling to in the darkness when she couldn’t sleep. It was a little 
girl’s tradition who was prone to nightmares.  

Sitting upright on his bed, his back was straight and his manner was full of poise like 
always. He was pretty like a girl and handsome because he was such a gentleman. He seemed 
to be expecting her.  

“Charlie?” Isabel stood outside the door, waiting for his permission to come into his 
room. When she was younger, she would barge in and crawl into his bed with him. Demand 
to hear a bedtime story no matter how late the hour, she’d curl up beside him while hiding 
her nightmare-frightened eyes at his side.  

She could really use that sort of comfort right now. 
“I had a feeling I should expect a child at my door.” Charlie smiled lightly, a sad little 

smile, his hands folded on his lap. “But I look now and see a woman.” He looked down at 
his hands, a ghost of an outline in the night-lit stall. “And women cannot crawl into beds 
with stable boys because they’ve had a bad dream. Women have developed the strength to 
face them themselves.”  

Isabel gasped with the crushing of her heart from being turned away. Charlie had never 
turned her away before. “I don’t want to be a woman.” She watched the outline of him 
tense. His eyes were closed as if his heart was bleeding from wounds untended by the 
crushing thought of having to push her away, just like her heart was torn and bloody. “I just 
want to be left alone: away from their constant yammering about propriety, free to run free 
within my own piece of heaven. Like you. I want to be like you, Charlie.” 

His voice changed, tears locked into the fierce words he was trying to use to push her 
away. The words that had lost their bite, but still they gripped into her. “It doesn’t matter. 
You’re like us either way. Elegant or stabled, trapped in the order of things, we all are. Rich 
when they say we’re rich. Poor when they say we’re poor. Life; love; death: it’s not some 



 

 

hand of fate. It’s whoever has the upper hand and it’s never you. So we’ll live as they say 
we’ll live. We’ll love who they say we’ll love. And we’ll die when they say die.” 

I don’t understand. What was he saying? ‘Just do what you’re told? It’s useless. You’ll do what they want 
you to do anyway.’ She shook her head. “That won’t be me, Charlie.” 

He exhaled a cheerless sort of laugh, almost believing her. “Isabel. You will run when they 
say you’ll run. And you will lose when they say you lose.” 

“What if I stand and fight?” 
“It can’t be done.”  
You can’t fight and win, it can’t be done? Why was she thinking about Mathew now? “Why are 

you saying this?” 
“I apologize.” They were sincere and solemn words. He bowed his head as if she had the 

power to cut it off. “I hope I have not offended you, my lady.”  
“Charlie?” Panic-stricken, she didn’t like his tone, or how he said ‘my lady.’ He was acting 

as if he was beneath her. And that just wasn’t so. Charlie was far grander than she would 
ever be.  

“But you need to go back inside, and sleep in the room provided for you. Because that is 
the order of things.”  

“You really wish that of me?” 
“I wish ––” He paused, fighting off something: misery, sorrow, or was it the filling urge 

to scream her away from him so he could finally get some sleep? “For you to do your duty 
and act like a lady.” 

She let out that same gasp, feeling the crushing of her heart as she watched the outline of 
him. Her insides felt torn, bloody. Isabel turned on her heels, not waiting to see Charlie drop 
his head in his shaking hands or Ben’s silhouette, his arms crossed, but ready to comfort his 
friend. No. She just ran, running his words away, climbing back up the balcony and into the 
room he demanded she return to. 

Charlie kept his head in his hands as Ben’s voice travelled from the stall beside him, their 
rooms side by side. “You lied to her,” Ben said, leaning against the wall, his head down. 
“That was the first un-gentlemanly thing I’ve ever heard you say. You wanted her to stay. You 
don’t want her to change.” 

“Selfishness,” Charlie explained, lifting his head from his hands, blinking his tired eyes, 
“will undo a gentleman.” He took a steadying breath. “What I want is unnecessary to her. 
My foolish wishing will only hold her back.”  

“Your foolish wishing?” 
“That she will stay our Isabel forever.” 
Ben inhaled long and easy, his arms flexing with the remembrance of having her fragile 

body there, wrapped in the shield of them. He spoke softly, Charlie barely able to hear the 
never-before admitted words. “I have the same foolish wish.” 

 

 
 

She flopped herself on the bed, fighting heavy tears, listening to words replaying over and 
over. ‘You will run when they say you’ll run. And you will lose when they say you lose.’ His eyes had 
been closed, almost believing her protests. ‘You will run when they say you’ll run. And you will lose 
when they say you lose.’ 



 

 

But then Isabel realized, thinking back on Charlie’s words, that beneath the bite and grip 
of them, demanding that she be who the world demanded she be, was a rebellious thought, 
begging her to fight, urging her to disobey. Behind Charlie’s hardened words was a lie. He 
didn’t want her to change, any more than she did. 

Those boys... 
Next time I won’t let you fool me, Charlie. That’s why you told me that: because you don’t want me to 

run, and you don’t want me to lose. 
Exhaustion seemed to fall over her like fingers tracing across her neck, folding around 

her eyes, weighing them down, and then snapping them apart. There was a loud, broken 
sound as a voice travelled through the air, taking exhaustion’s place, as sensational as fingers 
tracing across bare skin.  

“You were upset?” 
She could hear the concern in his voice. The question hovered in her mind, unfurled in a 

state of shocked panic because she had no idea he was there. “Mathew?” 
His dark gems were the light in the thickness of this night. His eyes grabbed the darkness, 

penetrating, shading the air like a night predator, vividly raven, a dark being cast in the 
twilight.  

But he was her dark being, and behind his charcoal eyes was repentance and honesty and 
the desire for honesty.  

“Should I have come?” Soundlessly he stepped out of the shadows, his voice sombre: a 
mask over the sentiment of him.  

“I desired it.” Isabel collected herself. She felt shy and innocent in her nightgown, thinking 
back to when he could barely look at her: his shaking hands, his stuttering words utterly 
fearful for her dismissal of him. How strange it was to think this strong presence was in such 
a vulnerable state. 

“And now?” 
“I desire it.” 
His slim figure moved in a series of whispers, taking hold of her hand, kissing it as gently 

as when he first did that day in the feed room. He didn’t seem to care that her hands were 
sweaty, or that her blush burned through her. He didn’t seem to care that she was compelled 
by exhaustion, her body barely able to sustain the passion she yearned to express to him. 

He held her gaze, sitting down at the edge of her bedside as she lay before him. “Sleep.” 
His voice was low and easy: just relieved to be beside her. “Go to sleep.” 

“Will you stay?” Isabel mumbled, already losing consciousness. 
“Yes,” Mathew said, laying down next to her, pulling her into his arms, and falling asleep 

to the calm current of her heartbeat. 
And even in Isabel’s dreams, James no longer existed. 



 

Chapter Eleven 
Never Letting You Go 

 

 

With dreams swept up with rings and roses and rings of roses, Isabel opened her eyes fondly 
to the day at hand, sneaking out before William could make an entrance. Mathew had smartly 
gone before this event, also. Her horse was halfway saddled up before she was given a fright 
by Charlie’s crossed arms and commanding stare.  

“Charlie,” Isabel greeted him awkwardly, though she had long forgiven him for his 
conduct the night before. 

“Miss Isabel.” Charlie bowed his head, both parties longing for the familiar ‘Mourning Dove’ 
welcome. “Forgive me, but a lady of your status might spend her time more wisely. Like, 
perhaps, preparing for tomorrow’s ball.” 

Isabel’s face squashed up comically as she looked at her beloved Charlie for a good few 
moments in confusion. “Tomorrow’s what?”  

“What are you doing?” the light-haired boy said unkindly (nothing new) and walked 
briskly toward her. His feet stomped on the hard ground. His entire body seemed to fume 
with a red kind of cloak, an expression of his absolute (and always to be relied on) wrath. 
The white rabbit’s foot he always wore for good luck dangled back and forth at his side. 
“You’re not supposed to be out here: you’ll go back to your unnatural ways.” 

“And here I thought you might have missed me, Ben,” Isabel said, pulling her hand out 
of his grasp as he intended to drag her back to the house. 

“I wouldn’t miss you, you fairy-bred banshee!” Ben grabbed at her hand again and caught 
it, pulling her forward. 

“Ben, calm yourself,” Charlie tried as he led Isabel’s horse, Phantom, back to her stall. 
Isabel strove to free herself, but Ben had a ridiculously strong grip as he growled: “I’ll 

calm myself when she starts acting like a lady!” 
“I’m sure lots of women these days do the things I do!” Isabel screamed at him, really not 

sure if her words were true. Other than the maids, she’d never met another ‘lady.’  
“Not of your status,” Charlie commented from behind them. 
“They must ride horses!” Isabel screamed again, tears in her eyes from Ben’s tightening 

grip.  
“Carriages ––” Ben started, but then cursed in pain as Isabel bit his hand. “You pixie!” 

Two strides and he had her in his hands again, spinning her around, picking her up, and 
throwing her easily onto his shoulder. “I’m going to fetch the surgeon to bleed you dry, rid 
you of your bad blood!” 

“Let go of me!” Isabel kicked and struggled, but it didn’t seem to trouble Ben’s wrath and 
adrenaline. “I’d spit on you if it didn’t keep the devil away!” 

“That wouldn’t help me anyway!” Ben screamed back, his temper flaring to great heights. 
“You are a devil!” 

“Benjamin,” Charlie ordered. His gentlemanly voice only raised enough for them to hear 
it, effectively making Ben stop and look back at his best friend. “Put her down. This is not 
gentlemanly conduct.” 



 

 

Charlie’s expression was considerate but firm while Ben glared, deciding what was best to 
do. Slowly, he placed Isabel back on her feet, following Charlie’s orders. She staggered back, 
and Ben moved to steady her. His temper lowered to nothing, but she bolted away from 
him, rushing to rid herself of the crazed boys she considered her brothers.  

“My Good Mourning Dove,” Charlie called after her and her heart leapt without warning, 
making her stop, not noticing that she’d already slammed into something. She shook her 
head, wondering what had happened, and then looked up into Mathew’s protective, dark-
gemmed eyes and found him a layer of stone. He looked from her to the brother who had 
caused the developing bruise growing on her arm. Quickly, Isabel straightened up and 
positioned herself so that she was one step behind Mathew.  

Charlie cleared his throat, noting the absolute tension in the air. “Good morning, Mathew. 
Did you sleep well?” 

“Yes,” Ben mocked, his temper flaring up again. “Good morning, Mathew. Did you sleep well?” 
Mathew ignored the question and the mockery. “What is going on here?” 
“Don’t look at me like that!” Ben snapped his ferocious jaw. “Would you defy William and 

let her stay out here?” 
Mathew narrowed his eyes, his hands clasped behind his back, gripped into irritated fists. 

“I could not defy William. Nor could I ever betray Isabel.” 
Charlie stepped forward, his hands in front of him, trying to gesture and direct everyone 

to calm down. “Let me talk to her,” he offered. He knew that he could get through to her, 
to make her understand that she couldn’t come out here and not get them into trouble as 
well. “Isabel,” he said kindly, offering his arm from where he stood, “if you please.” 

“No,” Mathew decided for them all, even for Isabel who did intend to take Charlie’s arm. 
“You’ve had your chance. Now it’s my turn.” He kept his hands clasped behind him, but 
his features relaxed, welcoming her to follow him. “Isabel ––” He let her make the choice 
for herself. “Might you go for a walk with me?” 

These boys... “Okay,” Isabel agreed. 
Ben moved to object, but Charlie placed a steady hand on his shoulder. “It’s all right.” He 

caught the young girl’s glance and nodded once, encouragingly. “It’s all right.” 
“You better be back very soon,” Ben threatened Mathew, and Charlie raised his eyebrows. 

“It’s not that I’m worried about her or anything,” he added, never actually looking at Isabel, 
his demeanour, like burns and flames, was purely for Mathew. “It’s just that you have chores 
to help with.” 

When has Mathew not helped with chores? Isabel narrowed her eyes at Ben, but Mathew only 
made a slight sound of amusement before turning his back on the two boys. It was a 
movement that directed Isabel to follow him. 

The two figures were well out of sight before Charlie took his hand off Ben’s shoulder, 
trying to soothe his friend by saying, “With any luck he will be able to get through to her. 
Help her understand.” 

“How can he help her understand when he can hardly understand her,” Ben challenged, 
fixed on the spot where he had seen them last, disappearing over a hill. 

Charlie laughed lightly. “And your brutish attempt was you understanding how to get 
through to her?” 

“We’re her family.” 
“And he is our brother.” The reminder released the web of strain in the air. Ben sighed, 

a white flag of surrender. Charlie continued, “And he loves her, too.” 
“Love.” Ben tasted the word, his eyes dropping with the mild discomfort of the sticky 

word. 



 

 

“Ben, I know you are a sentimentalist.” Charlie braved such unspeakable words, telling 
him that he knew his unspeakable secret, and Ben merely rolled his eyes. “But you don’t 
have to worry,” Charlie promised. “Like always, I’ll keep your secrets.” 

 

 
 

Mathew’s black clothes were well kept but would be in disorder once he started on the 
farm chores, whereas Isabel’s blood-red dress flowed effortlessly. The velvet fabric knew 
not of hard hands and sore muscles. The dress knew only how to look effortless and red. 
Finding all of Isabel’s actions beneath it, it wildly looked for any fitting lady that might rescue 
such a damsel of a red dress. But alas, there was none.  

Isabel and Mathew walked into one of the fields, the same field they had once raced their 
horses in and shared secret declarations of affection. Isabel would have preferred that 
awkward, vulnerable state next to this silent march to... to what? She didn’t know.  

The air was like a ghost of light. The sun was only thinking about waking the world, 
leaving their surroundings a silent sort of grey. It seemed to fit the hush of the travellers’ 
just right, and Isabel’s hushed words as she asked, “Do you disapprove of me, too, Mathew?”  

Mathew continued to walk with his hands clasped behind his back. His head was low and 
his voice as dark as his deep brown eyes: those same eyes that could pull her in deeper and 
deeper. “Sometimes I dream that we’re in the centre of a battle. It’s not for us to fight, but 
we’ve been put there nonetheless: chained and bloody, wrapped in thorns and red and white 
blooms.” 

Nightmares? “Mathew...” 
“No, Isabel, I fell in love with your wild heart,” he continued as if she had said nothing, 

turning to look at her now, stopping in the field. His hands fell back to rest at his sides as 
he assured her. “I would do nothing to change it.” He reached out and stroked back the hair 
that fell into her face, his hands steady and controlled. “I would give my life if it meant 
saving your heart from despair. I will never betray what I’ve sworn to protect.” 

“Don’t say that.” 
“Why?” 
Ben would laugh at us, point, and call us corny fools. Isabel’s mind eased slightly as she thought 

about what Mathew was promising her. But still, she said: “In Charlie’s stories, all the heroes 
who say things like that come to unkindly ends.” 

Mathew smiled lovingly. “Then I shall guard myself against Charlie’s fiction.” 
“Or at least ask Ben how to. He knows all sorts of rubbish like that.” Isabel let herself 

relax, breathing in, full and encouragingly, before asking, “When I disobey William and come 
out here, he scolds you, doesn’t he?” 

Mathew looked out into the field, his hands coming back to rest behind his back. “Yes.” 
He paused a moment, the sun flickering a smiling outline of arrival. “Not that we would 
mind much, if we hadn’t convinced ourselves, like him, that the picture of easy life might be 
the best for you.” 

“What are you saying?” 
“Isabel ––” 
“No.” Isabel shook her head. They’d all decided, all on their own, without her, what her 

life should be like. Even Mathew... “Tell me. Tell me, why do you love me?” 



 

 

Mathew’s face was specked with confusion, as if she should know the answer, as if it were 
a sin to doubt or ask where his loyalty belonged. His tension fading as he spoke. “Because 
you’re the only person alive who has ever made my hands shake.” 

“And you really want that person to change?” Isabel challenged, looking around, her arms 
spreading up and around her as she promised, “All I want is this.” 

“You don’t know what you want, not really.” Mathew dared to say, his expression kind 
and gentle. “Because you’ve never known anything but this.” He paused, thinking back to a 
past of thievery. He didn’t want to steal anything away from her. That was why he had to be 
honest. “I’d be lying if I said I wouldn’t be jealous, not to be there to take your hand and 
help you down from your carriage. But I can’t be important. You can’t let me be. You have 
to attend the ball that Charlie spoke of... to find out who you are.” 

Isabel lowered her hands, saying what he already knew. “We’ll never be able to be together 
in that far away world.” 

Mathew nodded once, bringing his hands back to his sides. His eyes were like shattered 
glass hearts, though his worn expression was a mask of stone. “You know I love you. You’re 
the only person in the world to whom I can honestly say that I would likely die if I ever saw 
hurt. You know what I am, what I was, and you never flinched, not once. I’ve never had 
that happen before. I’ve never been this close to someone before. I owe you everything, 
which is why I have to say this. You need to go to the ball and decide who you are. And if 
you decide that you’re that girl –– that I’m hurting you by selfishly keeping you locked in 
my arms –– then you need to let me know. Because I will never let you go unless you ask me 
to.” 

Isabel slapped him as hard as she could, watching as his head turned with the force of her 
blow, red already spreading like a fire in a dry forest. 

Mathew’s head was still turned to the side, stunned and unmoving. He blinked twice, 
noting the wrath in her stance before whispering, “Why?” 

“To think,” Isabel hissed, angrier than she’d likely ever been in her entire life, fury 
wrapping itself in and out of her, “that I would ever let you let me go.” 

“Isabel ––” His lips released the thankful, loving little whisper, but she was already gone. 
She picked up the ends of her dress and ran through the field, anger clearly on her face. Her 
stomping steps were like an earthquake as she let herself back into the house through the 
front door. All the while the red dress smiled. Maybe it liked the wearer after all. Either way, 
it stopped looking for a new owner. 

 

 
 

Ben only moved once from where he stood, looking out to where Mathew had led Isabel, 
and that was when he saw her rushing back to the house, fury on her face. His first instinct 
was to go to her, but he stuck his foot firmly back in place, waiting, watching as Mathew 
walked back to the barn. His hands were in his pockets, a great, red handprint shining 
beautifully on his face. 

“Mathew, you all right?” Ben mocked. His smile was a dazzling thing with his clear grey 
eyes. “You look pale.” He took another wonderfully cheerful look at the handprint laid out 
on the other boy’s face. “Didn’t go well, did it?” 

Mathew walked away, seeming unchallenged, except to reply back with, “Shut it, Ben.” 



 

 

Charlie sighed, waiting for Mathew to disappear from sight before turning to Ben. “Don’t 
look so bloody pleased with yourself,” he ordered, but Ben didn’t seem to hear him through 
his thick, unmoving smile and his twinkling grey eyes. 



 

Chapter Twelve 
Creating Dreams 

 

 

Walking out onto her balcony, Isabel remembered her dreams that were swept up with rings 
and roses and rings of roses. She rubbed at her arms to warm them as her white nightdress 
swept about her. She let the stars take her away into swept up thoughts and wishful dreams. 
She dreamed of coloured leaves dancing in autumn, snow falling into Mathew’s hair, a 
spring’s rain twirling into lazy summer afternoons: changing, yet unchanged, the four of 
them. Isabel, Charlie, Ben and Mathew were like the unaltered grace of the seasons. But now 
she was sleeping in the horrible pink room. Charlie had turned her away. Mathew had gone 
and got himself slapped. And Ben –– actually Ben was the only one who hadn’t changed at 
all. He was still the same light-haired boy with patchy red highlights. Yelling at her to act like 
a lady, his temper loud and burning, picking her up, dragging her this way or that way as he 
yelled about how she was unnatural, bad luck, or a pixie. It was a divine comfort, a great 
comfort, knowing he’d stayed the same, a brute, but the same brute she’d known all her life. 
As she thought about him, she realized that if his temper cooled long enough for someone 
to see him with his silver-grey eyes, he might be attractive. But his temper never cooled off. 

Isabel could remember her dream from the night before, but she couldn’t remember a 
time when Ben was without temper. Though, it was not Ben who was infuriating her now 
as she looked out into the still night, listening to the quiet air. Mathew rightly owned that 
privilege.  

“You don’t know what you want, not really, because you’ve never known anything but this,” Mathew 
had said to her. “Find out who you are.” 

I know who I am, Isabel thought (not for the first time). She tried to ease herself once again 
by looking out into the stillness or remembering her dream from the night before. 

Leaning over the balcony edge, she could have sworn she heard whispering. 
“And then... I’ll say... All right ––” 
“Mathew?” Isabel whispered in disbelief. “What are you doing?” 
“Isabel?” Mathew looked up at her, clearly startled, uncharacteristically startled. “Um... 

How long have you been standing there?” 
Was this still her stone-shielded prince? Or had her slap turned him into a vulnerable boy 

again, one with shaking hands and stuttering words? Isabel could hardly see him in the dim 
moonlight. His dark hair matched his colourless clothing. He was impossible to see in the 
night, though her strained eyes caught a slight movement and the glow of his eyes when they 
met the moonlight. “I just got here,” she explained. Her white nightdress was glued to her 
as she leaned over the balcony edge. “Why does it matter? What are you doing?” 

“I’m... What are you doing?” 
“What? Was that you seriously trying to deflect the question?” 
“Yes,” Mathew answered. 
“What?” 
“I said yes!” 
“Mathew, come up here,” Isabel demanded. “I can hardly hear you.” 
“No, you come down here.” 



 

 

“What?” 
“You come down here!” 
“What?” 
“Come down here!” Mathew said louder than he should have. 
“Mathew! Keep it down!” Isabel jumped, turning sharply, listening to make sure that 

William wasn’t running to her bedroom right now because he heard them. Once she was 
sure she did not hear any sounds within the house, she turned back to Mathew. 

“Come down here.” Closing his eyes as his head lowered, his hand on his heart as he 
whispered, “Please.” 

How darling he looked in the darkness, shadowing like the romantic longing caught in 
her heart. “Okay,” Isabel said and slowly climbed down from the balcony, wishing she was 
not wearing a dress. She didn’t want Mathew to be pardoned so easily, so she kept her 
expression grim and her manner harsh. 

“Very graceful,” Mathew calmly commented, almost expressionlessly, as he helped her 
down. 

Why does that sound like criticism? You’re criticizing me... jerk. But if you’re not, then... that’s fine, I 
do feel graceful. But either way: “Don’t give me that!” Isabel stumbled out of his arms as she 
pulled away from him. “I haven’t forgiven you for this morning’s episode ––” 

She felt a shift in the wind, but that was all. Her hair flew up into her face and then her 
back hit something solid. Isabel tried to speak, but couldn’t. Her eyes darted. One of 
Mathew’s hands was covering her mouth and the other was locking her to him. The side of 
the house was like a wall of darkness, and Isabel found herself locked in some dark prison, 
resisting the urge to scream. 

Isabel freed one of her hands, slapping Mathew’s hand away, forcing it to release her 
mouth. “Mathew! What the hell?” 

His hand was over her mouth again. His breathing into her ear was like a wind chime, 
telling her to be quiet. Isabel looked up at the house, following Mathew’s gaze, seeing him 
with the help of a quick flick of moonlight. A light was moving about the house, travelling, 
searching, and then travelling on again. Finally someone blew it out (a maid wandering 
through the house perhaps), but Mathew waited a few moments before giving Isabel her 
mouth back. 

“How did you know someone was there?” Isabel whispered breathlessly. Could he seriously 
have heard the candle being lit? No. That was insane... and yet...  

What kind of training did he have as a thief? 
Mathew had them hidden against the side of the house, a swift night cat saving them with 

one clawed movement. “Were you afraid?” he asked, looking down at her, and it was like 
she could hear his voice inside her head. “I know your uncertainties, without you telling me. 
Sometimes you wonder why you were even born. But I’m here, my beloved.” 

He stepped away from her, his eyes closing in quiet contemplation. His jaw was set as his 
eyes opened with an easy determination. “She’s the only one who understands you, the way you need 
to be understood. I know,” Charlie once told him, long ago, when Mathew’s heart was first struck 
by her, “that’s what she’s like.”  

“Follow me.” Mathew turned, a silhouette, like a dark thing she might otherwise be afraid 
of, heading toward the field. “Please.” 

‘Were you afraid?’ Isabel had never answered him, but he seemed to understand her 
perfectly. Why aren’t I scared of you? It was a question that she sometimes asked herself, and 
always forgot to answer.  



 

 

“And where are we going?” Isabel decided she might as well complain. She followed him, 
straining her eyes to see the boy who had no problem moving in the thickness of night. 

“You will see,” Mathew assured her. 
“Yeah, that’s encouraging,” Isabel raged, doing her best to start a fight. “Follow me. You’ll 

see. Go for a walk with me,” she imitated him. “Care to notice that the last walk we went on 
together didn’t go so well? How’s your face, anyway? Want to add something else that might 
get you slapped?” 

“Nothing yet,” was Mathew’s composed response. 
“Okay, well, when you want to jump back into that discussion would you give me a heads-

up because ––” 
“Isabel.” Mathew was before her, interrupting her personal space, but at least she could 

see him now. “Although I feel I do deserve your contempt, I apologize. Now ––” he spoke 
calmly, “will you stop trying to pick a fight with me?” 

Isabel sighed, but nodded, letting him take her hand, leading her off into the unknown, 
again. It was almost frightening: Mathew’s ability to walk like a cat in the dark. His 
movements were flowing and unrestricted while Isabel turned in torment, falling all over 
herself, even with his hand in hers to help her along. 

Mathew led her into the tall alfalfa field. Isabel’s white nightgown trailed behind her, 
swaying gracefully in the night’s gentle breeze. She struggled to keep up with him, but she 
never told him to slow down. When he finally stopped, and Isabel stopped cursing because 
she was tripping over, what seemed to be, everything, Mathew kissed her hand. His hands 
weren’t shaking and his voice was a strong current, but the current also flowed with a gentle 
touch and an honest truth. She could trust him to always be honest with her. “My 
behaviour,” Mathew began, “I selfishly ask you to forgive me, to love me still.” 

He was insane for saying something like that. Of course she still loved him. Of course she 
still wanted him. Isabel exhaled loudly, mostly in annoyance. “Of course I love you, you 
idiot.” All the anger she was feeling, all the worries, and fears were gone, drifted away with 
the strong current. “Consider yourself mine to have.” 

Mathew got down on one knee. 
The stars glistened like a million candles. The wind played a gentle lover’s tune, for the 

world, this spot, was their ballroom. 
“I love you, Isabel.” 
“Mathew?” Isabel whispered, as the boy she loved, soaked in starlight, his face smoothed 

with shadow, spoke from his heart. 
I didn’t even ask Ben for any four-leaf clovers... 
Mathew watched his darling Isabel. All he wanted to do was give her everything, to give 

her all he had, all he was. Her long, dark brown hair, her dark blue eyes: how long had he 
studied her face over the years? How long had he wished to do nothing but look at her, to 
be with her, protect her? He knew everything there was to know about her: her build, her 
soul. She had a slightly pointed nose and long eyelashes, and her face, like an open book 
with words clearly defined for all to see, was one of kindness. Her full, pink lips were like 
the early morning sky before it reddened and warned a storm, her expression willing for 
adventure. He wished he could offer her more, she deserved so much more than he could 
ever be. But he loved her. He knew he was being selfish, claiming her heart before it could 
meet the world, but he couldn’t help it. He’d already decided that he had loved her first. 
“Can I call you mine forever? Will you marry me?” 



 

 

Can I? He was always asking her as if she had a choice in the matter. It was impossible to 
not love him and here he was, offering to take her hand and all she wanted to do was grip 
hard and hold on tight. She wasn’t about to let him go. He’d cut into her too deeply. 

“Yes,” Isabel gasped, wishing she could steady her voice, but somehow this unsteadiness 
felt so right at the moment. “Yes!” 

Mathew jumped to his feet, and taking her into his arms, he embraced her body and soul. 
They laughed and kissed and danced beneath the candled sky as he whispered sweet words: 
“I love you. I’ll never betray you. I’ll never let you go.” And all Isabel could do was think 
back to when she was a child, riding her horse away from the farm, wearing flowers in her 
hair. She would run from her maids and rush to the sanctuary of the fields. Now she took 
sanctuary in Mathew’s arms. She knew she would always be safe there, that no one would 
judge her there or try to make her be anything more than who she was. 

Mathew slid a ring on Isabel’s finger. The determination in his eyes contrasted with the 
emotion in his voice. Timidly, he whispered, “I have a necklace you can put the ring on so 
people don’t get suspicious.” There was uncertainty in his voice, an unsure flicker of speech 
he’d never give anyone but her the opportunity to hear. 

Isabel raised her hand. “I can’t believe you got me a ring.” Baffled, she let her hand dance. 
Turning and twirling the ring to let its light spark in the darkness. 

“I couldn’t propose without one,” Mathew said, watching Isabel intently. 
Even with her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she could only just make out the little heart-

shaped stone on the perfect silver band. “Where did you get it?” 
“I got the ring when I went to the jousting match,” Mathew answered, his voice fumbling 

back to a mask of stone words, the first clue that he was hiding something. 
“Yes, but where?” 
“Um...” 
He did it again. He said, “Um.” “You’re being evasive,” she observed, amused. He said, “Um.” 
“I don’t think the question you should be asking is where, but, rather, how. And, for the 

sake of our relationship ––” He paused, flinching at his own actions. “I am going to shield 
you from the truth. I bought it.” 

“You stole it!” Isabel laughed despite herself, and Mathew eased with her forgiveness of 
his sins. She did not dwell on the fact that he was a thief. He was accepting her for who she 
was without pressure for anything more. She had to do the same for him, and she did. He 
just loved her. And she just loved him. There was no other explanation for it. And that was 
love: taking someone for who they were and not for what you were imagining them to be. 

Mathew stepped closer to her. She ran her hands through his hair and every dark desire 
ripped through her mind. She brought her hands to the sides of his face as they embraced 
each other and experienced, through intercourse, the pleasure and bliss of dishevelled love. 

Finally, reality had swept up to match the sweet, vibrant blooms she found in her dreams. 



 

Chapter Thirteen 
Her Hell 

 

 

It seemed foul, this uncomforting thought of finding comfort in a luxurious bed of blankets 
and pillows instead of waking up in the cool grass on this summer morning. The reflection 
of stars would still be abundant. The sunrise would be warm on the world’s waking flesh. 
But still, the sun’s light filled the room with its familiar promises as Isabel opened her eyes. 
There was an array of songbirds as an opulent amount of breeze brushed back the fabric 
guarding her window. A feather blew propitiously by, almost mischievously, and it was the 
first thing she saw that morning. It reminded her of words not yet written, words her quill 
was still hiding from her, and adventures she had not yet shared or faced. 

She expected much out of the day, which was why it was such a shock to have two maids 
burst through her bedroom door that morning. 

They carried with them fabrics, jewellery, and the orders to help dress her for the ball she 
had the day to prepare for. The maids had, apparently, decided to start early. Isabel jumped, 
watching petrified as they stripped her covers away and lay the bundles they carried with 
them on her bed. One maid, Jenny, began sorting out outfits, and the other, old Ester, held 
out her hand for Isabel to take. 

William, she thought helplessly, not accepting the outstretched hand. What have you done? 
Isabel knew both maids well. Jenny, only a few years older than her, was a sallow, blonde 

thing. She was the kind of girl who looked like she belonged with endless jewels and the 
latest fashions draped around her shoulders. She wanted nothing but pretty dresses, pretty 
thoughts, and a pretty husband. Well, she can have them, Isabel thought, never particularly liking 
Jenny. The girl was always trying to win Mathew’s glance, even though it was rumoured that 
she already had a suitor of her own. It couldn’t seem to be helped. Mathew was the kind of 
boy who made a girl forget that she’d already given her heart away to someone else. 

The older maid, Ester, was a woman who had been with Isabel’s family for as long as she 
could remember. Her long grey hair and her wise, bird-like eyes were always watching and 
chasing after Isabel. She was one of the ones trying to get her to find her place in proper 
society. It seemed today that Grandma Ester was ahead of the chase. 

“Come with me, I have drawn you a bath,” Granny said and took Isabel’s reluctant hand 
(she never would have given it freely). The necklace around the old woman’s neck was clearly 
visible. The charm (a little silver star with a thin circle around it) was something she was 
religiously fond of. 

“Good morning to you, too,” Isabel sneered as she was dragged behind. But the old maid 
in her plain brown dress was strong and forceful (there must be something in the herbs she 
grows). Pushing her into the washroom, she began stripping her of her clothing. “What are 
you doing?” Isabel protested frantically as Ester tried to push her into the prepared (and 
probably cold) bath water. 

“I knew you might be reluctant,” Grandma Ester said smartly. 
“So you decided to take me by force?” 
Ester gestured toward the tub. “Hauling water isn’t a chore I further desire, my lady. 

Please, get in before it gets cold.” 



 

 

Isabel stepped into the tub and shrieked when the maid tried to wash her. “What are you 
doing?” Isabel yelled. She had been washing herself successfully for years. Of course, she 
had never used the actual bathtub. The river that ran through the farm was much better to 
do cannonballs in. 

“I need to get you clean, Miss Isabel.” 
“I can do this myself,” Isabel protested, betting Grandma Ester had never done a 

cannonball in her entire life. 
“My dear, I have been here since you were a child. I will never be certain if you can clean 

yourself properly. You have been living in a barn for much too long.” 
At first Isabel wanted to object, to tell her that her life was none of her business. But the 

more she thought about it the more she decided Granny was probably right. “You have a 
point,” Isabel said in defeat. At least with living in the house for a while there were no burs 
in her hair... That was actually a plus. 

“That boy that was here...” Granny began, and it took Isabel a moment to realize who she 
was talking about. James. Ester was referring to James. “You didn’t think he was unnoticed 
by us all, did you?” 

“Um...” What could she say? Isabel never imagined the maids would tell William, but the 
more she thought about it, the more she wondered. Why hadn’t the maids told William that 
James had been here? “Um...” 

“I don’t like keeping things from my Master,” Ester pressed, making Isabel wish she 
wasn’t naked because now she really felt, well, naked. “But we all know the loneliness –– see 
the loneliness of being left behind.” 

“So...” I haven’t thought about James. Where was he? What was he doing now? What had he told Sir 
John about me? Isabel exhaled with the weight of all her unanswered questions. “You’re not 
going to tell?” 

“He left peacefully, stole nothing. Never put you in harm’s way ––” 
Okay, then you didn’t see as much as you thought you saw. 
“He was a delicate-looking boy, like an angel...” Ester scrubbed Isabel’s body and frowned 

in disapproval as she took off Isabel’s necklace that contained her wedding ring. “What’s 
this?” 

“That’s... Um... It’s ––” Isabel stumbled to come up with an impressive lie. She hadn’t 
thought of what to say if someone noticed Mathew’s ring... In all fairness, she didn’t expect 
to be in a situation like this, either. 

“I will put it on your dresser once we are finished,” Ester said warningly, continuing to 
help her wash her hair. Isabel swallowed hard. It was one thing to lie about James, but 
another to hide a ring like that. Would Ester tell William what she had found? What would 
happen to her and Mathew then? 

“I have laid out many different outfits for us to try,” Jenny announced as Isabel and Ester 
re-entered the room. “I think we should start with the white-and-gold gown.” 

Isabel’s mouth dropped in horror as her eyes fell on the endless silk and velvet gowns and 
their elaborate accessories. This wasn’t going well. 

“I agree,” said Ester, nodding in approval. “Do you, my lady?” 
You agree this isn’t going well? “Um...” Isabel looked at them all, overwhelmed. This was a 

fate worse than death. Help! She wanted to scream. Someone help me! They all seemed 
determined to break her wings as they foolishly believed they were helping her to fly. Isabel 
wholeheartedly hoped that Ben would barge through the door yelling about ‘pixies’ and 
‘goblins,’ throw her over his shoulder and cart her out of here. 



 

 

“Very well,” Ester announced, rather excited about seeing the young girl, who did nothing 
but roll around in the dirt, transform into a lady and, possibly, an enchantress. “We shall 
start with the white-and-gold gown.” And with that, the two maids stripped Isabel’s dry 
body of her towel. Jenny started braiding Isabel’s wet hair, and Granny began forcing her 
body into a corset, gluing it onto her. 

Jenny shook her head. Both maids stood in front of Isabel, looking over the progress. “I 
think it is time to try another.” 

Another what? 
“I do like the white on her.” Ester stroked the fabric. 
I wonder what they would do if I bit them? 
“I want to see the burgundy on her,” Jenny said, excited. 
“Wait a moment!” Isabel finally spoke, a little too loudly for the maids’ liking. “I’m already 

dressed... Is this not fine?” She looked down at herself with self-doubt. She had no idea what 
was presentable at a ball. 

“No,” Jenny said simply and began to remove every bit of jewellery they had just finished 
putting on. 

“Arms up,” Granny Ester commanded as she removed the white gown. 
“Arms down,” Jenny said, replacing the white gown with the burgundy one. She 

smoothed out the dress and puffed out the sleeves. The dress was large and very, very puffy. 
I feel like a toad. No. I feel like an idiot. Isabel sighed, hating it. She hated everything about 

this. She hated everything. But the maids continued in this hellish fashion for hours, making 
her try on dress after dress until she felt like she was going to fall over with exhaustion. 

“I think you look wonderful,” Jenny praised Isabel who was wearing, what felt like, the 
hundredth dress she’d tried on. Jenny looked over at Ester, forgetting that Isabel was there, 
and said: “You know? It is a wonder why the Master does not live in a grander estate with 
all the money he possesses.” 

Ester shot Jenny a warning look and apologized quickly to Isabel for Jenny’s lack of 
decorum. 

“No, please, speak freely. I would rather listen to you speak. It’s a distraction from this 
gross reality,” Isabel said. Jenny looked hurt. It was obvious that she would have given 
anything to be in Isabel’s situation. 

“Let’s try the burgundy dress again. I think it worked well,” Jenny suggested. 
Ester shook her head and Isabel relaxed, listening as the old maid answered the question 

Jenny had asked. “This was her home, Jenny.” 
“Her?” Isabel inquired. 
“Yes, my lady. She was the love of his life. This was where she grew up, the one place she 

felt she belonged. After the tragedy, the Master bought it. Her parents died long before her, 
of illness, so when the place was purchased much work needed to be done to it.” 

“Who was she?” Isabel almost yelled with excitement. William never mentioned a woman. 
“She was the most beautiful woman I had ever set eyes on...” Granny whispered. 
“What was her name?” Jenny asked. 
Granny jumped. “We need to get back to work.” She threw a different dress over Isabel’s 

head before she could protest. Isabel wondered if the story Granny hadn’t told was difficult 
for her to talk about. Perhaps she was well acquainted with the lady... But still, Isabel 
wondered. Why had William never mentioned a woman before? 

“I still like the burgundy,” Jenny complained, making Isabel shiver. But Ester silenced 
Jenny with a look and then turned back to Isabel. 

“I saved my favourite for last.” Ester smiled. 



 

 

Isabel could have slapped her. If they had picked their favourite dresses sooner, they could 
have finished with this madness already! 

Now I really am going to bite you. 
Ester carried over a dark blue gown and whispered, “Your mother always looked beautiful 

in blue,” as she smoothed the dress over Isabel. 
“My mother?” Isabel breathed out, all her anger gone. She had never thought much about 

her mother, but now she suddenly wondered everything. Her mind fell into a hurricane of 
questions. Who was she? What did she look like? Did she like to ride horses, too? Was she 
like me? A mother. Mother? The word felt so foreign on her tongue. 

The dress fit snugly, as did the long sleeves that came past her wrists. The bottom flared 
out elegantly, making it Isabel’s favourite, too. 

“It goes with your eyes,” Jenny complimented. Ester added a silver belt to put around 
Isabel’s waist. “Now for the hair,” Jenny said, taking out Isabel’s braids. Isabel ran her hand 
down her wavy hair and smiled as Ester added silver pieces to the fancy hairstyle they were 
creating for Isabel. 

“You look wonderful,” Granny cried as Isabel spun around once, and Jenny mumbled 
something about burgundy. But Isabel couldn’t think about anything else except, my mother 
looked beautiful in blue. 

“It’s time to go,” Granny announced while wrapping a long, black, velvet cape around 
Isabel’s shoulders. “Now, Jenny here will be coming with you tonight. I am sure you will 
have a wonderful time.” 

“Okay,” Isabel said, not entirely sure what to do next. 
“Run, now! Your carriage is waiting,” Granny commanded, and Isabel rushed down the 

stairs and out the door. She didn’t turn to see the tears of joy streaming from old Ester’s 
proud eyes. William waited by the carriage and told Isabel to slow down after she tripped 
out the door. 

“Sorry,” Isabel mumbled. She took William’s hand as he helped her into the carriage. 
Jenny sat in the front with the driver. 

Isabel knew that William was not coming, but she still hoped that someone she was very 
close to would have stashed themselves away in the carriage. 

William nodded and the carriage set its pace toward their destination. He waved until the 
carriage was out of sight and then returned to the comfort of the house. He poured himself 
a large cup of ale as he sighed and said: “You look so like your mother.” 

 

 
 

Mathew sat, hidden by the darkness. He watched as Isabel came out of the door and 
jumped as she tripped. He looked up and down this woman who was so much more than 
he was, and he wondered if William had told her. He wondered if he should have told her. 
She was going into a different world tonight, and they all knew what she did not. They all 
knew the secrets of her past, the undying question, the reason William hated to go to town. 
They all knew the story she was never told. Mathew sighed. She would find out tonight. He 
watched as the carriage drove on. He watched as William entered the house. He watched 
Ben and Charlie come out of the darkness and return to the barn. They were told not to be 



 

 

there for her, and he could understand why. It was like seeing an old life when Isabel looked 
like the future. Her future. And deep down, Mathew knew that was how it was meant to be. 



 

Chapter Fourteen 
There’s No Going Back 

 

 

The carriage door opened, and Isabel took the hand of the driver as he helped her from the 
carriage steps to steady ground. Please don’t fall, please don’t fall, she thought as she moved into 
the world she spent her whole life running away from. I wish Mathew was here. But for a world 
she thought to distant, it seemed to hold a great majesty of certain magnificence. Carriages 
were pulling up all around her, glorious things with horses that stepped to their noses. The 
estate itself looked bleak, but the wide array of colours and sounds of merrymaking lightened 
everyone’s hearts, making them forget, for one night, that life was full of poverty and disease 
and war. 

“My lady?” Jenny whispered to Isabel. “It is time to go in.” 
Isabel was too preoccupied, watching as men and women exited their carriages with 

envious grace. Their outfits looked more like costumes to her, something silly she might try 
on for the fun of it. She looked down at the dress she was wearing. Wasn’t that what she 
was doing? Trying on a costume, something silly? 

“My lady ––” Jenny knocked Isabel out of her daze. “It’s time to go in.” 
Isabel took one last glance at a woman wearing the largest dress she had ever seen. The 

two girls set their course into the fortress, and every few seconds Isabel stopped and stared 
dumbly. People passed her, glancing suspiciously as they walked by. The building was crafted 
of stone, roses lined the entry way, hundreds of candles were lit, and Isabel could hear the 
sweet hum of instruments. 

“The front door is quite the conundrum, is it not?” A young woman laughed as she passed 
Isabel. The girl wore a red gown and her blonde hair was done up in twists and swirls. 

Now I not only feel like an idiot but, apparently, I look like one, too. 
Isabel followed the red dress wearer’s lead, afraid to do anything else wrong. She looked 

at Jenny who nodded reassuringly, but Isabel still felt nervous and awkward and completely 
out of place. What was she even doing here? She wondered, and not for the first time, why 
her life couldn’t consist only of the joy of riding her horse day and night, racing with Mathew 
like they used to. But even though she felt awkward, she didn’t look at the ground as she 
walked. She wasn’t that kind of person. She stood straight, with her eyes forward, ready for 
anything. 

And who knows what hell demon was to come. 
Trumpets cried out through the great hall as ladies and gentlemen entered. But before 

they could join the crowd, a young man promptly introduced them, speaking their names so 
all could hear. The act seemed to take up a great deal of time, and as Isabel followed the 
crowd, spinning around wildly to catch all of her surroundings, the name, “Miss Mary 
Pendent,” rang through the hall. Antlers, skins, furs, and blankets of marvellous colours 
hung on the walls for decoration. The grey stone structure lit up as fires blazed in the 
fireplaces and thousands of candles flickered in chandeliers. However, nothing the servants 
could do could blunt the stains on the wall corners and the smell coming from them where 
the inhabitants had decided to relieve themselves. 



 

 

As Isabel stood, she heard bits of conversation. Some ladies were pointing out which men 
they thought were handsome, and some men were pointing out which women they thought 
were the most beautiful. Some talked about war and the church, but they all seemed to 
discuss a world that had nothing to do with Isabel and one that she wanted nothing to do 
with. The proper attire and etiquette all seemed like a lie, a violent laugh toward a world of 
starvation. There was so much darkness in this darkened age, and they were all enjoying that 
laugh with fine wines and pretty headdresses. But Isabel didn’t know half of what went on 
in the world she called today, and she didn’t want to know. She just wanted to remain at her 
family’s farm and live happily ever after with Mathew. Was that too much to ask? 

She took a few steps forward, following the crowd. There was a group of ladies, about 
the same age as Isabel, standing off to the side. Still, everyone could hear their conversation 
and Isabel couldn’t help but want to hear more. 

“They say he’s immortal. A phantom ––” one of the young ladies whispered to her friends. 
“A demon who swallows women whole,” another cut in. However, this statement didn’t 

seem to frighten her as it did the others. 
“The Phantom Thief,” the one whispered as if she was whispering the name of the 

deadliest illness. 
“A ghost.” 
“Now, now, ladies! What kind of talk is this?” An older woman stepped in, trying to stop 

the girls from making a bigger scene than they already were. “You ought to be ashamed of 
yourselves. This ‘immortal’ as you so wrongfully praise him is nothing more than a common 
thief who will be caught and hanged for the crimes he has committed.” She left as the 
announcer called her and her husband’s name, and the girls continued with their 
conversation as if they were the only people in the room. 

“They say he sprung himself from hell and now not even the devil can find him. He’s like 
fog, blurring himself so you can’t see anything at all.” 

“I heard he robbed three houses in one night at the same time! And a friend of my friend 
said she saw him. She said he disappeared as if he and the night were one and the same. Like 
he was a part of the darkness in the same way our bodies are held together with flesh.” 

When they noticed Isabel looking at them, fixated with their words, they narrowed their 
eyes at her and one rudely asked, “What are you looking at?” 

Nothing very nice at all, obviously, Isabel thought as she turned away. She let their words about 
this ‘phantom’ tumble around her head before she made a decision. Was she afraid or 
intrigued? Well, whoever this thief was, at least he was getting good word of mouth. 

“It is quite the place, is it not?” the woman behind Isabel said as she watched her take in 
the room. Isabel smiled, happy that the woman’s comment was not a result of mockery 
toward her. “Wait until you are my age, my dear. You will see them all grander and lesser 
than this.” The woman was much older than Isabel. Her face was drained from hardship, 
but she clutched comfortably to her husband’s arm. 

“Are guests usually introduced this way?” Isabel asked. Her hands were sweaty from 
nervousness, and she wiped her palms on her dress. 

The woman leaned in to whisper into Isabel’s ear. “Not quite like this, but I’m afraid you 
can’t be too careful these days. There have been a few terrible robberies at parties in the last 
little while.” 

“How terrifying,” Isabel lied. She didn’t feel scared, just intrigued, and the woman smiled 
adventurously and nodded. 

“You’re next my dear.” The woman motioned to the announcer. Miss Sara Cal was the 
woman in red’s name. She pranced gracefully down the steps and into a welcoming crowd. 



 

 

There were entertainers all around: jugglers, fire-eaters, musicians, and even one man with 
a trick horse. Isabel tried to take in everything, as much as she could. She thought her life at 
the farm was magical, enchanting, and lovingly all her own. But this, all this was like walking 
within a great dream where your nerves are through the roof and your mind is begging you 
to see more and more and more and more. There were games being played outside: 
horseshoes and archery contests. But Isabel was too concerned with watching acrobats and 
fire-eaters to care to see what else there was. And dancing! Everyone was dancing and eating 
and laughing together. It made Isabel want to laugh and dance at this very moment, this very 
spot: right now, right here. Mathew was right. She had no idea what she was missing out on. 
What there was to see! 

“Your name, Miss?” the announcer whispered to her. 
“Isabel Hawkins,” Isabel whispered back to him, and the announcer looked at her 

curiously for a moment and then announced her to the crowd. Isabel was shocked to see 
that the entire hall, now silent, turned to her, watching her with curious expressions. She 
walked down the purple-draped steps, smiling hesitantly. All she could think, and not for 
the last time this evening, was, please don’t fall, please don’t fall. Please, God, don’t let me fall. 

Shamelessly, people whispered and pointed at her. Her footsteps echoed throughout the 
hall as she walked, like pins dropping at a time when silence was rather desired. Her gown 
felt long and heavy, just like the atmosphere was long and heavy. She had no idea what she 
was to do next. So she continued to walk to the end of the hall, feeling disapproving eyes 
on her, as if she had walked into a room with a thousand burning candles and she was the 
only one burnt out. Trying to hide and ignore the world around her, she focused on the 
entertainers and the people dancing. Jenny, who carried Isabel’s cape, stood beside her. 

“Do you know that boy?” Isabel asked Jenny after she had a few minutes to organize her 
thoughts and the crowd started to look away from her. She had noticed who had captured 
her maid’s attention. The young man was waving at her, and Isabel decided that at least one 
person should be happy being here tonight. 

Jenny nodded. 
“Well, go to him,” Isabel encouraged. 
“I have to stay with you,” Jenny quickly stated. 
“I insist. Go. You should have fun here tonight, even if I will not.” 
Jenny thanked her and ran off to her lover. 
“That was very kind,” a young woman interjected as she came to Isabel’s side. 
Isabel turned to her, relieved that someone was talking to her. She feared that by sending 

Jenny away she would be trapped in this corner for the whole evening. “She should enjoy 
herself here as well.” 

“I am Mary Pendent,” the lady said. Her black hair was done up in a unique style that 
emphasized her curls. She bowed her head to Isabel, who did the same. Isabel introduced 
herself, but Mary already knew who she was, of course. They started talking as the crowd 
danced on, and Isabel found herself enjoying this young woman’s company. She was amazed 
to think that two mice could find protection within each other in a room full of hawks. “I 
believe you have been spotted, Isabel,” Mary whispered, motioning to a gentleman coming 
their way. He looked some years older than Isabel, but was rather handsome. He had silver-
blonde hair and was the only person in the room dressed in black. 

He bowed, as did the ladies, and then said, “I would be honoured for your hand in this 
dance.” 

Isabel nodded, a little nervous, and let him lead her onto the dance floor. With this man 
she felt no chilling excitement, as she had felt that night when she danced with James. She 



 

 

felt no declaration of love, like she felt when Mathew took her into his arms. No. With this 
man she felt nothing but the pleasing possibility of finding herself within the company of a 
new friend. 

“This is my favourite dance,” the gentleman commented once they were gliding among 
the others. 

“Indeed, it is exemplary, but pray, may I enquire as to your name?” Isabel asked, 
confidently. She was beginning to feel very comfortable, thanks to Mary. 

“Certainly, Miss Hawkins, my name is Jacob Churchill.” 
“Then, might I add, Mr. Churchill, that you are an impressive dancer.” Isabel praised him 

as they danced on. For the first time in her life, she was thankful for William’s excessive 
teachings on etiquette. 

“And you, Miss Hawkins, are a superb partner.” 
When the dance came to an end, Mr. Churchill and Isabel bowed to each other and she 

thanked him for the dance. After which, Isabel walked back to Mary, rather impressed with 
herself. 

“You look shocked, Isabel!” Mary laughed. “Why is that?” 
Why is that? Why was that? How girly she was feeling! How marvellously silly! How 

different from whom she really was from day-to-day. It was such a strange feeling that she 
decided it was about time for a goblet of wine. 

“I fear, Mary, that I am having a wonderful time,” Isabel confessed, which Mary found 
very amusing. They were asked to dance several times. However, the third partner after Mr. 
Churchill was Mr. Denis Allan, and she couldn’t help but wish their dance would end. 

“You are Isabel Hawkins,” Mr. Allan said once Isabel accepted his hand. “I am shocked 
to see you here.” 

Once they joined the dance Isabel asked, “Why is that, Mr. Allan?” 
“Miss, I have been to every social gathering and town event and have never come across 

your presence, only your name, and what a famous name it is. I have always expected that 
the rumours have kept you locked away and fearful. It is a generous act indeed to grace us 
with your presence,” said the young gentleman as they danced on, awkwardly now. 

“I am afraid I do not understand.” Isabel fidgeted. 
“Surely you of all people know the rumours?” Mr. Allan seemed to ignore her confusion 

and horror due to his insensitivity. 
She wished William was here to give him the proper instruction on manners. “I assure 

you I do not,” Isabel responded, regardless of her pressing wish to get away from this man. 
“The rumours of your parents, you must know them?” 
“I do not.” Isabel narrowed her eyes. What could this man know about her parents? “What 

rumours?” 
“Their murder, miss, you surely are aware of the evidence that they were murdered,” Mr. 

Allan continued cold-heartedly, not noticing that his audience was at a loss as to what he 
was talking about. “It has been the main subject of gossip for years.” 

Luckily for Isabel the dance ended, and she walked quickly back toward Mary, only to 
have an older gentleman stop her to kiss her hand. “Arthur Hawkins was a talented jouster 
and a loyal friend,” the gentleman said, tears threatening his eyes as he remembered him. 
Then, as if this was too painful to have been mentioned, he walked on, lost in the crowd, 
and Isabel couldn’t help but stand and stare after him. She’d never known her parents’ 
names. Arthur Hawkins: her father. 

Suddenly she felt hands on her shoulders. 



 

 

“Isabel, I must agree. This is a wonderful party!” Mary said, turning Isabel to face her. 
“You’re absolutely flushed. Are you all right?” 

My mother looked beautiful in blue... 
“Isabel?” Mary questioned again. “Are you all right?” 
“I’m not sure,” Isabel admitted. 
Arthur Hawkins was a loyal friend... 
“What are the rumours about my parents?” Isabel asked, the room feeling very hot and 

very small, and she found herself clutching to her heart. 
Arthur Hawkins. 
“Your mother looked beautiful in blue.” 
“The evidence that they were murdered.” 
“Come sit down with me.” Mary took Isabel’s hand and led her to a chair. They sat down, 

but before Mary could speak a word to her troubled friend, a voice interrupted her. 
“Well, well, well ––” a young woman stopped in front of them. Isabel recognized her as 

she tried to disregard the room that seemed to be spinning. 
“Miss Sara Cal.” Mary groaned. “I cannot say that it is a pleasure to see you here.” 
Miss Cal ignored Mary’s comment and told Isabel what a pleasure it was to finally meet 

her. 
“I’m sure,” Isabel said sarcastically, remembering the comment this woman had rudely 

given her earlier. 
“How very interesting it is that you are here,” Sara continued, moving her hands over her 

already perfect dress to smooth it out. It was an action designed to distance herself from the 
conversation, pretending it wasn’t as interesting as it really was. 

“So I have heard,” Isabel said, wishing that this odious woman would leave them alone, 
or, at the very least, get struck by lightning. Why was this woman even talking to them? 

“So can we put an end to the constant gossip, Miss Hawkins? Can you confirm that your 
parents were murdered by the suspect?” 

Isabel looked at Mary in disbelief of Miss Sara, but Mary was as eager to hear the answer 
to the question. “And what suspect would that be?” Isabel demanded. 

“Why? Do you not know?” Sara put a hand to her mouth to hide her giggle before looking 
at Mary and then back to Isabel. She then cackled at the hilarity of the idea. All the while her 
red dress was content around someone so viciously lovely: a woman completely to its taste. 

“Miss Cal,” Mary warned. 
“Miss Hawkins should know if she is living with a murderer,” Sara said seriously, using 

that as an excuse to justify the fact that she wasn’t about to stop talking. 
Murderer...? 
“I don’t understand,” Isabel said truthfully, trying to make sense of senseless things. 
“Sir William Wentworth has been a murder suspect for years, Miss Hawkins,” Sara said 

calmly, and then walked away with a pleased, smug expression on her face for trying to ruin 
someone else’s life. 

Isabel turned to Mary, wide-eyed. “Everyone here cannot possibly think that William 
killed my parents!” 

“I am afraid that some of them do. But please, think nothing of it, as it is just gossip,” 
Mary pleaded, trying to hide the fact that she too wondered this. Isabel nodded and was 
pleased to see a certain gentleman walking toward her. His presence reminded her that she 
wasn’t always this confused. 



 

 

“Miss Hawkins,” Mr. Churchill said and bowed. “I have danced with many a lady and 
none, I must say, have compared to you. It would be a pleasure if you honoured me with a 
second dance.” 

“Of course, Mr. Churchill, I will always be willing to dance with the finest gentleman in 
the room,” she said, and she followed him onto the dance floor. He didn’t seem bothered 
with the absurd gossip. He just liked dancing with her, and she just liked dancing with him. 
So much so that soon everything else fled her mind, gliding among the other couples like 
this was where she was meant to be. Yes. Isabel was surprised when there were moments 
when she thought she might fit in with this lifestyle. It was as if she was being torn between 
two worlds. Both she could come to love, but one, she knew, she would have to give up. 

After Isabel’s second dance with Mr. Churchill, she danced with three other gentlemen, 
and then a third dance with Mr. Churchill. 

“Miss Hawkins,” Mary rejoiced as they sat down. “You will be the talk of the society for 
weeks! A third dance with Mr. Churchill! If only we all could be so lucky.” 

“He is a fine gentleman.” Isabel praised him, wondering why in the hell Mary was so 
happy about the number of dances. 

“I think I can safely say that he is rather fond of you,” Mary teased. 
“He is just being kind,” Isabel defended, trying not to blush. 
“One dance, Isabel, is kind. The second is fond and the third is fixation. So you are 

correct. He is not fond, but fixated. And you are sure to have quite fixated him. Lucky one 
you are. He would make a wonderful husband.” Isabel said nothing, shifting nervously as 
Mary continued. “Mr. Churchill is a fine member of society. He can be rather shy, but always 
very kind. And he’s very rich. Do you not think him handsome?” 

Isabel nodded slowly. Her head felt like it weighed a thousand pounds. Yes. He was 
handsome. 

“Do you see the gentleman standing over there in the pale yellow?” Mary whispered, 
changing the subject, which Isabel was more than grateful for. 

“The dark-haired gentleman?” Isabel swallowed hard. She wished Mathew were here. 
“Yes, I have danced twice with him this evening and at least once at every social gathering 

we have both attended. His name is Edward Clay and I’m in love with him.” 
Love. My dearest Mathew, why haven’t you come to save me? Why can’t I dance with you tonight, in a 

place like this? Why is this life –– my general life –– cruellest to my heart? 
Mary and Isabel found a place to sit down as Mary discussed the members of their social 

party. Bored, Isabel let her gaze wander, and while scanning the room she noticed a young 
man staring at her. He was leaning against a wall, and she was shocked that she had noticed 
him at all. He was hidden in shadows and no one else seemed to realize he was there. 

“Who is that?” Isabel asked Mary, directing her attention to the boy who didn’t belong. 
“A mere servant boy, I suspect,” Mary said after giving him a quick glance. She continued 

on about the people in the room, but Isabel continued to watch the young man. By his dress, 
she could tell that he was poor, but he had a certain, vibrant charm. She was suddenly 
reminded of both Mathew and James. The boy expressed amusement as he watched Isabel 
watching him. He raised his index finger as if to say, “Wait one moment.” She watched as 
he followed a young gentleman out of the room who was his same size and build. When the 
boy came back with the gentleman’s clothes on, she could not help but laugh. She watched 
as he smoothed out his black hair and walked toward her. 

Isabel could not believe that Mary had given him a mere glance. A quick glance? How 
could this, of all creatures, hide himself so well? Isabel wondered. Even afar she could not 
help but be –– couldn’t help but feel –– tempted. Isabel watched as every young woman 



 

 

turned to look at him as he passed. Isabel didn’t understand what he was doing here. He 
obviously didn’t have a problem entering a room full of people, as if he were the king of 
them all, who would have otherwise squashed him like a bug if he was still in his petty 
clothes. But why then had he stayed hidden? Why was he watching like a shepherd to his 
flock, soaking in natural chaos? Who was this man, and why wasn’t she afraid of him? 

Well, why am I not afraid of Mathew? 
“Good evening, ladies,” the boy of shadows said to both Mary and Isabel. His dark green 

eyes changed colour as they caught certain light. His looks alone were flawless, but there 
was so much more to his air. Mary, who was madly in love with a man named Edward, could 
not help but find herself speechless. And she was. Mary was drooling! 

“Good evening to you, sir,” Isabel said, trying to hide her amusement. She wondered if 
he was related to Mathew or James. There was something so similar about the three of them, 
something not even words could explain. 

“Please forgive me, miss, as I beg for the honour of your hand in this dance,” the boy of 
shadows said to Isabel, much to Mary’s jealousy. 

“As much as I would love to see you on your hands and knees, begging will not be 
necessary,” Isabel said ruthlessly, deciding that she was wrong. He was not a boy, but a king 
of shadows. “This dance is yours.” She grinned as did he. He was obviously delighted that 
she wasn’t overpowered by his natural charm. She followed him to the dance floor before 
she asked, “What happened to the previous owner of that ensemble?” 

Looking at him now was like watching every sin, every pleasure, every desire find motion. 
He walked with the grace of gods. Flawless: his perfection showed. And yet he could hide 
throughout this world and its woes. How did the room not bow to him when he passed 
before? Isabel wondered. How did they not wither in their jewels and coats to his baggy 
clothes? He could make himself scarce so well. He could hide among the shadows and call 
them all fools. And how they were all fools to him! He was like watching pure, entrapping 
darkness –– too enraptured in its bliss to understand his dark motives. There was no 
knowing how dark he really was, but at this moment, right now, she didn’t care. Just let us 
dance, she thought. 

“He will wake up tomorrow and decide he drank too much,” he answered easily. 
He was an extremely impressive dancer. Do all thieves dance so well? “Do you take pride in 

being a thief?” Isabel tried her best to be indifferent to his charm, even if the very sight of 
him was thrilling. She couldn’t deny it. This boy could make ancient Sirens blush and stutter 
at his feet. 

“That is my occupation,” he said calmly and without hesitation. His vanity seemed to run 
deep, and it had every reason to do so. 

“I see,” Isabel said. She guessed that he was about the same age as she was. But his 
intensity gave her the impression that she was dancing with something as old as time itself. 
And maybe he really was that old... 

Taking ‘I see’ as fear he pulled her close to him and whispered into her ear, “Do not fear 
me.”  

“Do not flatter yourself!” Isabel shot back. She wasn’t scared of him, not at all, and when 
she looked at him, her gaze full of coldness toward his arrogant accusation, he looked 
particularly satisfied. 

“Why do people go to balls?” He changed the subject, twirling her even though the dance 
didn’t call for him to twirl her. He made the transition look so skilful and elegant that the 
twirl seemed like it was part of the dance all along. 

“I suspect to make new acquaintances.” 



 

 

“And you?” he asked, his green eyes sparkling. 
“Well, I am happy to make your acquaintance,” Isabel answered, taking a moment to 

observe the spectators. It seemed like everyone was watching them, not that she could blame 
them for wondering about this man and his extreme extent of magnificence. 

“And I am happy to make yours, Isabel Hawkins,” he said, putting specific emphasis on 
her name. 

“You have the advantage.” 
“And would knowing my name even the score?” the king of shadows asked, mockingly. 
“Yes,” Isabel informed him. 
His expression turned devilish and his eyes burned with a fixed splendour of secrecy. He 

spoke low, but his words were thick and tempestuous as he let her know what everyone else 
was wondering. “I am the Ghost.” 

“Your name or our dance ends,” Isabel threatened. The Ghost? Was that some kind of joke? 
The Ghost? The Phantom Thief, Isabel thought. Was she dancing with the very fear those 
young girls had been so eagerly discussing? Was she dancing with the devil? And would they 
have been so afraid if they had known exactly what this fear looked like? 

“Are you so sure of yourself?” He seemed to know that she wouldn’t give him away –– 
that she wouldn’t yell or scream because she was in the arms of a ghost. He kept her close as 
they danced, following the same steps as everyone else even though the two of them 
harboured more interesting topics. 

“I could ask the same thing of you.” Isabel glanced about the room. How could he be so 
sure that she wouldn’t start screaming at the top of her lungs? How could she be so sure 
that not screaming was the correct choice? 

He looked at her for a moment, deciding if he could trust her, deciding if he wanted to 
trust her. She had obviously asked him to reveal a great and terrible secret. It all depended 
on whether or not he wanted to keep dancing with a girl he’d just met and presumably knew 
nothing about except for her name and that she may or may not be living with a murderer. 
Could he see something in her worth trusting? She hoped he did. 

“My name is Alex,” the Ghost finally admitted. 
“Do you have a last name, Alex?” Isabel asked, overjoyed that their dance could continue. 

He was much too interesting to let go of so easily: the Phantom Thief, the Ghost. Who was 
he really? Did he want anything more than to loot the world for as long as he lived? Was 
there more to him than the makings of a petty thief? How she wanted to know! How she 
wanted to know if she was dancing with a cad or a true ghost! 

“No,” Alex said, truthfully. 
Isabel felt sympathy for him underneath the thrilling sensation of having met the biggest 

celebrity of the time. She never knew her parents either, but at least she had someone who 
told her what their last name was. 

“Pleased to make your acquaintance, Alex the Ghost.” She stopped in the middle of the 
dance and curtsied. He bowed his head slightly as if he was the most distinguished gentleman 
around, and then they continued with the dance. She never wanted to stop talking to him. 
What adventures he might tell her! 

Two boys crept unnoticed through the crowd toward Alex and Isabel. More thieves, Isabel 
thought. Why was there a band of thieves at this ball? They were younger than Alex, but not by 
much. 

“It is done,” one boy whispered into Alex’s ear. Isabel could not believe it. They were the 
entertainers! That was why no one suspected them. That was why they got around so easily. 
They were the fire-eaters and the jugglers and the acrobats. No one suspected them at all. 



 

 

But how could anyone suspect such malice under all the smiles they brought with their skilful 
entertainment? Should she scream now? Should she report them? 

“What are you doing here?” Isabel asked Alex, urgently. She was still trying to make her 
mind up, deciding whether she was insane for not reporting them. 

“Parties are perfect for business,” Alex told her without a moment’s regret. “I just never 
knew I would be leaving so reluctantly.” Isabel blushed, and he turned back to his 
accomplices. “Get the others. I will meet you back home.” Alex waited until the two boys 
were lost from sight. The dance came to an end, and he said, “Isabel Hawkins, I hope we 
meet again one day.” 

“Goodbye, Alex,” Isabel whispered reluctantly. Would they ever see each other again? 
Would the next time be at his hanging? They bowed to each other, and Alex disappeared 
into the crowd. 

Isabel walked back to Mary who was dying to know his name and everything she’d found 
out about him. His name... Since Alex had been reluctant to give his identity, Isabel was 
reluctant to repeat it, and she did not. She simply told Mary that she did not find out his 
name and that he’d left. 

She looked to where she had last seen Alex. She wondered what future adventures were 
in store for someone like him. And most of all, she wondered what future adventures were 
in store for someone like her. Would there be any adventures left for her with someone like 
Alex in the world, soaking them all up as naturally as it was to breathe? 

The two girls laughed and danced all through the night. It was not until the sun was 
beginning to rise that any of the guests started to leave. Isabel said goodbye to Mr. Churchill 
and hoped very much to see him again. Jenny walked up to Isabel with a smile on her face 
and told her happily that the carriage was waiting outside for them. Isabel hugged Mary 
goodbye with the promise to write to her, and then walked with Jenny toward the carriage. 
Once they were outside, Isabel caught sight of a boy lingering in the shadows. She hoped it 
was Alex, but after squinting hard she realized that it was someone more –– someone so 
much more. 

“James!” Isabel yelled and ran to the boy. 
“My God! Isabel!” James said as Isabel flung her arms around his neck, not caring what 

anyone might say about a young lady throwing her arms around a filthy peasant boy. “Look at 
you!” James laughed happily. He couldn’t believe how much she had changed. How much 
they had both changed since their parting. 

“What are you doing here?” Isabel wondered aloud, overjoyed by the very sight of him. 
Her dear James, how she had missed him! 

“I’m...” James struggled for words. “I’m on business.” 
Business? “Parties are perfect for business,” that was what Alex had told her. “You’re thieving?” 
James threw on that childish grin of his. “You do what you got to do, right?” 
What had happened to the lightness of his eyes? It tried to mask behind his usual tricks, 

but she could see through them. He was hurting. Isabel hugged him tight, not caring that it 
was improper for a lady like her to be hugging a street rat like him. But what could she do 
other than that? She didn’t know how to help him, or if he would ever ask for her help. “It 
is so good to see you. I missed you.” 

“I miss you, Isabel,” James said, tightening his grip on her. She was a beacon of light in 
this dark place, a jewel that glistened deep within his heart. He never wanted to let her go. 

“My lady,” Jenny’s voice came, harsh with the embarrassment Isabel was subjecting them 
all to. “We need to get going.” 



 

 

Who knew those words could sound so cruel? Just give us time, Isabel thought. But how 
much time would be enough? Would it ever be enough? 

“You have to leave.” James struggled with the words and with having to be the one to let 
go of her. Promising: “I will see you again.” 

But when? When would she see him again? She had missed him so. When would she see 
Alex again? And would Mathew ever meet the two of them? 

“Soon, I hope.” Isabel’s voice matched the unbearable sadness within him. 
James took her hand and walked her to the carriage, helping her in, watching as she settled 

herself, and then the door was closed, hiding her from him. 
Isabel picked up a feather that had found itself beside her feet. Feathers. Feathers of quills: 

marks and blessed scribbles of past recalls and remarks, signifying a lifetime before this 
moment. Had she really changed so much? Had she? For even now she was searching her 
mind for the words and the ink to go alongside this fallen feather: a soft and vital quill. 

She moved the window’s little curtain. Her hand moved as if green eyes were watching 
her, or brown, or blue: three thieves who each held a respectable piece of her. Even those 
green eyes... 

Her hand went to clutch her wedding ring. Feeling its absence, she remembered that old 
Ester was going to put it on her vanity table, and she was filled with a sense of hopelessness. 
Isabel knew once she returned home, alone in her room, she would allow herself to cry. She 
would come to her knees while she held the ring in her trembling hands, just as the feather 
was trembling between her fingers now. 

What kind of woeful legends would this feather, turned into a quill, be able to tell? Would 
its prose be that of her future with a pair of striking brown eyes? Her future with them... 
Isabel pressed the feather to her chest because deep down, she knew that was how it was 
meant to be. 

 

 
 

“Goodbye,” James whispered, waving as the carriage pulled away, out of sight. It was 
unbearable for him, living without her, but it was even harder watching as she moved away 
from him. He hated getting up every day knowing that she was with someone else, that she 
was better than both of them. 

But still, he hoped that she would choose him in the end. 



 

Chapter Fifteen 
His Pain and His Brutality 

 

 

Later that night while Isabel was home safely and sleeping off the night’s effects, James 
stood, hidden in shadow. He could see his target: two drunken gentlemen. He would stalk 
them until they went out of sight of any others watching and then he would take them. It 
would not take much to put them both unconscious, but he carried a knife just in case one 
was stronger than he looked. 

James hated them. He looked over the gentlemen with disgust and longing. He knew he 
could never be one of them, and therefore he could never be good enough for Isabel. 

How he missed her. 
James knew what to do, he’d done this so many times before, but suddenly he wanted to 

go beyond. He wanted to cause them pain. He wanted the world to be in pain. He wanted 
the gentlemen, the men he would never be, to bleed, as he was bleeding. To scream, as he 
was screaming, and to know what it was to be incomplete. So he would incomplete them, 
anyway he knew how. He would take away parts of them, until, perhaps, he could feel 
complete. He would damage them until he felt less damaged. 

War lust encircled him, and James smiled as he stepped forward. They deserve it, he thought, 
watching the two men, they have no respect for anything: life; love; women. They were surely men of 
the time, and he was not. He could have had anyone, anything. But there was only one thing 
he wanted. 

James spit on the ground as he stopped and watched as a beggar passed. The gentlemen 
would be heading to an alley soon, and that was where he planned to take them. 

“Well, well, well ––” the words echoed in the darkness. 
It was a voice James knew like his own, but that did not keep him from revealing his knife 

and turning sharply toward his opponent. 
“James, what are you doing?” the young man inquired, acting as if someone turning a 

knife on him was a laughable offence. 
“You can’t be too careful these days,” James said with a sneer, turning the knife over in 

his hand. 
“You see, that is what I like about you, James, you don’t trust anyone, not even your best 

friend.” Alex took a step closer, moving out of the shadows and into the moonlight so James 
could see him clearly. He really was a ghost, but James could pinpoint him in the darkness. 
Alex had taught him well. He’d taught them all well. But still, James would not drop his 
knife. They hadn’t parted on the best of terms the last time... 

“What are the Ghosts doing here?” James asked, still keeping a firm grip on his knife. 
“Relax, James,” Alex said, amused. “If I wanted to kill you, you would be dead already, 

you know that. Put that knife away before you hurt yourself.” 
James stared at his oldest friend for a moment, deciding whether or not he could still trust 

him. Alex waited patiently as James put the knife back in his pocket and looked toward the 
two drunken men. He was happy to see that they were still within sight. “I heard that the 
Ghosts were back in this area, but I didn’t believe it.” 



 

 

“Yes ––” Alex’s expression changed curiously. “And I heard that you got fired. What a 
shame. I hate to say I told you so.” 

“No you don’t.” 
“You are correct. I really do love to be right,” Alex said, walking closer to James. “I told 

you that you were too good for that tyrant.” 
“Speaking of tyrants,” James spoke coldly, “are you still building an army of thieves?” 
“You mean, am I taking young kids off the streets and helping them survive?” Alex’s eyes 

turned cold as he defended the life and hope he was giving to countless of people. “Yes, I 
am. As I recall, I helped you when no one else would. You would be dead if it wasn’t for 
me.” 

“So, did you come here to gloat?” James rolled his eyes. 
“No,” Alex said calmly, looking over at the two gentlemen. “I saw you in the area and 

wanted to stop by and say, ‘hello.’” 
“Yes, because that is your reputation.” 
“I wanted to ask you if you needed help,” Alex said seriously, ignoring the other boy’s 

sarcasm. 
“Do you know why I got fired?” James felt his hands tremble. Help? Was Alex the only 

one who could help him now? Was he the only one who could save this world from what it 
was becoming, from what James was becoming, from the blackened pits he could feel deep 
within himself? 

“No,” Alex said truthfully. “Once I was informed, I set out to find you and to ask you –
–” 

“I couldn’t do the job,” James cut Alex off. “I wouldn’t tell Sir John what I found out, 
and I told him I never would. I told him that she was more than he was, that she would 
never be with a tyrant like him.” 

“James, who is she ––” 
“And do you know what he did?” James asked, cutting him off again. “He smiled. He 

smiled and said, ‘so, she got to you, too.’” James couldn’t help it. Tears poured out of his 
eyes, and he dropped to his knees, throwing his hands over his face. He had to tell Alex. 
Alex could help. If anyone could, it would be Alex. “He is going to try to kill ––” 

“Shh,” Alex whispered, putting his hand on James’s shoulder. “It seems you have come 
into harder times than I expected.” 

James nodded, trying desperately to stop his tears. It seemed like Alex always came before 
he was about to make a great mistake: like killing two people. 

“You are coming home with me,” Alex whispered. “I should have kept better care of you, 
my friend. You should have let me take better care of you.” 



 

Chapter Sixteen 
Who Will Save Me? 

 

 

Gowns, dancing, entertainers, or endless riding and midnight secret promises of love: which 
was the life for a young poet, or could both suffice? Could one sit in the dirt and still be 
expected to wear jewels? Isabel didn’t know. How could one live both lives? Was it possible 
to be friends with ghosts and still live simply as she’d always wanted to? She was happiest 
out of those gowns, away from the gossip. She was happiest riding her horse and hiding her 
poorly written poems in the cracks of the hayloft. But still, knowing all that, removing her 
thoughts from the ball and her time with Mary was difficult. She thought of Alex often, with 
all his mystery, and of James. Dear James. James who asked her questions like: what do you 
want in this life, Isabel? What do you want to be? What do you want to do? Who do you 
want to become? Oh James. Was it a crime to not know your own desires? Was it a sin to 
never feel like anything was enough? William wanted propriety for her, for her to be 
comfortable in the life that she was expected to live. But that wasn’t enough. It would never 
be enough. 

Maybe that was why she was here, instead of in Mathew’s arms. Because she needed to 
be reminded, in the best way, who she was before all this propriety happened. Looking down 
at Charlie, his eyes were closed in a sweet-scented dream. It brought her back to countless 
times when she was a little girl and couldn’t sleep without Charlie’s stories. She felt like she 
needed him even more now, even more now that Mathew had frightened her into not telling 
him about the dance and its thieves, or about James and their dreaded goodbye. 

“You can’t let fear hold you back,” she had whispered, in the middle of listening to 
Mathew’s secret desires of becoming a knight (the same secret desire they all had). She 
thought about how wonderful it would be if Mathew and James became friends, helping 
each other fight the rough battles of life as friends were meant to do. “What is holding you 
back?” she had continued. 

“What?” Mathew had asked, rather wildly. It was as if he’d been thrown into another 
world and she’d became a mirage that he had thought, until then, was the one solid being 
that he knew to be the one solid being untainted. It wasn’t until then that she had actually 
looked at him and his voice trembled in astonishment, saying, “You –– you met him. You 
saw him?” 

“Met who?” She’d never seen him like this, as if he knew horror: the knowledge of it 
encircling him. “Mathew... You’re scaring me.” She remembered wondering then if he’d 
recognized James’s words moving from out of her mouth, if he already knew James. A part 
of her was dismayed for it, deciding now that perhaps it would be best if Mathew didn’t 
know of James’s involvement in her life. It would lead to a great deal of questions and, deep 
within her, she wanted to keep that secret. She wanted to keep those memories her own for 
as long as she could. Mathew would only be furious with her for putting her own safety at 
risk with jousting, while James would only be too happy to try again. 

The horror slowly unhinged itself from his person and Isabel moved to be cradled in his 
arms. 



 

 

“I’m sorry,” Mathew had apologized, but there was still a something in his voice, a something 
as he carefully said each word. “I didn’t mean to frighten you. Just, for a moment, I thought 
you’d met the Ghost.” 

The Ghost. Could it be a coincidence? Could it be a perfect coincidence: one that wasn’t a 
coincidence at all? If it was, why was Mathew so unnerved, as if he knew something she did 
not? 

Standing over Charlie, Isabel thought back to when she’d first seen Alex leaning against a 
wall, hidden among shadows, his vibrant charm hitting like an arrow. Evident, he let the 
world in front of him have the pleasure of amusing him for a moment. His green eyes and 
his entrapping darkness were different from everything she was good to know. 

Isabel glanced quickly into Ben’s stall, making sure he was asleep and he was: nestled with 
a dreamy smile, ten puppies lying close to him. 

Alex was different... Was Mathew right to be fearful, and how exactly did Mathew know 
Alex the Ghost? 

“Charlie?” Isabel whispered now, bending down to poke the sleeping boy. She didn’t want 
to think about anything anymore: nothing but Charlie’s perfect story-time voice and a long 
line of memories of a little girl falling asleep in her (might as well be) big brother’s arms. 

She considered it an art: climbing down from the balcony in her fancy nightgowns. She 
could think of a few people who wouldn’t be particularly pleased with her, but in her 
desperation, none of that mattered. She needed her brother: his voice, his touch, his comfort, 
and her own assured delight in that comfort. Her skin demanded she be here. The fancy 
nightgown over her delicate female form squeaked and squirmed at the sight of Charlie’s 
straw bed and blankets which, though he kept everything he owned tidy, were not what the 
white nightgown had been crafted to be accustomed to. 

“Are you awake?” He didn’t stir and Isabel looked around. Charlie’s room, with his 
extreme organization, was almost with the ability to suffocate, and it would have the ability, 
if the room hadn’t belonged to Charlie. Stationed as accordingly and as properly as possible, 
everything he owned had its proper place. The situation in which Mathew kept his things 
was similar, but not as extensive, while both Ben and Isabel would toss their belongings 
about and leave them where they’d fallen. 

She continued to poke him rapidly, and excessively. “Charlie? Charlie? Charlie? Are you 
awake? Charlie? Wake up. Tell me if you’re awake. Charlie?” 

“Isabel?” He barely stirred. His eyes barely opening, and then he closed them again. 
“Oh,” Isabel whispered in mock surprise, ceasing poking him once he kept his eyes open. 

“Did I wake you?” 
“Isabel?” Charlie asked, sleepily. “What’s the matter?” 
“I can’t sleep.” She crawled into his bed next to him, already demanding what her ears 

demanded to hear. “Who’s Ben?” 
“I’m too tired, Isabel.” Charlie’s eyes fell closed, making him look as young as she 

remembered him to be when she was more infantile than she was now. He himself was 
dazed by the same tunes that always played out in those memories.  

“I’m not. Please, Charlie. I can’t sleep otherwise.”  
The fact that she’d inserted herself beside him without invitation wasn’t lost on him, and 

his gentle nature fought to let her stay. With the hour and his being still half asleep, his 
nature won the battle over William’s throbbing orders to send her away if a scene like this 
should happen.  

“Please tell me a story,” Isabel whispered, pleadingly. Her desperation was not a kept 
secret in her tone. 



 

 

“Oh, all right then, if my lady demands it.” When Isabel pulled his blanket away from him 
–– punishment for calling her my lady –– Charlie shivered, announcing with newly awake 
eyes: “Now I’m up.” 

They matched smiles and Isabel let that little punishment be punishment enough before 
asking him, once again, “Who is Ben?” 

Charlie carefully reclaimed his blanket from her dainty hands, still a sufficient gentleman 
to allow the act of sharing. “Ben is a sarcastic, superstitious, sadist whom everyone calls a 
jerk.” 

“But that’s who he is now,” she protested. 
“I was sleeping. I need a few more minutes to steady my imagination.” 
Isabel fought a sigh and let Charlie have a very short moment of silence before producing 

a different character for his imagination. “Who is Mathew?” 
“A toad,” he informed her, without hesitation. 
“Charlie!” 
“Oh, that’s right.” He let a bit of mock surprise into that dreamy, handsome voice of his 

before becoming serious. “You’re in love with Mathew: the boy surrounded in darkness.” 
Darkness... “You mean his past?”  
“It’s got to be some sort of sin to mix with thieves, even rogue ones.”  
“Is that why he’s one of your best friends?” 
“The hypocrisy isn’t lost on me,” said Charlie. “But you’re our princess, Isabel. Are you 

sure he’s the right prince for you?” 
Charlie’s voice, in the deep of night, steadied Isabel’s shaky hands, and the memories of 

shaky hands, as it always did. All the insecurities her reckless soul forgot and remembered it 
had faded away. “Yes.” 

“Then,” he declared. “As a knight of the realm, I’ll protect your royal love ––” 
“Don’t say it ––” Isabel begged, covering her ears to try to keep the words away.  
But Charlie finished his sentence, interjecting her objections. “With my life ––”  
“Charlie! In your stories everyone who says that ends up dying!” 
“We shall see, I suppose.” There was a sad note in his tone, but he was otherwise at ease, 

addressing the tale she was here to have him tell. “Mathew can be a talented dragon slayer 
and Ben can be his trusted comrade.” 

“Who are you?” 
“I’m a pawn.” Charlie decided what his fictional self should be in his late-night tale of 

fiction. “Someone with no name, a character who’s killed at the beginning of the book and 
no one notices.” 

“Charlie, don’t be ridiculous,” she scolded him. “I could never let you be like that, not 
even in fiction. You’re a gentleman of gentlemen.”  

“If you insist.” 
“And who am I?” Isabel beamed, wondering what great part he’d have waiting for her in 

the legend still on his tongue, untold.  
“A naive romanticist.” 
“That doesn’t sound like me.” 
“You’ll be the princess who shows the world that you can do the impossible ––” 
“I slay the dragon?” 
“And win the knight’s heart in the meantime.” 
“That sounds like a good story.” Satisfied, she nestled herself against him. How lonely 

she had been. Was Charlie the same way? Did he need her tiny feet to guide her here as 



 

 

much as she needed them to be guided? Did he, too, regret the darkness they had to face 
alone?  

“Then shall I begin?” Charlie’s perfect story-time voice whispered through the midnight 
hour, and Isabel almost immediately fell asleep, dreaming of knights and dragons and 
flaming swords. She had closed her eyes as soon as he began. Her consciousness lingering 
only long enough to hear him whisper: “Once upon a time, there was an irresistible girl who 
stole all our hearts...” And she fell asleep at the beginning, never hearing the warning of the 
end. 



 

Chapter Seventeen 
Being Me 

 

 

With great wings the carriage had pulled away. It had been similar to the sensation she’d felt 
regarding Mary’s letters, and with great owl wings Isabel’s responses had followed, soaring 
back to her and back again. 

It was days ago now since William had caught her sneaking back into the house after 
spending the night in Charlie’s arms. She had stolen away with the beauty of the twilight. 
Her horrified nightgown wished for a different owner, until it had listened cheerfully to 
William’s scolding that had sent Isabel to her room. All were unaware that Charlie’s figure 
had stood alone in the early morning, whispering, “My Mourning Dove,” as he watched 
Isabel disappear. 

He’d watched Isabel disappear until a shadow fell over him. 
“Charlie,” the figure behind him had said, slow and cool. “Isabel slept in your room.” 
Charlie hadn’t turned around. There was a question in the other’s words. Though he 

hadn’t said it directly, Charlie knew it meant: ‘You’re her brother. You better have the 
mindset of her brother, and only her brother, Charlie.’ “You don’t have to worry, Mathew. 
She’s come to me when she can’t sleep for as long as I can remember, and still she comes 
to fall asleep, like a child, in my arms. I’d never take advantage of that.” It really was appalling 
that anyone should think otherwise, but he understood. Perhaps above all others, he 
understood the power that young girl had over human hearts with her irresistible soul, and 
the hunger human hearts had for it. “Don’t start becoming the jealous sort. You’ll end up 
like Ben.” 

“Ben isn’t the jealous sort.” 
“Of course. You would know my best friend better than I do.” 
Mathew had come up to stand beside him with footsteps that hadn’t made any noise. His 

dark eyes were like burning coals. 
They both knew William would have their heads for Isabel’s actions and then, when they 

had watched the carriage pull away, they knew sending her away was William’s chosen 
punishment. 

The giant wings of the carriage had flapped, and in a way Isabel had been glad that William 
pounced on Mary’s inviting her for tea, even if it was tea she had been invited to. 

When Isabel had arrived at her friend’s home, she’d met Mary’s four brothers. Once the 
two girls had been left alone, they engaged themselves in endless discussions regarding 
philosophy instead of horribly tiresome subjects like husbands. Who was Mary really? Isabel 
had wondered. Could they ever truly be friends? Would Mary run from her the second she 
discovered that they were so very, very different in the ways of secrets? 

But there was hope, and she was trying to remember their debate as she made her way to 
her beloved horse barn mornings later. It was the day before she was to part from her family 
for the next joust. Her heavy heart had hoped that perhaps James would come back to her. 
But that was impossible. Fate had made it so. Did fate care? Would it care if she died of 
loneliness? What was it that Mary had said? 



 

 

Awe yes, Mary had said: “People blame God for the terrible things that happen to them 
and to others. They blame Him for letting them happen. I have never come across a person 
who curses the devil for their problems. People only curse God. They think God is 
punishing or trying to hurt them... crush them, perhaps, as if we are all insignificant. But, 
Isabel, I do think the Lord God suffers. I think he suffers due to the balance of pain the 
devil brings about. I think it pains him to watch us cry and doubt him. I think that is why he 
will never give up on us because he cannot give up on himself. So, my point, Isabel, is this: 
doesn’t anyone else wonder if the Lord suffers too?” 

Were fate and God one and the same? 
“I am not sure what I believe in, Mary,” Isabel had said truthfully, glad, then and now, 

that Mary was open with her thoughts and was actually an intelligent woman. For this reason: 
William had informed her that she would be staying with the Pendents during the next joust. 
In a way, Isabel was excited, going somewhere different, but Mathew was not. He feared for 
her, and it was difficult to assure him that she would be fine. William was teaching her how 
to act well enough, but still, she knew it would be heartbreaking having to leave her home 
for such a long time. 

A dove sang out somewhere in the distance as Isabel walked to the barn. She wondered 
if she could ever hear that sound clearly if she was living a different life, if she wasn’t living 
here, if she was to become someone else: the person William wanted her to be. Did she hate 
William for that? Did she wonder –– the accusation pushed into the deepest depths of her 
–– if there was something else she should hate him for? 

The wind blew strands of her hair into her face. They moved about and then rested at the 
edge of her nose until she forced them back into place. A grand maple tree stood tall on her 
left, its branches full and magnificent, whispering to the wind in magical voices of leaves, 
and the tunes of birds living within. She could see Charlie in the barn, working away at the 
morning chores, and she looked up at the sky, darkened with rain clouds, before she spoke. 

“Charlie,” she acknowledged him, the ground making a crunching sound beneath her feet 
as she walked on loose gravel and straw, and then on the levelled barn floor. 

He slowly shut the stall door he had halfway open and closed his eyes, hauntingly. 
Isabel bit her bottom lip, wondering aloud, “Does my very being disturb you so, Charlie? 

It isn’t fair, you know? It isn’t fair that you should be in a state where you can barely stand 
to look at me.” He kept his eyes closed, wishing her away, and she whispered, “Charlie,” 
and when he did look at her, she took his hand, trying to reassure him. “What trouble I must 
have gotten you into. Even now, William will rage on you instead of me for my being who 
I am. What should I do, Charlie? What should I do with my sorrow? Can you look into my 
eyes and really send me away?” 

Charlie pushed back the still-loose strands of her hair, and they obeyed instantly for him. 
A little smile, an expression of his that she was frequently fond of, came as if he was telling 
her he thought she would never come back to the little world they had here. It was as if her 
being the same girl she always was fed his joy from day-to-day-to-day: all words they weren’t 
allowed to say out loud. 

“My Mourning Dove,” he said in his most gentlemanly tone yet, but before Isabel could 
sigh in relief, he continued. “Does William know you’re out here?” 

“You’ll send me away, then?” William must have come down hard on him –– harder than 
she realized. “It’s all right, Charlie. I understand.” 

Two cats ran past her feet, playing freely, for this world was theirs to freely play. She 
walked out of the barn, not turning to see the bruise Charlie’s actions left on him, or how 



 

 

he leaned forward, his eyes closing with the stinging in his heart, resting his forehead on the 
wooden stall wall. 

Smirking, Isabel rounded the corner, making sure no one noticed her, and then climbed 
the fence next to the barn, and hoisted herself onto the barn roof. Yes, she’d hoped Charlie 
would have let her stay of his own free will. But he should have known that if she didn’t 
mind defying William, she wouldn’t mind defying him. There was more than one way into 
this barn. 

She glided through one of the windows that led into the hayloft. Crossing the floor as 
soundlessly as possible, she walked through the door that led into the feed room, before 
heading down the stairs. Checking quickly to make sure no one was coming, she then 
launched herself toward the tack room. 

Ben was sitting on a wooden tack box, fixing a halter and mumbling about how the damn 
fairies got a hold of it and broke it all to pieces. Isabel skidded to a stop and started to tumble 
to the ground, about to smash into boxes of tack, which would have surely alerted every one 
of her presence and all her efforts would have been for nothing. 

Not that it matters. Closing her eyes, she started face first toward the hard floor. Ben’s already 
seen me, she thought, and she had clearly noted the red cloak of derision wrapping around 
him before she closed her eyes. She readied herself for the painful fall, and –– and nothing. 

Isabel blinked, aware now that flexed arms were around her and tightening around her 
still as they repositioned her onto her feet. She could sense the jingle of the rabbit’s foot on 
his belt, moving slightly at his side. 

“Ben...” She was both thankful and horrified, and she turned to him, his arms still around 
her, and his pulsing fury mixing with the lightest blue and piercing silver-grey of his eyes. 

“What are you doing out here, you ––” 
“Ben, please,” she beseeched him, and he stopped suddenly, his wrath-ridden eyes filling 

with compassion. “I’m leaving my home for too long for the first time. I’m begging you, let 
me have a moment. I’m begging you.” 

He looked down and away from her, clearing his throat lightly, his voice changing as if 
there was a hint of tears in his eyes. Tears he didn’t want her to see. “I’ll just... If William 
finds out, I’ll tell him you put some kind of spell on me...” 

She hugged him, but with his head hanging down, he didn’t seem to notice until Isabel 
leaned in and kissed his cheek. Whispering, “Thank you, Benjamin,” before she pulled away. 

Ben’s gazing eyes held on to hers, motioning to the door. “Run along, now ––” he 
swallowed down what seemed to be nerves before fondly adding, with a wonderfully warm 
voice, “pixie.” 

Isabel caught her breath, thanking him a thousand times, and stripped Phantom’s bridle 
off its hook, knocking over a basket of brushes as she did so. They would have announced 
her presence, destroying all her efforts, if Ben had not caught them easily in his outstretched 
hands, muttering about the fairy blood that he was certain was in her. 

She swallowed hard, gripping the bridle in her hands. “If William finds out you helped 
me...”  

Ben set the basket down, the red glint spreading across his face setting off the odd red 
highlights in his blonde hair. “I guess I’ll have to accept the fact that you’re my bad luck 
charm.” 

Unsure if that was his idea of a compliment, Isabel crept out of the tack room. She didn’t 
turn to see the thrill pass over Ben, the sting in his heart, as he looked down at his hands 
that had held her in wonder. 



 

 

Unnoticed, Isabel crept into Phantom’s stall. She stroked the mare’s forelock and, as 
Phantom brought her head down to smell Isabel’s dress, she kissed the tips of Phantom’s 
ears. “How about you and I run away?” Isabel asked the horse, and seeing no argument, 
bridled her. “Hold still now, girl...” She moved to the horse’s side, readying herself to jump 
up and swing herself onto her horse’s back. 

Isabel jumped. It wasn’t enough force to succeed in getting on, but someone grabbed her 
ankle. Instead of being dragged down by gravity, she was hoisted onto the grey mare’s back. 
Steadying herself, she looked down into Mathew’s shining features. They were like dark 
shadows passing over sweet, sunlit fields. 

He opened the stall door for her and watched her take off, galloping away from the barn 
and past shrieking servants who thundered toward the stable boys, demanding explanations. 
But Mathew was already gone, leaving Charlie to explain to the maids how he’d thought she 
was safely locked away where they all decided she belonged, and how it wasn’t his fault if 
they didn’t have sharp or steady enough eyes to watch her there. 

And within the safety of solitude, connecting them, though they weren’t in the company 
of one another, Ben, Charlie, and Mathew shared the same kind of smile and the same 
delightful sting in their hearts. 



 

Chapter Eighteen 
Necessary Evil 

 

 

With great force, Isabel tried to push down her nerves during the days leading up to the 
journey she’d be taking to the Pendents. It was similar to the sensation of having to push 
down agony. She’d much rather spend that time with James, if she’d be so lucky to have him 
come and able to stay. 

However, as she pondered the shadows of her thoughts, James watched the darkness 
accordingly. They stood, five of them, against an alley wall, waiting. They were all focused, 
but one. He was scared of getting caught, scared of doing something wrong, and scared of 
letting his new friends down. 

But fear gave off a smell to those who were taught how to detect it. 
“Are you all right?” the boy next to him asked. 
Even though it was dark enough that he couldn’t see his own hands, he could still make 

out what was in his neighbour’s eyes perfectly: they were an impaling light of encouraging 
blue. “Um...” 

“It’s all right to be afraid, but don’t worry. We won’t let anything happen to you, 
understand?”  

Relieved with the reassurance, the boy said: “Thanks, James.”  
James nodded in return and glanced down the alley for what felt like the hundredth time. 

“He’s late.” 
“You don’t think he’s in trouble, do you?”  
“No, Cole.” James rubbed his eyes tiredly. “This is him just being late.”  
“All right ––” a voice came from a figure coming down from the end of the alley. “Let’s 

go.” The transparency of the figure was too great, and every boy who was waiting strained 
his eyes to find the body that belonged to the voice. All but one.  

“You’re late,” James said, following the figure carefully.  
“Let’s just get this over with,” Alex hissed, and James knew not to say any more and he 

hoped that the others had noticed Alex’s foul mood and were smart enough not to upset 
him further. James wondered what had happened to make Alex late, and if it contributed to 
his new disposition.  

“James...” Cole pulled on his sleeve. “I’m scared.” 
“I’ll be by your side the entire time,” James promised, and Cole nodded.  
“What’s the holdup?” Alex asked, walking to stand in front of James.   
“Nothing,” James lied as the memory of words trampled over every other thought. “Are 

you scared, James?” 
With a hint of wickedness, Alex leaned down so Cole could see him better, and then 

asked, “Are you scared?”  
Cole shook his head, hoping Alex couldn’t tell he was lying. 
“You’re scared. You’re a scared little boy.” Alex sneered and then, speaking to the entire 

group, he preached, “Word of advice, my friends, never let fear hold you back.”  



 

 

“Stop it,” James ordered, fighting the urge to cover his ears. “Are you afraid, James?” He 
could hear Alex’s voice in his head, pounding against his skull. “Do you know what it’s like, to 
live without fear? Let me teach you. Let me teach you, James.” 

Alex silenced him with a look of authority, before slouching down so he was speaking to 
Cole directly. “I used to be scared too, Cole,” he whispered. “But you need to overcome 
that fear. Without it, you can achieve anything. You don’t know what it means to achieve 
anything, Cole, but one day you’ll understand. One day fear won’t hold you back, and isn’t 
that a little bit of a thrill, Cole? The start of a thrill that drives you forward, into the fray, to 
fight against your fear, and one day I will show you what it means to live without it.” Cole 
nodded, and Alex, now satisfied, rose to his feet. “Kevin, lead them in. James and I will meet 
you inside.” Cole looked at James and James nodded for him to follow Kevin.   

“James?” a thief said before he was lost to the darkness. “I looked up the tournament list, 
and you’re right. He is enlisted.” 

“Thanks,” James called after the boy who walked away with the other Ghost thieves. 
“Who is enlisted and why do you have Roger doing your chores for you?” Alex asked 

James.  
“You’re just like me, James. There’s an ebony tint to your soul, laced together like what has been laced 

in me.” James tried to ignore the memory and the question by asking, “Why were you late?” 
“We got into some trouble. Brad and I got attacked by a gang. Brad has a broken leg.” 
“You look all right.” James stated the obvious.  
“There were only five of them,” Alex said and then paused. “So why is Roger doing your 

chores for you?” 
“I think I’m going to leave for a while.” James didn’t completely answer the question. 
Alex let loose a mocking laugh, knowing exactly what James was planning. “So she lives 

with a family of jousters and is going to be home alone, and who better to keep her 
company?” 

“Shut up, Alex,” James ordered. 
“Why won’t you tell me her name?” 
Could Alex ever see her for what she was? Could he ever appreciate her like his own heart 

begged to show her how much he appreciated her? No. James never wanted Isabel to meet 
Alex. She was his secret, and he wanted to keep her that way. If she was a regular girl, and 
Alex knew her name, he would go looking for her just to infuriate him. But Isabel wasn’t 
some regular girl. No. He would not lose her to the Ghost. Although he knew Alex didn’t 
believe in love. Being his closest friend, James knew that Alex found women boring and 
distracting at best. He’d never seen him consider anyone worthy enough to involve himself 
with, other than the occasional night with the occasional whore. And that wouldn’t be Isabel. 

 “You don’t believe in love,” James said, changing the subject from Isabel’s name.  
“I used to think the concept fabricated, James,” Alex admitted. 
“Used to?”  
Alex attempted not to smile as he thought about her. Like a lesser being, he wanted to 

pledge to her all that he thought wasn’t in him to pledge. That unique soul of hers was 
already the greatest temptation he’d known yet. She made him feel, but more so, she made 
him feel –– what was the word he had thought to use? Nevertheless, he admitted that there 
was something so precious in this world that even he would have to increase the surety in 
his delicate fingers to steal it away. “I believe in it now.”  

“I don’t believe it.” James crossed his arms and leaned back against the alley wall. “A girl 
finally managed to lovesick the matchless Ghost. I told you one day you would find out 
what it means to be human. So, what’s her name?”  



 

 

Human... Yes, that was the word he was looking for. Alex conducted the darkness around 
him to shield the full force of his desire from his eyes, making James see, instead, an 
expression of mockery. “What? You won’t tell me who you want to run off with, but you 
expect me to tell you?”  

“Fine. Keep your secrets.” 
What would it be like to forget everything except her? To loot the world with her had 

opened Alex’s mind to dreaming instead of plotting. He’d never had to beg for anything, 
but he would beg for her, if it meant he could have her. Alex could picture her, even now, 
as she danced with him in an exquisite ballroom, her blue dress swaying as he glided her 
gracefully around the dance floor. His jaw tightened. Could he really pretend, for the rest of 
her life, that he was human? “You know you can’t leave?” Alex said, changing the subject 
before he came up with an answer for that question. 

“What?” James asked, outraged. “The world, James, think about what it would be like, you and 
me and the world. You’re ready. You’re ready to know what it is that you can do. What I am. Together, 
James,” he remembered the words, remembered them each time he ran away, and he could 
remember them now. “With you, James, nothing can stop me.” 

Alex’s expression was stern. “You’re obsessed with her. Going to her now would only 
feed your already too progressed addiction. I can’t let you go.” 

“You can’t stop me from going to her,” James warned, but watched Alex carefully. He 
knew that he was no match for Alex, but maybe he could escape with only a few broken 
limbs... 

“James, you don’t want to do this. You do not want to fight me.”  
“I would do anything to get to her,” James threatened.  
“And I will do anything to stop you,” Alex assured him. “You can’t win against me, James, 

and you know that.”  
“You would never hurt a friend,” James said. “Are you afraid of me, James? Was I wrong about 

you?” Alex had asked him once. When was it? The first or the second time James had run 
away? 

“I would if it kept him from hurting himself,” Alex answered, almost pleadingly. “When 
I found you, James, you were so lovesick you were planning on killing two people.”  

“Like you’ve never killed anyone,” James said, edging to the knife in his pocket. “Let me 
teach you,” Alex had said, “what it means to have nothing hold you back.” 

“For different reasons, James. I would kill someone if it prevented them from killing me. 
But you wanted to kill just for the sake of killing.” 

“I’ll be fine,” James lied. He wanted to spend what time he could with Isabel, but he had 
no idea how he was going to live on without her after that. Maybe Alex was right... 

“You’ll be fine for a while, James, but once you come back full of melancholy, you will 
be a danger to the Ghosts and, more likely, a danger to the poor girl.”  

“I would never hurt her,” James whispered. 
“No, you would never hurt her, James. You would never want to hurt the woman you 

love. But I know you, and right now I think I know you better than you know yourself.” 
Alex paused and then continued. “I know you would want to ask her to come and live with 
you or be with you and if she says no... I know what you could have done to those drunks. 
I don’t want to see you do that to her.” 

“I would never hurt her,” James said, more strongly. 
“You have a hard time controlling yourself, James, and you know that,” Alex corrected 

him. 



 

 

“Your actions, James ––” Alex had said as he threw him against the wall in a long ago, but 
still haunting, memory, “learn to control them. Have I been unclear? Do you not understand that they 
are more than you realize?” 

“You’re the one who said this life was mine to live how I want to!” 
Alex had begun to wipe the blood from James’s face. “Have you forgotten everything I’ve taught you?” 
“Do you love her, James?” Alex asked him now. 
James felt the full weight of that question, and the full truth of the answer. “Yes.”  
“Then don’t go. Don’t go for the love you believe I will never be able to express.” Alex 

stepped closer to him. “It is better to be a friend than to be nothing at all.”  
With great force, James tried to push down his disappointment and the anguish that came 

with it, similar to the sensation he felt admitting that Alex was right. “Fine,” he whispered, 
and Alex squeezed his shoulder, both of them now walking in the direction of the other 
thieves. 

“The world is ours, James,” Alex announced, strolling along their night-lit playground. “It 
belongs to the Ghosts.”  

“Sometimes I really hate you, Alex.” James grinned despite himself. 
“I know. I am the hero and the enemy all at the same time.” 



 

Chapter Nineteen 
Breaking the Silence 

 

 

Drawn by two red horses, their chestnut coats aflame, the dark carriage rocked lightly as 
they journeyed across the countryside. A small wooden box lay open on the passenger’s lap, 
a box of garden-grown strawberries she had picked herself. It was where they had found 
her, of course, hiding in the strawberry patch. She had stayed hidden until Mathew joined in 
calling for her. Isabel then had let herself be found, let herself be stuffed into the carriage, 
shipped off before the rest of her family departed, enduring this long journey. And it did 
feel long. 

Mathew worried for her, as he usually did, and she wondered if he had reason to as her 
carriage pulled up to the Pendent’s home. 

“I’ve been waiting all morning by the window,” said Mary, who was the first to greet her. 
The rest of the family received her in the drawing-room before our good heroine was 
dragged away by Mary to unpack. She was then forced to rest because she had suffered such 
a long journey. 

It was the next day, at dinner, when the trouble began. There was some talk among the 
family about jousting, and about the illnesses that Mary’s two brothers, weeks ago, were 
successful in overcoming. There was a silence that followed –– perfectly natural –– and until 
then, Isabel had listened painfully to William’s thorough instructions on how she should 
behave. But a rose’s thorns shall always pierce when an incautious hand should grasp it too 
tightly. 

Isabel kept her stare on the white roses in the centre of the table. She was undone by this 
silence, undone by everyone’s desire for her to remain silent, because until now she had said 
nothing at all. 

But how could she remain silent if someone asked her a question? 
I guess William didn’t think of that. 
“Miss Isabel Hawkins ––” Mr. Pendent let her name seep into the air. 
Mary’s four brothers watched her, while Mary watched her father, and Isabel watched 

them all, like a predator against a predator. 
“Out in society,” Mr. Pendent said. “It is common knowledge that you’ve attracted many 

suitors. What might, say you, be your plans for marriage?” 
William had told her that if she thought it right to speak, she had better stay silent. 
“Father,” Mary discouraged. 
“It isn’t often we find celebrities in our house. Is it wrong to ask one question or another?” 
Oh good, another one who believes William killed my parents, Isabel thought. She had washed her 

hair and face in the small washbowl in Mary’s room. Her hair, now in thin braids around her 
head, felt like chains, increasing with weight, along with everything else that had weighed 
her down. 

“Pray, father,” Mary beseeched, “choose another.” 
Mary’s brothers smiled encouragingly, waiting to see if the lady, somewhere in Isabel, 

would reply. As nobles, they were elaborate in the splendour of elegance their situation called 
for. Candles were in great supply around the well-designed rooms with delicately carved 



 

 

walls, fashionable drapes, and stained glass windows. Instead of the usual wild game found 
mounted on walls, they had stuffed white swans. Two of which Isabel had noticed on her 
first tour of the grand estate, and a third yesterday when she’d arrived. Mr. Pendent kept 
very large dogs, and Mrs. Pendent had a very large cage for the many cardinal birds her 
husband had caught for her. But Mrs. Pendent sat now, silent as a grave, and her eyes were 
a grave, as well as her lips. Was there life that Isabel could not see in this woman? Was there 
life at all, even once, even for a moment? 

“Is marriage not a lively topic between impressionable young ladies?” Mr. Pendent 
demanded, asking Isabel, “Are you not impressionable?” 

William had told her that if she thought it right to speak, she had better stay silent... 
Sorry William. 
“For the most part,” Isabel let slip, all too cocky for a proper lady. 
Everyone seemed undone by her answer. Mary bit her lips together. 
“You’ve been attending events without a chaperone, have you not?” Mr. Pendent finally 

found himself again, his opinion and tolerance of Isabel lessened. 
“I have a trusted maid,” Isabel corrected. 
“One ally before a room of strangers? I question your benefactor’s thinking.” 
“Oh, I’m much too fierce to be trifled with, which is why I’m impressionable for the most 

part.” Isabel, once again, couldn’t help herself. 
“By my word, what sort of woman is this, to speak as freely as you do? Have you not 

been brought up a woman? Have you not been brought up to know propriety?” 
Propriety can kiss my ass, Isabel thought, and said: “What is propriety but one man’s 

thinking?” 
“Have you no honour as a woman?” 
“Father,” Mary pleaded, pleading against the hostility her friend brought out in him. 
Isabel never faltered. “Upon my honour, I have honour. And upon my honour, I have 

honour as a woman. Propriety you ask, sir? Chaperones, sir, and social events, marriage, and 
what might be one woman’s thoughts? I’ll have you know, one woman’s thoughts do differ 
from another’s. But all these things you do breed for women –– expect from women –– are 
objects of your own male mind. So, seeing as you already see me wicked. I ask you, what of 
you, dear sir, pretty sir?” 

“What of me?” 
“Have you not been brought up a woman?” 
This was why no one was shocked that Mary and Isabel spent their remaining time 

together in town, away from the house and those last words that never quite left the air. 
Sorry William...



 

Chapter Twenty 
Alone With a Crowd 

 

 

Town didn’t live up to all of Isabel’s imaginings, but that didn’t make it any less spectacular 
to her. Luckily, since she was no longer welcome at the Pendent’s home during the day. And 
luckily, Mary was forgiving enough to extend tolerance to her manners and remained civil 
to her. 

The mixture of shops and houses, all made of an assortment of wood, stone, and straw, 
didn’t dominate the large marketplace. It was rather the people who did, standing around, 
walking in groups, leading horses behind ox-drawn carts, wagons, and horse-drawn 
carriages, and riders riding bareback. 

In the alleyways, lining house to house, wet laundry hung from ledge to ledge, and people 
randomly dumped liquid from wooden buckets out of curtain-drawn windows. Old maids 
remained stuffed inside all day while hooded birds of prey sat on the arms of more attractive 
beings strolling down the street. 

There were people selling pigs and chickens while flower shops and sweet shops 
attempted to cover up the air of poverty floating on the wind. There was the smell of urine, 
and the sick and retched stench of the carts, pulled by men instead of oxen. They called out 
for any lingering dead men that needed to be disposed of, heading toward the even poorer 
houses that Mary intended to keep Isabel away from. 

The shadows were infinite. What might be lurking within them? Isabel wondered. Ben 
would watch her eyes widen with the pleasing thrill of adventure if he were here to explain 
all the goblins or ghouls that might be creeping against the still walls. 

Isabel looked to the sky, wondering what it might be like to be walking here in the rain 
and why that might be interesting at all. She wondered what it might be like to look back to 
the road to have Alex suddenly appear before her. 

It was a fast-paced place that seemed to harbour a grey sense of crime. It was crowded 
enough that Isabel should have taken better care with where she was going, but there was 
much too much to see and much too much to dream about to bother with whether she was 
about to run into someone. As it was, the people around her were all good enough to step 
out of her way efficiently. 

“So this is town,” Isabel said, delighted to be walking through streets she’d never walked 
before, though William would be furious. Of course it all became less thrilling, going to all 
of Mary’s favourite stores, watching elaborate gowns giggle at her from where they were set 
to hang, reminding her that there was no escaping them. 

As the two ladies walked out of another store, Mary grabbed Isabel’s arm as a dark-haired 
gentleman walked toward them, passing wanted posters of faceless criminals. 

“Miss Pendent,” the young man bowed and then guessed Isabel’s name, greeting her as 
well. 

“How very good to see you, Mr. Clay,” Mary said, her face turning a vibrant red. 
“And how are you ladies today?” Mr. Edward Clay asked, politely. 
Mary stumbled on her words, but Edward was patient. 



 

 

We’d be doing better if Alex was standing here instead of you, Isabel thought. But she told him 
that they were spending the day in town and asked him if he would care to join them. Mr. 
Clay accepted and took his place by Mary’s side. Having him beside her only increased 
Mary’s shyness, restraining her from answering the questions he asked her directly. But he 
took hold of her hand regardless, and regardless still with their chaperones catching up to 
them. The chaperones who Isabel and Mary were able to dodge earlier. And with a few quick 
turns, they once again lost them in the crowds. 

William would be furious. 
If this were a scene in one of Charlie’s stories, how would he tell it? There would be an 

obstacle, something fouler than Edward, and something more vicious than the derision the 
Pendent’s home was now content to have soaked into its walls for her. Would there be giant 
birds or wild horses? Who would play the part of the warrior that slays the tyrant king? And 
might they have to steal to save their lives? Isabel’s hands twitched at the thought. What 
would it be like to steal something when there’s so much at stake, and would the chance to 
wonder this ever come again? 

There was something seductive about the thought, and then her thoughts ran into 
memories of James. What part would Charlie’s midnight voice write for him if he knew him? 
And Charlie, how she wished he was here, walking with her, telling her some never-before-
told tale about how, if he’d turned into a lost, battered squire, he’d be seeking revenge for 
what had happened to his Master. 

“And what had happened?” she would ask him if he were here now. 
He’d be evasive, because what fun is a children’s story if all the answers were there straight 

from the beginning? And go, instead, into detail about how he’d be searching for help, and 
there would be no one, except –– 

“Did you see how he took my hand? He is going to ask me to marry him, it’s clear now,” 
Mary boasted as soon as Edward went into a store alone. “Isabel, you are luck! Who knew 
that we would be spending the day with Edward? I owe it all to you.” 

When Mr. Clay returned, the three of them continued travelling together through the 
town. Mary and Mr. Clay were now deep in conversation, Isabel being their trusted burden. 
But that didn’t matter because here Ben would be a hunter. Heavily armed, he’d observe, 
with narrowed eyes, every rock and under every taken footstep for some small, but deadly, 
supernatural protagonist who might attack him. 

Actually, Isabel decided, that’s not quite fictional enough. 
So instead he’d be watching the shops and houses, hidden in the alleyway as he stood, 

waiting to catch glimpses of the old maids who were really the walking dead. 
Isabel looked up at a curtain-drawn window and held back a laughing scream as a maid 

hurried past. 
The lost and battered Charlie would find the professional hunter, recruiting him for the 

epic battle that would then follow. They would participate in dozens of reckless acts that 
would put them, and others, in a great deal of jeopardy. 

“Isabel?” Mary whispered, holding a flower in her hand.  
Mary had knocked Isabel momentarily out of her daydreaming. Edward’s hand was 

stretched toward Isabel, buying her a flower out of politeness, and out of politeness she took 
it. Thanking him, she found herself wishing for so many things over the flower. She 
wondered what her family was doing right now, and if any of them were thinking about her. 

Night began to overlap the day that continued to drag on. But in her imagination, before 
all would be lost, Mathew would enter the fight. The story would close with happily ever 
after, and he’d wrap his arms around her. 



 

 

She dropped her eyes to her feet and then lifted them back up again. No matter her 
dreaming, and no matter what time passed, Mathew wasn’t here. No one who cared about 
her was. There was only Mary and Edward, and Isabel was their trusted burden, interrupting 
their special moments. It was enough to cloud her eyes with tears –– tears that she 
immediately demanded away. 

When night threatened to thicken, the two girls said goodbye to Mr. Clay and returned to 
their carriage for the journey back to Mary’s home. The chaperones finally caught up with 
them. Exhausted, the two girls went straight to bed. Lying in the dark, Mary began 
verbalizing her imaginings, and what it might be like to be Mrs. Edward Clay. Isabel sighed, 
desperately seeking refuge in the story she’d been thinking up all day, which had already 
come to an end. 

“Don’t worry, Isabel,” Mary whispered, taking Isabel’s sigh as jealousy. “You will find 
someone, too. It may even be Mr. Churchill.” 

It was well that they were without moon or candlelight and Mary couldn’t see how 
contemptuous Isabel was about being pitied. It was well that she couldn’t see the tears that 
tried to run down Isabel’s face as she clutched to the ring that hung loose, and daily hidden, 
around her neck. If only Mathew were here to steal her away from this moment and this 
moment’s grief. She never had lifted her fingers into thievery, and though her mind was 
filling with images of that kind of corruption, her actions were still untainted. 

She couldn’t offend him. She couldn’t offend him by stealing and tasting a second of the 
life he desperately continued to run away from. Her darling Mathew... She wondered what 
he was doing right now. 



 

Chapter Twenty-One 
Missing You 

 

 

What is Isabel doing right now?  
It was the only immobile thought, hushed and transfixed in his mind of turmoil, steadying 

him as he increased in a state of unsteadiness. There wasn’t anything else to be heard as the 
world around them drowned into the pounding of steel. The noise was increasing by the 
second, and there was no point in trying to hear each other with words, which was why 
Charlie was speaking with his actions. 

They walked through the camp, past the metal workers and tents, and found a quiet place 
to talk, away from the typical atmosphere that came with a joust. Riders passed them on 
foot and on horseback, coming and going to collect their prizes, ensuring that the two young 
men were never alone. But regardless, Charlie had decided that this was a safe place for them 
to talk. 

“Are you all right?” Charlie asked. He’d never seen Mathew lose control before, and they 
both knew this would get around to William’s ears. And what would happen then? William 
was already treating Mathew differently because of suspicions that were probably true. If 
Charlie’s suspicions about why Mathew was acting out of conduct were also correct, then 
William’s treatment was justified.  

Mathew looked over his shoulder, his hand continually forming and releasing a fist. His 
hands were filled with a collection of scars. “I’m fine,” was his answer to Charlie’s question.  

“You’re not yourself.” 
“I said I am fine, Charlie,” Mathew said, but there was an abrupt kind of disgust on his 

face and an out-of-character hurriedness. 
“You didn’t have to hit him, did you?” Charlie kept talking even though Mathew’s 

demeanour signalled for an end to the discussion. But there was still more to discuss. “He 
didn’t do anything wrong.” 

“He was arrogant.” 
“That does not give you the right to brutality. As it is, I fear you hit him simply for the 

sake of hitting someone.” 
“Yes, Charlie ––” the hurricane of his forlornly dampened thoughts took over him. “And 

if you don’t let this go,” Mathew warned, already walking away, “I am going to hit you, too.” 
“Attacking that squire didn’t bring you any closer to her, did it?” Charlie yelled after him. 
Stopping, Mathew turned back to Charlie like a fly caught in a web he didn’t realize anyone 

could see him in. Had he hoped for a slow, undisturbed moment where the spider of longing 
could slowly drain dry the blood from him? Or had he acted because he was desperate for 
the release of longing’s fangs? “What?” 

“I can tell you who you are, Mathew, and you’re not the kind of human being that hits 
someone unless there’s a reason. I know how you feel: all this worrying has become anguish 
and it weighs down on you, so you have to act drastically to release it. In a way, I can see 
why you feel like I could never understand you, but ––” 

“For God’s sake, Charlie,” Mathew cut him off, but something in his words cut into him, 
something stupid like... all of it. 



 

 

Charlie watched his friend carefully. Not being in control wasn’t like him. Not being able 
to control his anger wasn’t like him, making him very particular with his next words. “You 
miss her. I can see why you feel like I could never understand you because you don’t think 
I can see what you hide. But what you think you hide is so clearly written on your face. I can 
see that you miss her so much it’s driven you to agony, and mindlessly you threw your fists 
tonight.” 

“I don’t need a lecture from you,” Mathew insisted, but he knew perfectly well, fighting 
off his will’s desire to strike Charlie, that he needed to calm down. He thought about Isabel 
and how ashamed she’d be to see him undone like this. And yet he knew, she’d share a secret 
smile, knowing that she, and no one else, was the cause of his torment. 

“You miss her,” Charlie informed him, as if they both didn’t know the answer. 
“Yes.” 
“You really do love her, don’t you?” Charlie said dreamily, assuring him that, “She’s going 

to be all right, Mathew. She’s strong, our Isabel.” 
Mathew shook his head as if he could hear the constant rise of her heartbeat, and how he 

wasn’t beside her to strip away whatever fear she was feeling. 
“Did she mention if anything happened at the ball?” Charlie asked what they’d all 

wondered that night and never got answers to. Isabel’s behaviour never gave any indication 
of distress over the possible supercilious questioning of others. “If anyone said anything 
about her family?” 

“No.” But he knew they had. It was all over her face when she’d arrived home the 
morning after. He’d waited, hidden in the shadows, until she’d returned safely, thinking of 
all the darkness that still breathed in his soul and would have pierced through him if she 
hadn’t. He’d sworn again, a silent oath, that he’d lay his life for hers and protect her in any 
possible way he could. But how could he do that now? How could he keep that oath if he 
wasn’t there beside her? The only thing he could do was trust her: trust her to struggle until 
she was once again safe in his presence. But it agonized him knowing she was struggling, 
and his soul was bleeding because she was losing that fight and somewhere in the darkness 
she was calling for him and he had no way of getting to her. It agonized him into torment 
enough to have his heart rippling in the violence of his thoughts, and his fists acting in the 
violence of the situation.  

But then he, too, knew that Isabel expected him to struggle in order to return safely back 
to her. He wondered if she could hear the pounding of his heart as he thought of her, at this 
moment. 

Defeated, Mathew asked, “Do you think the squire is all right?” 
Charlie clasped his hands behind his back, thinking of the scene he had witnessed when 

Mathew thought witnesses were scarce. He hadn’t taken it easy on the pompous young man 
he’d attacked, and Charlie inhaled deeply. “I don’t know.”  

Guilt regenerating his character, Mathew offered, sincerely: “I should apologize.” 
“I do not think that would be necessary,” Charlie admitted, realistically thinking about the 

world they lived in as they began walking and thinking of the fray they both knew was to 
come. The full moon hung over them. “He’ll be looking for vengeance soon enough.” 

That should have worried Mathew, and he knew it should have. He wasn’t the man he 
was four years ago when it was in him to fight and win against anything. He’d hesitate in 
battle now. He’d hesitate because he wanted redemption for his past, and the purity Isabel 
promised he had in him to possess.  

Mathew watched his feet as he walked. “I am worried about her, Charlie. I’m not there to 
help her if something happens.” 



 

 

“And are you expecting something to happen?” 
“You know Isabel.” Mathew had said her name softly, a smile slipping onto his lips until 

he imagined all that could ail her. “She gets herself into trouble.” 
“Indeed, I do hope she has enough sense to watch what she says.” 
Mathew nodded, distantly. “That’s what I am afraid of.” 
“I agree with you.” Charlie thought of Isabel in a stranger’s house, away from her family, 

and forced into another’s daily life that she had no desire for. And if her family wasn’t there 
to protect her against the harshness of that world, what might happen? “William never 
should have let her go.” 

What is Isabel doing right now? It was the only immobile thought that didn’t flicker to nothing 
in the turmoil of his mind. Thinking of her steadied him. There wasn’t anything worth 
hearing as the world around them drowned into the pounding of steel. The noise increased 
by the second until there wasn’t much point in thinking of anything at all. But he desperately 
held on to the thought of her, and what he desperately wanted to know.  

Is she all right? 
Staring into the distance, Mathew said: “I just don’t want her to get hurt.” 



 

Chapter Twenty-Two 
Cages 

 

 
Isabel was avoided and despised by the Pendent family. She was sent to spend her days in 
town with Mary because they were sick with the remembrance of that first night she had 
with them. Not that that mattered. It was rather the cage bars, scorching to touch, that had 
begun construction around her even before the Pendents and her visits to town. Influencing 
its enforcement, the breaths she continued to take here made those bars grow. The heat 
coming from the sheer force of those cage bars grew with the Pendents’ glares. What would 
it mean to fly again, to be released, regenerated? She could feel her hands trembling, 
desperate with the longing she had for a taste of the freedom of her natural life, where she 
could let loose her wings without fear of them catching fire.  

She was resorted to this: dreading another day with Mary while she expressed, with lack 
of modesty, her hopes in meeting Edward once again in town. 

The fresh air was a relief and instantly Isabel wanted to kick her shoes off and run amuck. 
But after coming so far with her struggles to be ladylike that failure would be like falling, 
and she didn’t have Ben here to catch her when she felt surely to fall. 

Mary’s Edward was not to be seen, replaced instead by the stark and stumbling men of 
every class, trying to ignore the abundance of wanted posters as they went along. Or how 
Latin words were engraved into the ground, spelling something Isabel couldn’t make out as 
she was pushed along by Mary and the crowds.  

She tried to imagine herself away again, dreaming of how delightful it might be to see 
archers readying themselves on rooftops, shooting arrows into the sky, turning into stars. 
But Mary would have none of her silence, chirping questions she demanded answers to, 
even though there was no knowing the answers.  

“Do you think he’ll come today?” Mary chirped, comically trying to peer over crowds to 
catch a glimpse of him. Noticing her own silliness, she attempted to calm herself and added, 
“I’m horribly sorry. What a wretch I am! But I can’t help it. How fine it is to be in love, for 
I am in love, Isabel!” The reaction she’d hoped for wasn’t forthcoming, but Mary proceeded 
regardless. “I put my flower by my bedside table. It was so sweet of him. Do you not think 
it sweet of him?” 

Mostly, Mary, I’ve come to think that you’re annoying. 
“Isabel ––” Mary refused to be overcome by her silence. “Do you not think it sweet of 

him?”  
“Sweet, yes, of course,” Isabel said dryly, wishing Ben was beside her and that they were 

arguing about jousting tactics like they used to before he decided, before anyone else had, 
that she might do better belonging indoors.  

“I can’t wait to be married.”  
Yes, because that’s just what I wanted to be talking about today. 
Isabel’s bitterness was obvious, and Mary was pleased to tease her. “Do not be too 

surprised when someone catches your eye. You will feel what I am feeling one day, I promise 
you. But I am sorry for being about one topic and no other, and for what I’m about to say 
next. Forgive me, my dear friend? I’ve come to know you don’t believe in love.” 



 

 

“What?” 
“What other conclusion is there, and with saying that, what else is there for you to do but 

admit it?” Mary observed Isabel. “It’s hardly something to be ashamed of, but that’s why I 
feel compelled to grant you with a warning.” Dropping her voice, she asked, “What are 
women, my friend, if not for the men the world sees them standing behind?” And dropping 
her voice further, she asked again, “Do you want to be a burden on your family forever?” 
Isabel went on as if she’d said nothing, making Mary wonder aloud, “Are you missing your 
family terribly?” And still, even when she thought she may have crossed too many 
boundaries that were not to be crossed, she asked, “Is the demon of depression overlapping 
you?” 

“Are you hungry?” Isabel noticed a shop with delightfully made baked goods set out to 
buy. The sweet smells were intriguing, pulling her out of her bitter attitude for a moment. 

“A little.” Mary nodded. 
“Then shall we?” Isabel led the way to the shop littered with baskets filled with things to 

buy, and she fiddled in her pocket for the few coins she’d brought with her. 
“Be careful, Isabel,” Mary warned, watching her put her extra money away. “There are 

many thieves in town.” 
Lying impressively, she said: “How very terrifying.” 
“It is indeed,” Mary agreed, glancing at the wanted poster they were standing beside. 

“How people can live with themselves for doing such things is beyond me. We can only 
hope that the pests will be caught quickly and punished for their crimes. Thievery is now so 
abundant it’s as good as a plague.” They began walking, but with every step Mary’s passion 
for the subject seemed to increase. “I don’t understand how people here can sleep at night 
with these criminals creeping about. Maybe those warnings are right, and the only good thief 
is a dead one.” 

Isabel gazed at the posters of faceless criminals and the warnings underneath them. 
“Isabel, are you all right?” Mary went on without an answer, deciding Isabel’s feelings for 

her. “Well, I can understand: knowing there are such frightening creatures at large would 
upset anyone.” 

Cautiously, Isabel asked, “What if you were in a situation where you would starve if you 
didn’t steal? What if you’d gone one too many nights hungry?” 

“What?” Mary smiled lightly at her naive friend. “And no one can find an honest living 
anymore?” 

“But if no one will hire them?” Isabel fought to keep her hand still as it tried to take hold 
of the ring hidden at her chest. “If it’s steal or die, what would you choose? Instead of 
condemning them, maybe we ought to pray for the solace of those who have been faced 
with such a question. It’s anyone’s basic instinct to want to live. Many common thieves are 
no more than children.” 

“Look at the chaos and the distress they breed around you, Isabel. Do you still have 
respect for them knowing that here women and children tremble in the dark? Do you still 
have respect for them knowing that grown men fear to walk at night? I don’t wish the fate 
of a sinner’s life on any man. I know you feel the same, so when I ask these questions to 
you I’m not asking them to you directly, but rather for the manuscript of the argument. I 
ask: do you advocate the killing of decent people for the sake of criminals? Would you 
abandon the people here and make excuses for the sins of the corrupted?” 

“I wouldn’t corrupt myself in wishing the death of any man. But, even more so, I would 
not corrupt myself in wishing ill of those that are most in need of our forgiveness.” If 
William hadn’t been there the day a group of war-bitten knights found one living child in a 



 

 

house of plague, what would have happened to Ben? If someone else had spied Mathew 
picking pockets, what would have happened to him? Now, with this argument thrown 
before her, she couldn’t help but wonder, what would have happened if William hadn’t 
understood what it was like to have wounds no one else took the time to see? “I don’t enjoy 
pity. I look at it instead as a test of mercy. We all suffer the actions of others, and if someone 
had helped them maybe they wouldn’t be in a situation where they cannot help themselves.” 

“Sometimes bad seeds are just bad seeds, Isabel.” 
“No.” 
“No?” The word took minutes to leave the air. “Can’t it be concluded that thieves and 

street rats are not trying hard enough to be decent, and there they remain?” 
“No one chooses poverty.” 
Mary threw her nose up. 
“Is an honest life suited for everyone?” The withered sight of James, watching as elegant 

creatures walked into the morning light after a ball, was before her. “I say again, no one 
chooses poverty. Therefore, thieves have made the choice that they had no other option to 
make.” 

“I am sorry, miss, but did I hear you defending criminals?” said a voice from behind her.  
Blushing in embarrassment, the two girls awkwardly turned around to face him, 

exchanging looks and then suffering his interested stare. They all went to speak at once and 
then, all defeated, bowed in proper greeting. Since the gentleman had been the one to 
interrupt them, he was the first to speak. 

“It wasn’t my intention to delay your argument, and I hope you can forgive me for 
overhearing, but I saw you both walking, and I was determined to reintroduce myself,” Mr. 
Churchill admitted.  

Politely, Isabel encouraged him to be at ease. “Of course we are delighted to see you, sir.” 
“If this is bold, Mr. Churchill, please don’t think me worse for it ––” Mary said, noticing 

how he beheld Isabel’s lacy form with his gentle, yet straightforward gaze. She decided to 
take it upon herself to aid the happiness of her dear female friend by offering: “But would 
you care to spend the day with us? It would be an honour, I assure you.” 

“You flatter me,” he responded. His glance away from Isabel was quick to find its way 
back again. “If it is all right with Miss Hawkins, I would love to.” 

A forced nod was Isabel’s reply. She noted Mary’s enjoyment of her matchmaking 
conspiracy as Mr. Churchill walked between them. Still, Isabel couldn’t help but notice how 
well his silver hair complimented him. If her heart could be cut in half, she might imagine 
what it might be like to walk these streets with her arm through his, or to ride her horse 
beside his. If her heart could only love who William wanted her to love, she might be able 
to replace Mathew’s image with this man’s. 

“Do you come to town often?” Isabel asked him. 
“When I need to.” Then came a moment where his watching of her turned into a 

symphony of private thoughts spoken for her ears to hear through the watching of her, and 
Isabel saw what her life might be like if she simply withdrew from the battle of her chosen 
ambitions. The vibrations of the easy consequences drew Mr. Churchill to say: “Today has 
been more for pleasure.” 

After some time, Mary, allowing herself to hope, asked, “Did you happen to come across 
Mr. Edward Clay today?” 

“I have not.” Mr. Churchill delivered Mary’s disappointment. “But I’m sure he will be at 
the next ball.” Though he spoke to them both, he directed his gentle words to Isabel, saying, 
“I hope to see the two of you there.” 



 

 

“The next ball?” Isabel was at a loss as to when it was. William had not mentioned a 
second invitation, perhaps thinking that one was good enough for both of them, and she 
wouldn’t disagree. 

“It’s refreshing to see young ladies with other things on their minds,” Mr. Churchill 
complimented the ignorance of both girls. But reminded them: “Particularly when the ball’s 
tomorrow.” 

Mary’s gasp was more like a howl of pain. “My goodness, I forgot all about it!” 
“I hope to take this as you are both planning to go.” He disregarded Mary’s silliness. 
Isabel shook her head. If William hadn’t mentioned another joyless affair, then he had 

reason to not want her to go. “I ––” 
“Of course!” Mary cut Isabel off. Exhaling long, she went through a list of preparations 

for it in her head. 
“Splendid,” Mr. Churchill encouraged, but gave Isabel a sideways look. He’d noticed her 

reluctance. His manner seemed to tell her not to worry, and that everything would be all 
right, and he’d be there, and thank God he’d found someone who hated these things as 
much as he did. 

Thankful for everything he seemed to say but never spoke aloud, Isabel smiled, still 
unsure. 

“I can’t believe I forgot,” Mary whispered, horrified. 
“Miss Pendent, there is plenty of time still to pick a dress.” Mr. Churchill attempted to 

smooth away the air of devastation around the girl. 
“Did you bring anything suitable to wear?” Mary asked Isabel, explaining to Mr. Churchill 

that she was staying with her for the week. 
“I will manage.” Isabel kept her composure, though she shared another pained glance 

with the intuitive Mr. Churchill. It was inappropriate for young ladies to discuss the idea of 
dressing and undressing in front of gentlemen, and Isabel hated that she was the one to 
think that. Mary blinked many times before offering one of her dresses if Isabel should like 
one. At which point, Isabel thanked her, but declined. 

The wind picked up, its hands grabbing at Isabel’s hair. 
“My goodness,” Mary hissed, trying to tame her own flying hair, “this weather!” 
Dreamily, Isabel closed her eyes as the wind rushed across her face. 
They explained that their chaperones had agreed to remain with their carriage, and with 

the promise that the two girls would return to them straight away, Mr. Churchill announced, 
“I should be going,” as he was worrying about the ride home in case of rain. “And you have 
promised to come tomorrow?” he asked Isabel. 

“Yes,” Mary told him. At which point, Mr. Churchill took his leave. But Isabel didn’t 
watch him go. Instead, she looked to the sky as raindrops slowly started to come down.  

“Well, isn’t that interesting?” Isabel watched the sky open up. Raindrops hit her face like 
warriors, sizzling and smoking out, eventually extinguishing the fire her inner prison 
contained. They penetrated through the bars, enough for her to grip them and step out of 
her cage, if only for a moment. Throwing her hands to the sky, she felt her wings expand 
again, and she began to dance. The rain came down harder and she laughed, dancing all the 
more joyously under the blessing of the grey sky.   

“Isabel, you crazy girl, we must go before we become ill!” Mary protested against Isabel’s 
loose behaviour. 

“Dance with me, Mary!” Isabel took Mary’s hands, forcing her friend to twirl, knowing 
that if her heart could be cut in half, only one half of her would be caged. Her wings would 
fall, singed and ragged, from her back, and she would spend her life in a state of imagining. 



 

 

The images of the people she loved would be replaced with the images of things the world 
demanded she love, and those cage bars would grow until the other half of her heart died. 
What would be left of her? Surely not legs that moved in a dance with puddles at its feet. 
Surely not arms that reached beyond the sky. Surely not this smile and this face that met the 
rain like it was a sanctuary. What would be left of her, if she was no more to herself than a 
stranger in a clouded mirror?  

“All right, all right we danced and now we must leave,” Mary said angrily, grabbing Isabel’s 
hands and dragging her fast back to the carriage. Isabel wondered if, all this time, Ben was 
right. Maybe she was a pixie. Maybe she was the curse Mary’s glare informed her she was. 
Do pixies prefer barefoot to shoes, and dream away in moments such as these? Are they 
resorted to constantly search for moments of freedom, constantly denied by hands that 
reach out to grab those chances, dragging them away? 

 



 

Chapter Twenty-Three 
Stealing 

 

 

Alex sat down in front of a butcher shop, examining his world, and pulled out a large chunk 
of bread from his pocket. He was invisible to the people who passed by, but a stray cat 
slinked toward him with a begging look, watching as he ate. It ran away with the bread 
dragging from its mouth, after Alex had slid it over to him.  

He put his cold hands in his coat pockets, the air thick with the smell of rain to come. 
Like a hunter to his prey he watched, deciding what might be the most appetizing to his 
eternally cold hands. Who would be the next victim inside his playground? 

To and fro the townspeople walked, blurring into each other, looking the same, making 
him all the more bored with them, making him less eager to prey on them. Sighing tiredly, 
he closed his eyes, watching as a beautiful woman danced in a blue dress. 

“What are you doing here?” he remembered her asking him. He knew now that he should 
never have danced with her. Now the decisions before him were heavy ones.  

“Isabel,” he whispered, knowing perfectly well that he was thinking of her too often. But 
it was difficult to forget her smile or the sweet smell of her. He could almost smell her now. 
That sugary smell...  

Alex opened his eyes and there she was, walking with a girl and a gentleman. Unsure of 
what to do, Alex remained seated –– remained invisible to her. Though, the expression on 
her face made him laugh. Clearly, she was miserable.  

She needs me to save her, he thought and that thought pleased him. He stood up, ready to 
spring into some kind of heroic action, ready to forget everything except that impulse. But 
he became paralyzed as the wind whipped across his face, whipping back her hair. Her 
cheeks blushed as the cool hands of the wind smoothed over her, intensifying the red in her 
lips. 

He watched as the gentleman walked away. He watched as the rain came down on Isabel, 
as she threw her hands to the sky and twirled, embracing everything in the rain that her 
onlookers couldn’t see. His emerald eyes soaked in the images of them, knowing that no 
matter what was to come, he would always treasure her. He knew he would always wish he 
had saved her...  

He hardly noticed her friend until she pulled Isabel away, both of them running for 
shelter. Alex felt the anguish, the wishing he had danced with her, and the truth that the day 
was now a dead thing with her abrupt absence. 

The gentleman who had been with them was still within sight, walking at a fast pace in 
the rain. But Alex could easily catch up to him, and he followed. He did not intend to rob 
him. He simply wanted a better look at what sort of man he was. 

Keeping a respectable distance behind, Alex stalked him. He thought about this man 
walking beside Isabel in the daylight, talking freely with her, and a cool jealousy ran its hands 
against him like the wind against his face. He wondered who this man was, if he was a decent 
man. The rain didn’t bother Alex, but by now he was soaked.  

As Alex and the gentleman turned the corner he watched as the gentleman completely 
ignored two homeless men, nestled against a building, barely keeping out of the rain.  



 

 

The rain dripped from his fingertips, rushing down his arms, and Alex flexed his hands. 
He couldn’t help himself now. It felt like centuries had passed, staring at the forgotten souls: 
alone, hungry and no one cared. He closed his eyes. Anger filled Alex, driving him on, and 
he fed off of it and the known results to come.   

Now this man was his victim. 
Now this man was his.   
He ran. Water splashed violently as he hit puddles, but he kept running, intentionally 

running into the gentleman.  
“I’m so sorry,” Alex lied. “The rain was in my eyes. I could not see, sir. I’m so sorry, sir.”  
“It is all right, boy,” the gentleman assured him. “Try to be more careful, and don’t run. 

You might slip.”  
“Of course, sir. Thank you, sir.” Alex fought back his own wicked smile. 
The gentleman started to walk on again, but turned back to the boy. “Make sure you get 

yourself out of the rain and watch your pockets.” 
“Pockets, sir?”  
“There are thieves who would love to steal from your pockets. Especially when you don’t 

do up your coat.”  
“Of course, sir. Thank you, sir.”  
The gentleman went on his way, and Alex watched him go. Smiling, he drew forth a 

handful of coins that the gentleman had pocketed in his coat. He walked back to the 
homeless men and handed it to them. “Get yourselves out of the rain and buy a hot meal.”  

The two men looked at Alex in disbelief. “Thank you!” they cried, accepting what was so 
generously given to them, and Alex watched as they got up and ran for an inn. He 
remembered a time when that was James. He smirked, knowing perfectly well that his 
kindness was the first step to their sins. 

The wanted posters of faceless men slumped down into the slop of the soggy streets, 
washing away from the walls. Even the roads had obeyed him. Like a cast spell, words 
remained written on the ground no matter anyone’s trying to trample them out. Words that 
read: Ghost Town. 

Nodding, pleased with himself, Alex ran his hand over his face to push the rain away. 



 

Chapter Twenty-Four 
A Den of  Malice 

 

 

The carriage’s window was Isabel’s company as Mary went on about the ball and her 
anticipation of it. It was early evening, the sunset well underway, and the day until now was 
completely ball-oriented. To Isabel’s dismay, Mary was as inclined as Jenny and Ester to get 
an early start on the party’s dress preparations. But Isabel was not without hope. She wasn’t 
at home with Jenny and Ester, so there was no one to make her feel guilty for wearing what 
she was wearing. With Mary draped in jewels other girls might think treasures, Isabel wore 
the best dress she’d brought. With her hair down, her emerald dress had little to it, which 
made Mary uncomfortable. Luckily for Isabel, Mary had thoughts of Edward to distract 
herself with. Her long, in-depth talk left little to be desired, leaving Isabel thankful for the 
window’s company. 

Edward this and Edward that! At this rate, if Edward died tomorrow, I wouldn’t bloody care. 
The carriage pulled up and ladies and gentlemen descended as if they’d grown the wings 

of swans. Isabel and Mary among them, though Isabel didn’t seem to be quite as sure of 
flight. 

“Are you all right?” Mary asked. Her ladies in waiting were behind her, eyeing Isabel’s 
undone hair and her improper amount of exposed skin, as if they were the work of the devil. 

Unaffected, Isabel watched them watching her. Well, she thought, thinking of Sir John, I 
know Satan and, like you, he doesn’t approve either. 

“Isabel?” Mary’s voice was filled with kind regard. 
“I’ve never seen a castle like this before.” 
A castle! And might there be a dragon or some other hideous creature waiting to shatter 

their bones in the deep dark, like some fantastic adventure right out of one of Charlie’s 
stories? 

“Oh, Isabel, you would think such things magical.” 
“Is it not?” 
“Perhaps. Do all magical things keep torture chambers?” 
It became an afterthought. Prancing horses continued to pull the carriages of those 

attending. How would Charlie tell it? With his voice in the air, the horses turned into firebirds 
with flaming manes and wings. Palominos were now solid gold dancers and the carriages 
violins, their passengers as elaborate as those who would have solid gold horses and violins 
for carriages. 

With the smell of alcohol on the air, Isabel and Mary walked the drawbridge and entered 
the castle. The great hall blazed with tended fires and lit candles, bear-baiting and music 
filled the air as jesters jumped about. Everything seemed to be introduced with bounding, 
contagious laughs, travelling from one mouth to another. 

“Do you see Edward?” Mary pulled Isabel along in search of him, and Isabel was no 
longer a part of the castle’s –– and the castle’s men’s –– entranced laugh. 

What would I rather be doing? 
They stood and danced and were standing some more when Mary clutched Isabel’s arm, 

crying, “There he is!” as Edward walked through the crowd toward them. 



 

 

I’d rather be eaten by dragons. 
They bowed in greeting and Edward, in a gentlemanly manner, asked Mary to dance. She 

accepted, of course. But what of Isabel? After some more standing about, regretfully 
deciding that Alex wasn’t in the crowd, she went to get another much-needed goblet of wine, 
and continued to do a great deal of drinking in her time of need.  

I’d rather have fairies throw rocks at my head. 
“I cannot talk long.” Mary unintentionally tried to knock Isabel’s goblet out of her hand. 
Oh, hello, Mary. 
“Edward is waiting for me, but I had to tell you ––” 
Mary, you’re silly... Am I drunk? 
“You will never guess who is in fact here tonight!” 
“Who?” 
“Sir John Scotch!” 
Better sober up fast. “What?” 
“I know! He never attends social gatherings, even if he’s the one hosting them. But Isabel, 

this is a perfect opportunity for you!” 
Yes, to run away. 
“He is ever so powerful, and rich, and single.” 
“And that matters because?” 
“Because he’s only the duke to our dukedom, honestly.” Mary was losing her patience 

with Isabel. Remembering her own excitement, she exclaimed: “He is a potential husband 
for you!” 

Officially sober now. 
“I’ve got to go, Edward is waiting. Make sure you dance with Sir John!” 
Save a dance for Satan? Yeah right. 
Mary ran back to Edward’s arms while Isabel decided if she should jump from a window 

or, less drastically, rush back to the carriage on some faked, common female ailment. 
I feel like I’m going to throw up. Huh. Ailment not so faked. 
She was trying to depart unnoticed. Mathew’s voice was in her ear, telling her how coming 

here was a mistake, when a man took her by the hand and turned her toward him. 
Jacob... 
“Would you honour me with this dance?” Mr. Churchill attempted to hide his blush for 

being so forward as to take her hand. 
Escape was near, but Isabel allowed herself to follow him to the dance floor. “Miss Isabel, 

you seem distracted,” he said, and Isabel allowed herself to apologize, trying to calm down. 
She hadn’t seen Sir John. Perhaps he hadn’t seen her. 

“I am not myself.” 
“I confess, I am not myself either,” Mr. Churchill said, intending to cheer her, if only a 

little. “I had my pockets picked the other day, and I am constantly on the alert to make sure 
it doesn’t happen again.” 

Could it have been Alex or James? Once upon a time, would it have been Mathew? 
“Isabel, I am going to be bold, but I am tired of searching and playing games.” 
She hoped she wouldn’t regret his abrupt subject change. “I don’t understand.” 
“I am ready for marriage, and I have allowed myself to hope that you would be my bride.” 
“Mr. Churchill ––” 
“If you need time to think, take it if it will conclude to the answer I am praying for.” 
If only she was another girl. If only she was someone else. If only tears didn’t threaten 

her eyes and she didn’t have to whisper how she whispered, “You are kind and gentle ––” 



 

 

“A wonderful dancer...” He added to the list his expression told her he knew was going 
to be short. 

If only I was anyone else... 
“But I am afraid my answer is not what you want to hear.” She could hardly bear it, 

watching as his heart seemed to sink before her, hitting the floor, struggling to beat for life. 
“I love another.” 

“Another... I would never have thought one word could feel so heavy. I thank you for 
your honesty, and I hope that you and he will have each other’s love forever, as I wished 
foolishly for us. But as a man, heartsick, I ask you, please don’t judge me while I call him a 
villain for destroying my heart by taking yours away from mine.” 

“I never wanted to hurt you.” 
“Please... Please grant me one selfish, torturous honour. If only this once...” He paused, 

as if what he was going to ask her was forbidden to hear. “Let me call you by your name, 
and let you call me by mine.” 

One request. It didn’t seem like much. 
“Jacob.” 
One request. It didn’t seem like much, and really it wasn’t, but what had he done to her? 

What spell was this? She could see them together in a life that never would be, entangled in 
sheets and sighs and love’s real passion, as she whispered his name again and again in a life 
that never would be. 

“Isabel.” 
One request. It didn’t seem like much, and really it wasn’t, but what was this? What spell 

was upon them? In a life that never would be, in a room they weren’t in, he came before 
her, too close, too quickly. His forehead to hers, and her hands to his cheeks, matching his 
to hers, their eyes closed as their souls wept, as nonexistent lover’s souls do weep. 

If only I was anyone else... 
“I’m sorry.” Isabel brought them out of fiction. In reality, they were at all times a part of 

the dance, and yet, in reality, never a part of it. The dance came to an end, and he kissed her 
hand goodbye. Alone, Mr. Churchill left the party, and alone Isabel remained. 

“Goodbye ––” There were no whispering sighs to her words, no hands in passion, and 
no entangled hearts as there were in their fairy tale that would never be told. There was only 
this ballroom, and this very real pain for breaking a heart she never intended to be hers to 
break. “Jacob...” 

The party moved on without her, as gentlemen gave speeches and as ladies continued to 
partner for dances. It wasn’t until she heard Mary calling her name that Isabel recalled how 
to turn her body around, facing Mary now as she took her hands. 

“We are to be married!” 
You and I? 
“He has asked my father, and he just asked me!” 
What is it about this room and men and marriage? 
“I am Mrs. Edward Clay now!” Mary rejoiced, taking Isabel in and out of her arms, taking 

Isabel’s hands in and out of hers. “Oh! Isabel, you look as if you have been crying. What has 
happened?” 

Me? Oh, not much, just: “I turned away Mr. Churchill’s offer of marriage.” 
Mary’s face turned page after page of different emotions, before throwing her shock into 

one spoken word: “Why?” 
Huh, sounded like you wanted to put a ‘you idiot’ after that ‘why.’ 
“Why?” Mary raised her voice. 



 

 

“Quiet! I don’t want anyone to know. I don’t want Mr. Churchill humiliated any more 
than I’ve already made him.” 

“Why did you say no?” 
Why did I say no? Jacob Churchill didn’t know her to really love her, and if he loved her at 

all, it was one side of her. A side he’d found in make-believe, a side of her that never existed 
beyond that. Because it was the dresses she wore that he loved, the expression she kept for 
these parties, and the person she limited herself to be at them. That Isabel didn’t exist from 
day-to-day, or beyond that thought. But if that woman could exist, that woman would love 
to let him love her. 

Mary crossed her arms, demanding answers, her lips pouting, but Isabel knew there was 
nothing she could say that Mary might understand. 

“Go, Mary. Go to Edward. I’ll be fine.” 
“If you want to leave, Isabel, we can. I’ll tell Edward we have to go. He’ll understand.”  
It was so agonizingly tempting, but as much as Isabel wanted to go, she could not take 

this time away from Mary and Edward. No matter how tempting it was. 
“Go to Edward.” 
“Are you sure?” 
No, but whatever. “Go, be in love.” 
“Thank you, Isabel.” Mary gave a look of relief. “If you need anything, I will be with 

Edward.” 
Yes, I know where to find you. 
Now what? Isabel thought as Mary left her side. What do I do now? Hide in the castle? Go 

back to the carriage? Would something like that upset Mary? 
“Why did I want to go to the carriage in the first place?” 
The answer walked right in front of her, so abruptly she could have screamed. 
Sir John Scotch pleased himself with a laugh. “I was told you went to the last social 

gathering, and I didn’t believe them. But I decided to come to this one in case you showed.” 
“You’re here to see me?” 
“Of course.” 
“I hate to disappoint you, but the entertainers are far more fascinating. If I were you, I 

would direct my attention to them. They’re far more pleasing than I.” 
“It is a pity, then, that you are not me. If you were, you would not be able to look away 

from the sight I am seeing now.” 
“And what sight is that?” 
Sir John stepped closer to her. “The famous Isabel Hawkins.” 
“I am only famous because my parents were murdered, and I am supposedly living with 

the murderer.” 
“Then you have heard the rumours.” 
“I have.” 
“What think you of the gossip?” 
“Ridiculous. Only a weak-minded person could believe such treachery.” 
“What about the evidence?” 
“Evidence?” 
“The rumours of his and Mrs. Hawkins’s love affair, the fact that he was present when 

the murders happened, that it was his word and his word alone that someone else committed 
the crimes. He said that the true murderer ran off, but what about the fact that they found 
a weapon of his at the scene?” Sir John paused. “And then there is you, Isabel. William was 



 

 

so persistent about being granted guardianship over you. Which is a very touchy topic, you 
know? Granting guardianship to a man who supposedly killed the child’s parents.” 

“You can’t honestly believe the rumours, sir?” 
His expression twisted curiously. “I vouched for William and told the hanging committee 

that he could not possibly have killed anyone.” 
“I thank you.” 
“You could truly thank me by accepting my hand in this dance.” 
I don’t want to touch you. I know you’re evil and I don’t want to get any of it on me. But what choice 

did she have? He said he vouched for William, so Isabel nodded reluctantly and followed 
Sir John to the dance floor. 

“You know?” Sir John took Isabel’s hand. “One word from me, and William could be 
dead instantly.” 

Isabel tried to pull away. “You’re despicable.” 
“I said I could. I didn’t say I would.” Sir John held her firmly, forcing her to stay. “William 

is a friend. Why would I want him dead?” 
I don’t know. “Perhaps because William refused an offer you made to him?” She had no 

idea what she was talking about or why she had said something so offhand, but Sir John’s 
jaw tightened nevertheless. 

“What did William tell you?” 
“Nothing.” 
“You guessed then?” He grinned devilishly. “And what do you make of it?” 
Isabel wasn’t entirely sure how she had found herself in a conversation where she had no 

idea what they were talking about. The quickest way, she decided, to remove herself from 
an uncomfortable situation was to shrug. So she shrugged. 

“You are not against it?” 
This has taken a very awkward turn, so I better go with, “I am.” 
“I would make a most loyal husband.” 
Husband! That’s what he’s talking about! Isabel tried to pull away. She wanted to run, to fly, 

to be anywhere but here. 
“You’re hurting me,” she hissed because Satan’s fingers were digging into her wrist. 
“If you are too modest to reject me, as I saw when you shrugged your shoulders, know 

this: if you have me, you will have everything. Someone in your position should be wise 
when I ask you to be mine.” 

If I knew before what we were talking about, I would have tried to get away sooner! “Someone in my 
position?” 

“Gossip runs deep, and my word means everything,” Satan whispered. 
“How dare you threaten my family! You really are despicable.” Mathew was right. She 

should never have come here. Was this really why he sent James to spy on her? Was this 
Satan’s big plan? To have her? 

“Why are you so special?” She heard James’s words in her head. 
“It would be easier on them all if you gave in.” 
“Never.” She couldn’t believe this was happening to her, and the force of her voice was 

harnessed with that thought. But what would happen to her family? This was a powerful 
man. She wasn’t a fool. She knew how powerful he was... 

“You will find there will be little option in the end.” 
“How dare you!” 
“This is a warning, and I gave it to William: I get what I want.” 



 

 

“Let go of me!” Isabel ordered, both of them in a quiet rage, and those they were dancing 
beside were none the wiser. 

“I will give you time to think and, for everyone’s sake, I hope you make the right decision.” 
“I don’t need time to think. Let go of me!” 
“Stable boys are easy enough to get rid of,” he warned. 
Isabel stared into those eyes and she could see it, the evil within him. How could he ever 

believe her to love such a man? How could she say yes to such madness? And yet, what 
would he do if she didn’t? 

“Let go of me.” 
He did, and with warning eyes she knew his threats were true. He turned and walked away 

from her, into a crowd that knew not of his treason. And Isabel was left with the duke’s 
warning of time. 



 

Chapter Twenty-Five 
His Fight 

 

 

When Mary found Isabel next, she was off on her own, standing next to an elegantly 
designed window. Tears fell from her eyes knowing that she was not at home, but in a world 
she had no wish to be in, dripping with this helpless feeling and the despair of owning that 
feeling. But she was not the only one. James sat on a stool, sipping from his seventh drink, 
in a tavern far enough from his usual route that Alex wouldn’t easily find him. He wanted 
to be alone and drunk; deciding that if he passed out and couldn’t get home until tomorrow 
afternoon, then that was his problem. It didn’t matter anyway. What did? 

He finished his drink, motioning for the innkeeper to get him another. 
“Don’t you think you’ve had enough?” the innkeeper warned. 
“I still have money. You still have alcohol.” Drunken James didn’t mind complaining 

loudly. “I don’t see the problem.” 
“I think you should go home.” 
“I think you should mind your own business.” 
“Fine ––” the innkeeper gave up and handed James another drink. “Have another.” 
“Thank you very much,” James tried not to slur, unsuccessfully, as the innkeeper moved 

to help another customer. The tavern was relatively empty and James liked it like that. Places 
like this were filled with the usual sort of people, and he didn’t need their toxicity clouding 
over his own. 

When he was halfway done his drink, two boys walked in and sat two stools away from 
him. He could hear their conversation and wondered if he should move. He didn’t feel like 
listening in on anyone else’s problems. Deciding that he would probably fall over if he tried 
to get up, he stayed where he was, fighting to ignore them. Taking another sip of his drink, 
he thought his plan was working well, until someone mentioned her name... 

“I often find myself wondering how Isabel’s doing,” the lighter-haired boy said. 
James tried to focus on them, but he couldn’t recognize either boy. 
“I’m trying not to think about it,” the darker-haired boy said. 
“Are you fellows from the joust?” the innkeeper asked them after they’d put in their order. 

The two boys nodded, and the tavern owner went about his business. 
“William’s performing splendidly. I have a mind to think he’ll win the tournament,” the 

lighter-haired boy spoke again. 
“If he keeps jousting like he is, then yes.” 
“Wise or unwise, I’m asking you how you’re feeling.” 
“Charlie, focus on the drink in your hand,” the other boy dismissed the question. 
“My apologies.” 
The dark-haired boy lightly tapped his fingers on the side of the counter. “I promise not 

to hit anyone without proper reason.” 
“Now that is wise.” Charlie looked relieved. “As it is, I hear that squire is livid.” 
“Can’t blame him.” He looked back at the front door. “Wasn’t Ben supposed to be here 

by now?”  
“Always in his own time.” 



 

 

James took another sip from his drink and was about to try to get up when another name 
was mentioned. 

“Mathew ––” Charlie started, but James didn’t hear the rest of the conversation; his brain 
resting on two names only: Isabel and Mathew. Mathew? This was Mathew? This was the 
man she loved? This was the man who had her in his arms? The man who could kiss her at 
will? The man who had the woman he wanted was sitting in the same tavern, at the same 
counter? James’s jealousy reared within him, wild horses slamming against his chest, and 
everything but their galloping over him became a blur. He set his hands on the counter, 
seeking balance and the dizziness stopped. Rising to his feet, he walked over to the man he 
desperately wanted to be. 

“Mathew?” James asked. 
“Yes?” Mathew answered, but before he could say another word he was on the ground. 
James breathed in deeply. Punching him was a spectacular feeling. 
Charlie got to his feet, his hands motioning for peace. His manner had a soothing effect. 

“For whatever reason, I’m not saying he didn’t deserve that, but let us all either calm down 
or take this outside before things unnecessarily get out of hand.” 

But James didn’t want to calm down, and he watched as Charlie fell to the ground from 
the force of his fist. 

A sharp pain oozed into James’s stomach, and he fell to his knees. Mathew had gotten up 
and hit him back. 

“I don’t want to fight you,” Mathew declared. 
“That’s too bad!” James yelled, flinging himself onto Mathew. They crashed into the 

counter, and James hit Mathew as hard as he could. He could hear the innkeeper screaming 
for order, but he didn’t care. 

Growling, Mathew threw James against the wall and looked to see if Charlie was all right. 
But James was right back on him, and as Mathew rammed into him, they both fell and 
smashed down on a lone table. 

James wrestled Mathew’s arms down and began slamming his fist into his face. He was 
three punches in when something hard came against him, causing him to lose his grip. He 
was flung to the side. 

“Charlie ––” Mathew observed the wooden chair he’d broken over James. “Did you do 
that?” 

“What a shame you think me a coward. I’m not above aiding a friend when attacked by a 
crazed ruffian.” But Charlie let slip a sideways grin. “It was a good shot, wasn’t it?” 

“I’ll say.” 
But James was already behind Charlie, a splintered piece of wood moving to be shoved 

through the boy’s throat.  
“Shit ––” Mathew caught hold of his friend, both of them just missing being impaled, but 

James took Mathew by the back of the shirt and flung him across the room. Charlie fell with 
a groan, alive, where James had meant for him to fall dead. 

Mathew rolled out of the way as James grabbed a chair and smashed it where Mathew’s 
head had been. Getting back up, Mathew kicked James’s feet out from under him and he 
fell to the floor. 

“Have you had enough?” Mathew sneered, but before the last word could come out, 
James tackled Mathew and they both fell, both struggling for the upper hand. 

“Get out!” cried the tavern owner. “No fights here!” 
“Someone shut him up!” James demanded as Mathew kicked him in the stomach. 
“You crazy ––” the innkeeper screamed. “Get out of my tavern!” 



 

 

Mathew was laying into James when another voice entered the scene. 
“What the hell is going on here?” 
“We seem to have found ourselves in a brawl, Benjamin,” Charlie explained as Ben 

carefully helped him up off the floor, taking a second to gently wipe the blood from his best 
friend’s face. All the while Charlie watched Ben’s natural rage begin to tempest. “There’s no 
reason for you to get involved, mate, the bloke’s already outnumbered. Not that you’re going 
to listen to me anyway.” 

As if Charlie’s words were his cue, Ben flung himself into the fray, tackling Mathew and 
tossing him off of James, keeping James down with one heavy foot. 

“Stop. Now!” Ben warned James, stomping on his arm. James fell back, hissing. 
Slowly, Mathew got to his feet and made his way back to the culprit. Stopping, he held 

Ben’s gaze. 
“Don’t even think ––” 
But Mathew had already cut the tie of their eyes and sunk his foot into James’s side. 
“What the hell?” Ben protested, pushing Mathew back. 
“You think you can come in here and give me orders?” 
“He’s been kicking your ass, huh? Damn, why did I have to be late?” Ben wasn’t upset to 

see Mathew with a good show of wounds. It reminded him that he could bleed, even if he 
would never be fast enough to cause that kind of bleeding in a fight with him. The fact that 
the boy he was holding down with his foot could, was impressive. And this mystery boy was 
washed in alcohol... Ben found himself smirking. It was no wonder Mathew was pissy. “You 
start the fight, mate?” 

James aimed his spit at Ben’s face. 
“I’ll take that as a yes.” 
Mathew wiped the blood from his own lips. 
James started giggling, to everyone else’s shock. “Have you had enough?” he slurred, 

baiting them. 
“God is he ever drunk.” Ben decided to help James to his feet, ducking as James took a 

swing at him. “Time to go home,” Ben said, trying to take a hold of James’s arm. 
“You won’t take me standing,” James slurred. 
“Fine.” Mathew punched him hard in the face. 
James staggered and slammed backward into the counter before falling unconscious to 

the ground. 
“You killed him!” Ben watched James’s limp body. 
“Good riddance,” Mathew said, uncaring. 
“Get him out of here!” the tavern owner yelled angrily. “Everyone get out of my tavern! 

Get out of my tavern!” 
“Oh shut up!” Ben demanded and all went silent. “Charlie, check to see if he’s breathing. 

Mathew, I swear, I am this close ––” Ben took a breath. “Is he dead?” 
“No,” Charlie assured them. “He’s breathing.” 
“Can you keep him here until he wakes up?” Ben asked the innkeeper. 
“I want everyone out of here,” the tavern owner said through gritted teeth. 
“Fine, we’ll be out in a minute.” Ben rolled his eyes, but then whispered to Charlie, “What 

do we do with him?” 
“I don’t feel right leaving him ––” 
“This guy attacked you, pushover. How about you tell me to carve something dirty into 

his back? No?” Ben shrugged, but looked impressed with his dear friend. “Honestly, Charlie, 



 

 

look at you. I leave you alone for twenty minutes and this is what happens. It’s a little 
refreshing. How many fights have you pulled me out of?” 

“Too many to count,” Charlie commented and then pondered their situation. “He was 
drunk, but something must have upset him. I wonder what we did...” 

“You didn’t do anything, Charlie, quit beating yourself up about it. You’re beat up 
enough.” Ben looked suspiciously at Mathew who wasn’t saying much because, yes, it had 
to be Mathew’s fault. 

“We didn’t do anything,” Mathew assured both Ben and Charlie. 
“Fine.” Ben thought for a moment. “If he’s outside your window, will you check on him? 

Just to make sure no one comes along and steals his things?” Ben asked the innkeeper, who 
reluctantly agreed. 

“Surely we can’t leave the madman unattended,” Charlie thought aloud. “He might hurt 
himself.” 

“Sure. Why not?” Ben shrugged. “Help me get him out.” 
The innkeeper held the door as Ben and Charlie carried James outside and underneath 

the window. 
“Mathew, you owe me a drink,” Ben commanded. 
“You figure, do you?” Mathew protested, and in James’s confused state of transparency, 

he could have sworn snow was carefully falling over Mathew, like a shield. 
“As far as I am concerned this is all your fault.” 
James was still vaguely conscious as the three friends laughed it off, probably on their way 

to another pub. The blood caressing his face was nothing to him. The pain in his stomach 
was too physical to mean anything as well. Being thrown out of the tavern, left to the night 
air wasn’t devastating, it was something he’d already perfectly overlooked. They weren’t what 
made him helpless; they didn’t even compare to the feeling. And in his drunken state he 
reached his arm out, as if she were standing there to take his hand. When his eyes closed 
without his say-so, in his dream she’d held him until all his heart’s hidden feelings of 
helplessness went away. 

 

 
 

James coughed as someone shook him awake. “James, you stupid ––” Alex hissed. “What 
have you done?” 

“I hit him,” James boasted, blood staining his teeth. 
“How many were there?” Alex had been shaking with worry moments ago, frenzied with 

what might have happened, and with what James might have gotten into his head to screw 
up. Now Alex stared down at his friend, unimpressed. 

James thought back. “There were six of them.” 
“Drunk and seeing double.” Alex sighed in pity. “James, there were three.” 
“Really? I could have sworn there were six.” 
“Let’s get you up and home.” Alex swung James’s arm over his shoulder. “Why am I the 

one who always comes after you?” 
It was something James was accustomed to hearing. “Why do I have to come after you?” “Why 

do you always do this?” “Why did you do this? What would you have done if I hadn’t shown up, huh?” 
Why? 



 

 

“Because you’re my friend,” James let loose the fact, moving his hand over the dried 
blood on his face. 

“I am starting to wonder if I made the right decision.” Alex shifted, forcing James to let 
him take all his weight. He could hardly walk at all. “I think it would be less work being your 
enemy.” 

“How did you know I was here?” James stumbled along. 
“When everyone said you weren’t back yet, Kevin and I went looking for you, afraid 

something like this might have happened.” 
“Thanks.” 
“Any time.” 
“But it doesn’t matter,” James whispered, spitting blood onto the ground, that feeling of 

helplessness coming back in waves. “Even with my best friend with me, I’m still alone...”  



 

Chapter Twenty-Six 
The Things Friends Do 

 

 

Morning streaked through the room, but depression kept Isabel from getting out of bed. 
And as she closed her eyes to fall back into dream, Mathew opened his.  

He blinked. Behind his eyelids he could see his father and a younger version of himself 
sitting at their old kitchen table. He felt odd that even now he could remember his father’s 
words about jousting.  That the lists was where the tournament was held. That the events 
didn’t include simply jousting, but also challenges between knights with broad swords, their 
hands, maces, and daggers. Listening, his father had told him that the idea of jousting was 
not to kill the opponent, but to demonstrate skill and to show talent as a fighter.  

Mathew opened his eyes. He didn’t want to remember the past. Was there a need for him 
to remember what could never be again? 

Waiting for Sir William Wentworth, Mathew’s stomach began to growl. Watching people 
walk by, he could smell breakfast on the air that he hadn’t eaten yet. 

Charlie came to stand beside him, carrying an apple. 
“Thanks, Charlie.” Mathew snatched the apple out of his hands. 
“That was for the horse, but what difference is it giving it to one beast or another?” 
Taking a bite and ignoring the insult, Mathew mumbled a thank you. 
“And it begins...” Charlie watched William’s warhorse prance in. Ben led both horse and 

rider forward. The rider was in full armour, and Mathew gave William, mounted and ready 
to compete, a nod in greeting. 

“Easy, Goliath,” Ben soothed the horse, but the creature was fixed on Mathew with an 
angered air. 

Mathew quickly hid the rest of the apple in his pocket, and they walked at a steady pace 
toward the arena. 

“There she is...” Charlie whispered, not intending on being overheard. “My sweet 
divine...” 

Mathew followed his gaze. In the stands, among the crowd, was a particularly lovely young 
servant girl. There was no mistaking that she was the one to capture Charlie’s attention. 

“Eye on the target?” Ben mocked him, though he also took a moment to admire the girl 
as her loose blonde hair danced about her. 

“Please be quiet, Benjamin, it’s none of your concern,” Charlie said firmly. 
“Very defensive, indeed,” Ben teased. “She must be really something.” 
“What’s her name?” Mathew asked, but regretted it when Charlie’s face grew red like a 

morning’s warning. 
“She won’t give it to me,” was Charlie’s forced answer. 
“For goodness sake, Charlie,” Ben said, and his amusement increased when Charlie turned 

a darker shade of red. 
“Do not let them discourage you, Charlie,” William reassured him. “She looks to have her 

eyes on you as well.” 
Ben whistled as she waved to them, and Charlie, who was always poised and composed, 

seemed about to fall over. Mathew put a hand on his back to help him along. 



 

 

“I wish I was a knight,” Charlie dreamed aloud. “Then I could fight for my lady’s favour.” 
All three boys felt their hearts drop. Dreams were just dreams until they came true, and 

so far they were all still dreamers. 
“Then we will see about getting you knighted, Charlie,” William interjected. 
Ben and Mathew’s eyes were wide in jealous disbelief. They knew now that William had 

given the idea to Charlie, William would make sure to see it through, one way or another. 
That was the kind of person William was. He’d set him up with his own horse and 
equipment, giving him everything that would be needed. 

Astonishment and further embarrassment worked its way through Charlie. Until, finally, 
he began to walk with boastful steps. Beside him, Mathew could feel the heat of Ben’s fury 
as if he’d gripped burning coals. His anger could only be understood. He was the most skilled 
and had been working with William the longest. By rights, he should be the first one set into 
knighthood. And why not? Why not Ben and Mathew? Was Charlie more mature? Did 
William see something in the other two boys to make him hesitate in thinking they were 
ready? 

Entering the arena, they could see William’s opponent. Mathew was already awaiting the 
jolting excitement: to watch them ride at each other on opposite sides of the long rail that 
was in the centre of the ring. 

The crowd was loud and impatient for the games to continue, placing bets on the riders. 
Goliath pawed at the ground, knocking both Ben and Mathew out of their dazes. The 
warhorse was covered in armour, and both boys attempted to soothe him with their voices. 

The trumpets were about to sound, signalling for the games to begin. But Charlie had 
already strolled over to the players, along the newly formed ground William had given him 
to walk on. 

“What is he up to?” Ben whispered in disbelief. They watched as the group around Charlie 
increased from the trumpet players to those who would briefly introduce the riders before 
they began. The onlookers stood in amazement as Charlie shook their hands and then 
walked to face the crowd. 

“I believe he is going to make an introduction,” William said. 
Charlie raised his arms, signalling for silence, and the curious crowd obeyed. 
“Good people,” Charlie began, “if you could lend me your ears for just a moment. Today 

is your day, for these riders ride for you. This world is full of hate, and suffering, and you 
are suffering.” 

The crowd yelled in agreement. 
“What is he doing?” Ben couldn’t believe Charlie’s boldness. 
“But today, we can put all that aside and watch as a game, a match, is played out. It is like 

life itself: a winner and a loser, loss and gain, pain and suffering. But today there is someone 
who rides with none of that in his heart. He rides with no want to lose or win, for there is 
something greater to gain.” Charlie took a breath, the crowd watching him intently, waiting 
for his next words. “It is something that is almost lost in this world. It is so much more, 
something greater than life itself.” Charlie paused. “It is you, good people. Your love and 
love itself... Is there anything more? There is a rider who rides not for the wealth of the 
world, who rides not for the glory of kings and knights and faith, but for the love and glory 
of you, the people. And he is here before you, a knight ready and focused for you are here 
with him! Now raise your voices and scream to the heavens for today is more than a day, a 
joust is more than a joust. Today we will let the heavens know who we cheer for! Let them 
make no mistake that your voices are raised for no one, no one else, but Sir William 
Wentworth!” 



 

 

Charlie’s hands lifted toward the sky and the crowd went wild, cheering and cheering after 
him as he ran back to stand beside his Master. 

“Thank you, Charlie,” William said calmly, almost distantly, as he said everything. “That 
was very kind.” 

“You suck-up.” Ben shook his head. “What a bunch of bullshit.” 
The three boys ran out of the way as the trumpets called. Goliath reared, but William kept 

his composure. 
Mathew closed his eyes and his father’s voice rang through his mind. “Yes, Mathew, my boy, 

the knights ride at each other with a lance and shield along the right-hand side of the dividing bar.” 
Mathew watched with excitement as William rode fast toward his opponent and, as 

Mathew blinked, he remembered that voice again. “Competitions keep the knights well-trained and 
out of trouble.”  

Goliath dug into the ground, galloping fast, and sending dirt flying after him. William 
steadied his lance, keeping his elbow bent. 

“Three lances can be used, Mathew. Once the three lances have shattered the jousting match is over.” 
With every blink a different picture formed. 
Eyes open. William’s lance smashed into his opponent’s chest, his horse bolting as 

shattered wood chips came down upon it. 
One lance to none. 
Eyes closed. His father was full of excitement, as if he was watching this very joust, standing beside 

him. “You receive one point for breaking your lance on your opponent’s chest, two for breaking your lance on 
his helmet, and three for knocking your opponent off his horse. And if you unhorse your opponent that ends 
the match.” 

Eyes open. Ben rushed over to William, handing him the next lance. 
Eyes closed. “If you do not break your lance, it is a glancing blow. It will not win you points.”  
Eyes open. William charged toward his opponent. The sound of steel and screams from 

the crowd, the pounding of hooves and his own heartbeat filled Mathew’s ears. Leaving 
behind the splinters of a broken lance, William rode back with two lances to none. 

“I can’t see,” a young Mathew pulled on his father’s sleeve. Smiling, his father picked him up and set him 
on his shoulders. 

“Better?” his father had asked. 
Ben passed William the last lance. 
“You could’ve ended this by knocking him off his horse,” Ben muttered, clearly still bitter 

about the thought of Charlie succeeding with his dreams before him. 
“I would not humiliate him unless I had no other choice,” William said, taking the lance.  
A young Mathew watched, fixated, as two knights smashed their lances into each other. “How do you 

become a knight?”  
“You have to be trained and then knighted. It is much work and many who try are not lucky enough to 

achieve the honour or qualify for the code knights live by.” 
“It looks fun!” 
“Fun to watch, but it is very dangerous,” his father cautioned him. 
Mathew sought to shake away this current state of mind. What was wrong with him? Why 

was this match triggering memories he did not wish to see? 
“Are you all right?” Charlie and Mathew’s father asked him at the same time, but it was 

Charlie who put a hand on his shoulder. 
“Yes, Charlie,” Mathew lied. 
“You’ve grown pale...” 



 

 

“That speech: all for a certain lady?” Mathew asked, quickly changing the course of the 
conversation, and Charlie turned away, hiding a string of blushes. “That’s what I thought,” 
he answered his own question. 

William rode toward them and Charlie jumped on the opportunity for a new distraction. 
“Well done, sir,” Charlie congratulated him, stepping away from Mathew. 

“Thank you, Charlie. I think it was the speech.” William chuckled and Charlie shifted back 
to Mathew’s side, defeated. 

“What happened?” Mathew whispered to Charlie. His daydreaming had made him miss 
the last of the match.  

“Three lances to one.” Charlie couldn’t hide the concern he had for his friend. “Did you 
not see?” 

“I was distracted.” Mathew admitted, hoping Charlie would leave the subject alone as they 
walked out of the arena. William trotted ahead of them. 

Charlie stopped and Ben narrowed his eyes at him. “What is it?” he asked, but they all 
turned as a voice came from behind them. 

“Hello,” she said, bowing her head, her blonde hair shielding her face. 
“How do you do?” Mathew said, since Charlie had fallen speechless, and Ben bowed while 

grinning from ear to ear. “We must be going...” Mathew motioned for Ben to follow him so 
Charlie wouldn’t have to worry about anyone seeing the –– what seemed to be –– permanent 
blush on his face. Ben, however, straightened up, and went to say something snotty. But 
Mathew took hold of his arm, jolting the indifferent words from his mouth, and forced them 
both on their way. 

“I can’t believe we’re leaving,” Ben complained, trying to rip himself from Mathew’s 
grasp. “I want to know what she says!” 

“Me, too,” Mathew admitted regretfully, letting temptation get the better of him. “Fine, 
let’s find out...” Pulling Ben to the side, he ordered, “This way,” and they walked far enough 
away that Charlie might think they’d really left. Backtracking, they hid at the side of a building 
close enough to hear bits of what Charlie managed to say. 

“This is awesome!” Ben’s excitement was close to getting the better of him, having trouble 
containing himself as they knelt side by side. 

“I can’t hear when you’re talking,” Mathew informed him, his voice stern. He was an 
expert spy once upon a time, and even though this situation didn’t compare to those of his 
past, it still brought back memories he’d spent these years working for William trying to 
push away. He needed to concentrate if this operation was going to be a success. 

“What is she saying? Does he know her name?” Ben disregarded Mathew’s words, trying 
to look over Mathew to see the couple. “Has he said anything I can hold against him later?” 

“Shut up, I am trying to listen.” Mathew closed his eyes, straining to hear past his target’s 
background noise. 

“Sorry,” Ben mumbled unapologetically. 
“She said she loved his speech,” Mathew told Ben. 
“Come on, that was such bullshit,” Ben disapproved. “Leave it to a woman to not detect 

the difference between bullshit and what he’s really trying to say, and that’s, ‘honey, how 
about we ––’”  

“Shut up, Ben. I missed what he said.” Mathew fought to listen closely, wondering how 
he was going to hear them if the boy beside him sent himself into another whispering frenzy. 
“She said she agrees with him. There’s something greater than anything else in life: love.” 

“Okay, now you’re going to make me vomit.” 



 

 

Mathew couldn’t help but grin at Ben’s discomfort. “Okay. She said something else, but 
I missed it... He just said he has never been in the presence of anyone as beautiful as her.” 

“What? Let me see!” Ben hurried with trying to push past Mathew. 
“Stop,” Mathew gave the command, pushing Ben back down, waiting until he sat 

relatively still before focusing back on Charlie and the girl with the kind violet eyes. “She 
just said something else, and he said that he’d love to.” 

“What did she ask? What did she ask?!” 
“I don’t know! You won’t stop talking!” 
“What did she ask?!” 
“Ben, shut up,” Mathew demanded, but knew that Ben would soon be past listening. “He 

just said something else and she said her name is...” 
“Is what?” 
“Lilly. Her name is Lilly.” 
“Wow...” Ben paused, dreamily. “That’s a nice name. I can picture Charlie with a Lilly.” 
Mathew nodded. “She just told him to meet her somewhere.” 
“Where? Where?” 
“Ben, shut up I can’t hear!” Mathew barked impatiently. “He told her he will!” 
“Charlie’s got a girl before me?” Ben said to himself. “I don’t know if I can live with that.” 
“She’s leaving, but Charlie’s still standing there.” 
“Maybe she told him she was just kidding,” Ben joked. 
“Ben, shut up!” Mathew watched Charlie as he turned around. “He looks triumphant!” 
“What?” Ben asked, outraged. “Let me see.” 
“Ben, stop, he’s looking!” 
“I want to see!” Ben hissed and as Ben tried to push past Mathew and as Mathew tried to 

push Ben back, the two boys fell out of their perfect hiding spot and into Charlie’s line of 
vision. 

“Damn it...” Mathew whispered, making a mental note never to spy with an amateur ever 
again. 

“Stay still,” Ben told Mathew, watching Charlie walk toward them. “Maybe if we don’t 
move, he won’t be able to see us.” 

Mathew gave a long sigh. “I don’t think that will work.” 
“Maybe he won’t recognize us...” Ben offered. 
“You mean ––” Charlie clearly pitied them. “I won’t notice you as you’re lying side by 

side in the middle of the street?” 
“We’re sorry, Charlie,” Mathew said as Ben punched him. 
“I had a feeling I was being watched.” Charlie stood in front of them. “Did you hear 

everything, then?” 
Ben and Mathew looked at each other and then nodded. “Sorry,” they said together. 
“Wonderful, then you know I have a date tonight and the two of you do not,” Charlie 

boasted. He turned and walked away, leaving Ben and Mathew on the ground, covered with 
dust and dirt from the dry road. 

“I hate him right now,” Ben said, overwhelmed by the day they’d had. 
Mathew nodded. 



 

Chapter Twenty-Seven 
Not Alone 

 

 
They were up late, waiting for Charlie to come back, falling asleep in the process, and when 
morning came Mathew and Ben knew how much trouble they were in. They looked at each 
other before fumbling out of the tent, landing at Charlie’s feet.  

“Just getting in?” Ben asked crookedly, thinking Charlie was in greater trouble than they 
were. 

William came up to stand behind him, fully armoured. “Charlie’s been working all 
morning, despite his late night.” And ignoring Charlie’s fidgeting, he said: “More than I can 
say for the two of you.”  

The two boys mumbled their “I’m sorry” and “Good morning,” flinching under this new 
hatred they found in themselves for their own disappointment for disappointing William.  

“I’ll have you collect Goliath and my shield, please, and we’ll make our way to the arena. 
We were expected there some time ago. I’d say that they’re probably wondering if I found 
myself frightened of my opponent and rode away.” 

All three boys protested that such thinking would never be possible. But it was Charlie’s 
voice that overrode the rest when he declared, “I can do all that for you, sir. Leave Goliath 
to me.” 

Ben held his breath, cringing, and Mathew knew why. Ben was Goliath’s personal groom. 
He was the only one besides William who could handle him well. 

“Not at all, Charlie, you’ve done more than your share this morning,” was William’s 
response. “Give the morning’s riffraff a chance to redeem themselves.” 

There was no hesitation. Ben jumped to his feet and rushed to where Goliath was being 
held, and Mathew ran after him, asking him what he wanted him to do. But Ben told him to 
shut his mouth, their sharp pace and unsteady voices would unsettle the horse. William 
didn’t follow, but Charlie did, his arms crossed as he watched them struggle to hurry. Since 
Goliath was temperamental, he wasn’t making it easy on Ben who was trying to accomplish 
the work of three grooms at once, refusing help continually. 

A strap broke and the saddle started sliding out of place and underneath the horse. Charlie 
stepped in to reposition the saddle as Mathew held tight to the once-flapping strap, 
tightening it back into its proper place. 

Ben raised his eyebrows and smirked when Goliath tried to bite them. But since the horse 
was otherwise uncaring, Ben decided to let Charlie and Mathew assist him, saying, “So, 
Charlie, how was your night?” 

“Better than your morning, Ben,” said Charlie, and he said nothing further, much to Ben’s 
annoyance. William reappeared and took hold of Goliath’s reins before mounting, and they 
followed the trotting stallion and his rider toward the lists. 

“So what’s she like?” Running didn’t hinder Ben’s questioning ability. The horse had a 
solid reputation for being vicious at unexpected moments, and the usually crowded paths 
cleared to make way for the stallion. But the hammering of blacksmiths and the rich smell 
of cooked meats for sale reminded them that they could still be overheard and, particularly, 
overheard by William, not that Ben seemed to care. 



 

 

“I don’t see how intimate details are any of your business,” Charlie said simply, caring 
enough about the privacy of their situation enough for all of them. 

“There are intimate details!” Ben’s eyes lit up, but when his best friend wasn’t moved, he 
pleaded, “Come on, Charlie.” 

“I hardly think you asking me of such things is appropriate, Benjamin.” 
“Who created the standards for what is appropriate, for what is anything? Can you point 

him out?” was Mathew’s way of pleading along with Ben. “But if we very well create the 
standards on what we feel is appropriate within ourselves, then it is very appropriate to tell 
us.” 

“By your words, it is only if I myself find it appropriate,” Charlie said, watching the rider 
ahead of them, probably wondering if William ever regretted the company he’d chosen. 
“Tough luck, mates. I bid you find your own fair ladies. You will not be hearing about mine.” 

“I thought we were friends,” Ben complained, disregarding the horribly large rats lounging 
at the sides of buildings and sheltered corners of the streets. “You’re supposed to tell your 
friends the important stuff.” 

“The secrets she entrusts me with are considered for my ears and eyes alone.” 
“That’s not true because I’m looking at her right now.” 
Charlie’s Lilly, dressed plainly in dark brown, was a gem within the crowd, staring at them 

and blushing away when Charlie caught her eye, her blonde hair shielding her face like a veil 
as she sat in the stands. 

Charlie’s happiness was apparent in his tranquil grin. “I can guarantee that you will never 
see her like I do.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 
William had turned Goliath and was waiting for them to catch up. His pressing stare made 

them drop the subject and quicken their pace. William extended his hand for his lance and 
looked at Ben and Mathew, expectantly. 

“The shield ––” Ben’s red cloak of fury was barely contained, asking Mathew, “Where is 
it?” 

They were far from late. There was no time to fix this mistake and Mathew held his breath, 
trying to think of something fast. 

“We must have left it.” William sighed, his ease in the situation making them cringe. The 
match was about to start. Disregarding all their other actions lately, this was the most 
disappointing of all, and they were disappointed in themselves for disappointing William, 
yet again. No, Mathew decided, facing such limited hope, there has to be a way... 

“I will run and get it for you!” Mathew turned, already well underway. 
“How are we supposed to delay the match, you idiot?” Ben yelled after him, but then he 

and William both looked at Charlie. They were positively in need of him, and Charlie let 
loose the first ungentlemanly smirk he’d ever worn before gracing the crowd with his most 
charming introduction yet, praying it would be enough. They all hoped it would be enough 
to give Mathew the time he needed. 

He dodged people and horses as he went, running past shouts and screams for him to 
watch where he was going. When he reached the tent, he flung himself in, looking frantically 
around with one horrifying thought in his mind. What if I don’t make it on time? Would William 
ever forgive him? Would he ever forgive himself? But then there it was, leaning against the 
side of the tent. Mathew lunged for it, threw it over his back and dashed out of the tent. The 
weight of the shield crashed down on him, but he kept moving forward. 

Turning a corner, he was on the ground before he could realize what had happened. The 
shield had flown ahead of him. 



 

 

“Where you going so fast?” 
Mathew rolled onto his back to see who had tripped him. A gang of boys similar in age 

to himself gave him his verdict: he was in serious trouble. 
The squire he had wrongly punched was among them, this being his opportunity for 

revenge. 
“He asked you a question,” a lackey persisted behind his leader. The squire, too, was an 

obvious follower in the herd of seven. 
“I can answer that one for you, Frank,” said another lackey to his leader. “He was carrying 

a shield. He was off to the match.” 
“Sorry if you don’t make it.” Frank, the gang leader, seemed sincere enough. “You see, 

you humiliated one of my friends here.” The squire stepped forward. “Yes, you remember 
Joe,” Frank continued. “I think it’s time we showed you the same decorum.” 

They were taller and heavier than Mathew, and because Mathew was now a retired villain 
and not currently an ultimate one, he wasn’t in the supreme physical condition he had once 
been in. He was weakened, not that he could have taken on seven guys alone even if he 
wasn’t. 

“You don’t believe in fair fights?” Mathew questioned them. 
“Not for scum like you,” Frank clarified. 
“I see,” Mathew said, searching for an escape. If he fought them all he would be late for 

the match (if he was able to get there at all after taking all of them on). He had to somehow 
get back to the shield and outrun them... 

“Tell me, Mr.?” 
“You can call me Mathew if you’d like.” 
“Thank you,” Frank continued. “Tell me, Mathew, do you know how much pain a man 

is in when his hand’s cut off?” 
“I can’t say I have ever experienced it, no,” Mathew answered. 
“Then you can tell me after I cut off both your hands,” Frank said and they started toward 

him. 
Could a random act of violence really end with his downfall? 
Mathew shrugged while he lay on the ground before forcing his body into a backward 

somersault. As fast and swift as he was, he could hear the gang laughing as he ran to the 
shield. 

Mathew threw it over his back and steadied himself. Isabel’s smile was held tightly in his 
mind, and he knew he had to get through this. He had to get this shield to William and he 
had to get home to that smile. 

“You have nowhere to run,” Frank spoke the truth as he watched Mathew like a cat to a 
wounded bird, and he was right. There was nowhere to run. 

And yet... 
Mathew dashed toward the row of houses. He could hear them laughing behind him. 

“Going to hide, little bird?” Frank decided the answer to his prey’s actions. 
Aware that they were running after him, Mathew flung himself up, taking hold of the roof 

of the house. The weight of the shield was excruciating, and he struggled to hang on. 
“Grab his feet!” Joe yelled to one of his friends as he tried to grab one of Mathew’s flailing 

legs. Mathew smiled as the boy screamed in pain, and he flung himself on top of the roof. 
He quickly glanced down at the cursing boy. 

“Apologies,” Mathew said without meaning it, realizing he’d kicked him in the face. 
Stopping on the roof, relief almost knocked him backward, seeing that the row of houses 
seemed to march right to where the jousting match was being held. 



 

 

He started at a run, jumping the spaces between the houses with ease, ducking 
occasionally when his hunters decided to throw rocks at him. 

Glancing back, he took comfort knowing that he was outrunning the wolves. 
When Mathew came to the last roof, he jumped down with skill enough, stumbling slightly 

before he caught his balance and continued forward. He looked behind him, a bemused 
smirk lighting his face as his attackers stopped the chase when he ran into the jousting arena. 

He could hear them cursing after him. 
“Where have you been?” Ben hissed, ripping the shield from Mathew’s shoulders and 

handing it to William. 
“Running on rooftops, Mathew,” William said, taking the shield from Ben. “Committed 

when I thought you didn’t care.” 
Mathew panted, disregarding William’s sense of humour, trying to catch his breath. 

Charlie was still wooing the enraptured crowd, and Mathew began to breathe easily. 
He’d made it in time. 
“Rooftops? A new trend you want to talk about?” Ben mocked him. Charlie finished his 

speech, and the crowd went into a blast of cheers and began chanting Charlie’s name as he 
ran back to his group. 

But the trumpets didn’t sound. 
“Why haven’t they started yet?” Ben whispered. 
“Do you think he plans those speeches?” Mathew asked. 
“Don’t change the subject, trendy,” Ben ordered and demanded an explanation for 

Mathew’s actions. 
Mathew told him everything. 
Charlie walked in on the conversation as it began to see its end. “No one is allowed to go 

out on their own while we’re here,” Charlie declared.  
Ben said nothing, but turned and went to William. 
Mathew agreed with Charlie –– it would be safest to travel in a group –– before looking 

at William. His expression had become agitated, and Ben’s fury had tripled. He was shouting 
that there had to be another way and that it wasn’t fair, before William finally silenced him 
and Ben rushed away to the stewards. 

“What’s going on?” Mathew wondered aloud, but Charlie didn’t have an answer for him. 
William rode toward them and dismounted. 
“Sir...” Charlie and Mathew said at once, but the sounds of the forfeit were already in the 

air, and William had already tossed Mathew onto the horse. 
“But no one else can ride him...” Mathew said, before he let loose his long line of protests 

concerning William’s sudden forfeit, and the guilt he felt concerning William’s sudden 
forfeit. Goliath began to strike out violently, seeming to agree that this was all Mathew’s 
fault. 

Ben came back beside them, horrified to see Mathew on Goliath, livid to see him doing 
what he’d never done before. “I hate you, Mathew. We’re out of the running now, you idiot!” 

“Come now, Benjamin.” Charlie sought to calm him. 
As they exited the ring, Mathew silently pointed out to William his attackers, who were 

waiting outside the arena for him. They would not dare attack with William around. 
“He’s riding my horse...” Ben complained under his breath to Charlie before complaining 

more fiercely to William. “I’ve been your squire for how long, sir? How long? Never have I 
had to do something so dishonouring. Mathew should be whipped! Lowly damn page...” 



 

 

“Those are John’s boys,” William informed them, and Ben’s eyes widened. “I don’t whip 
my charges, as you know, Ben, with that mouth of yours. I get them home before they’re 
killed.” 

Mathew swallowed. He could feel the stallion’s frustration beneath him. He clearly did 
not like this new rider. But the horse listened because it was clear to them all that if they 
wanted to get home in one piece, they would have to stick close together for the rest of the 
trip. 

“Just when I had someone I wanted to spend time with...” Charlie looked behind him, 
knowing that somewhere within the confused stands was his very own Lilly blossom. 



 

Chapter Twenty-Eight 
Warnings 

 

 

“Stable boys are easy enough to get rid of.” 
“You will find there will be little option in the end.” 
Isabel walked her night-lit stage, crossing the shadowed lawn to the Pendent’s well. Pulling 

the rope to let down the wooden bucket, she pulled it up again, and let a drink of water 
soothe her sleeplessness. 

Mary was hours lost in dreams of life with Edward, as Isabel should have been lost in 
dreams of life with Mathew. 

“Stable boys are easy enough to get rid of.” 
“Fuck.” 
“What I wouldn’t give to remove your throat and send you back a woman.” 
Startled or not, Isabel didn’t turn around as she said: “It’s not my throat that makes me 

what I am.” 
“Your heart, then? I wonder if you have one.” 
“Be gone, sir, away from me.” She gripped the side of the well. “Tomorrow I shall be 

gone, away from you.” 
“You dare dismiss me in my own home?” 
Her hands flew from the well, following her feet –– following the same surge of emotion 

that had sworn so vilely. “I’ve had enough of men’s manners tonight.” 
Mr. Pendent pushed her against the side of the house, his arm raised to crush her throat, 

just as he promised. 
“I cherish your daughter, sir.” Isabel trembled not. “But if you do not remove yourself 

from me, I shall scream until your ears bleed. And your silent wife shall hear, and your four 
good sons, and your daughter, Mary, and they all shall know who you hold in your hands, 
villain.” 

“If only this world was older... And I was younger...” 
Isabel turned her head away as he attempted to lean in toward her. “Touch me with your 

lips and I shall scream more than promised. You have no time, sir. You, who threatened my 
throat, should know I can’t stay silent.” 

Mr. Pendent released her. “Then go, and if you ever return I shall take it as consent. And 
the night shall run red, with my grip on your throat, as it will in the heat, with flesh upon 
flesh, with your sighs in the naked dark and my words, calling you a whore.” 

His words and what she thought then, William, why? Why did you let me come here? And what 
she thought now: How could you let me come here, Mathew? The carriage pulling away, it was 
drawn by two red horses, their chestnut coats aflame. The dark carriage rocked lightly as 
they crossed the countryside.  

She knew that leaving early would offend Mary, and her dear friend wanted her to stay 
longer. Mary wanted her to spend her days going to town with her and Edward. But Isabel 
couldn’t wait to be off in her carriage, off home, away from this loneliness. 

Isabel opened a little wooden box where garden-grown strawberries used to lie. She 
wished she was back in the strawberry patch, hiding. This time she wouldn’t let anyone find 



 

 

her. What she wouldn’t give for a taste of those garden-grown strawberries now. Isabel 
closed her eyes as that thought called to her, enduring this long journey home. 

What might she say to herself now, to her mirror image, sitting in the garden? 
William had told her that if she thought it right to speak, she had better stay silent. William 

didn’t have to worry. She had no wish to speak now. She didn’t wish to cry, truly, but the 
tears came anyway.  

This time, our heroine was hardly able to save herself. 



 

Chapter Twenty-Nine 
Who She Is to Him 

 

 

Sir John’s threats lingered in the back of Isabel’s mind just as her image lingered in the back 
of his. Sitting in his study, a drink in hand, his back pressed against his chair, he admired her 
image among his memories. Everything was as he wanted it, and everything he wanted could 
be obtained, but her great reluctance wasn’t something he had anticipated in this game he’d 
decided they play. 

“Who does she think she is?” He thought aloud, ripping through his memory of her. “Not 
that she has a choice in the matter.” 

“Sir, can I get you anything?” A young servant bowed. 
Sir John set his cold and controlling eyes on him. “Leave me in peace.” 
He trusted William to do what was best for everyone. He, as well, was without a choice 

in the matter. Friend or no friend, if William didn’t do as instructed, he would not live to 
see his next sunrise. The girl would belong to him. Sir John could feel the heat stirring within 
him. Soon he would have her. 

“Sir?” 
“What!” Sir John whipped around to see what new presence was keeping him from his 

plot. 
“I am sorry, sir, forgive me,” the young boy mumbled fearfully, “but there has been a 

report of four more robberies.” 
“I hired your Master to stop this madness,” Sir John hissed. 
“He says it is impossible...” Timidly, he stepped back. “He said they’re like ghosts!” 
“This is my dukedom.” Sir John’s impatience flared. “If your Master can’t catch these 

ghosts then it will be his head!” 
“I am sorry, sir. I will tell him, sir.” 
“I should have never fired James. He was good at this sort of thing,” was Sir John’s 

annoyance voiced. To be honest, his situation wasn’t perfect. His towns’ stores were being 
robbed daily, costing him a fortune. The object he was in the market to acquire needed 
further persuasion. But he needn’t worry. There wasn’t anything for him to worry about. 
“Except the ghosts. What to do about them?” He stood, drifting over to a covered portrait 
on the wall. Pulling away the drape, a familiar woman stared down at him. A woman he 
could never have caught, but her daughter was his for the taking. And as if he was talking to 
his desire’s solid form instead of an old, dusty painting, he said: “Now, my little pet, you 
don’t want to disappoint your great uncle, do you?” 



 

Chapter Thirty 
Who She Is to Them 

 

 
It was two days after Isabel arrived home that she saw riders coming down the road. Two 
days: what were those two days like with her mind covered with the threats others had made 
her? How would Mathew react to her being proposed to, by two different men? And 
William: she wondered how intense her fear was to see William, with John’s threats, a cloud, 
hauntingly overhead. She’d missed her family terribly. Regardless of the pain she was now 
in, she knew she was lucky. William always tried, unless ruled otherwise by the king’s 
command, to compete in tournaments within the dukedom itself, so that his journey time, 
and that of his two squires and his single page’s, was kept to a minimum. They’d be home 
soon. She had continually held on to that thought. 

Until it became a reality. 
Mathew jumped from the cart, his arms up like the wings of a crow as William and Ben 

dismounted the horses they were riding. Isabel’s feet carried her before her mind had a 
chance to tell her to slow down. With one arm still at his side, Mathew’s other arm braced 
her against his chest. His eyes were like black swords, closing, as he let himself appear to be 
falling into her arms. His controlled, darkened stance was defeated by her presence –– 
defeated by the beginning of their end. 

“Welcome home, Mathew,” Isabel fought through her breathlessness. 
A hand came up, nails digging into Mathew’s shoulder, as it pushed the two apart. “You’re 

in my way,” Ben said rudely, walking the path he’d created between them. “Is my assistance 
required, sir, or can I tend to my acorns?” 

“Ben...” Isabel’s voice was soft as she wrapped her arms around his neck, breathing in his 
red cloak of wrath, the familiarity soothing her soul. He remained tense, relaxing only as he 
gently freed himself from her grasp.  

“Inappropriate as always, Miss Isabel,” were his words before he began to walk away. 
“William ––” the impatience and pressing urgency of her voice drew out everyone’s 

attention and Ben stopped. “I must speak with you.” 
William set himself toward the house. “Come then.” 
“Like hell she will!” Ben turned with his fiery cloak burning all the more brightly. 

Whatever she had to say, he’d have her say it now before them all. 
“Benjamin,” Charlie said sternly, but he was also looking at Isabel with the utmost 

concern as he remained upon his horse. 
Isabel couldn’t bear to look at Mathew. Would staying with him put him in danger? These 

saddened eyes... These thorns and chains dragging from her wrists... What would it mean to 
give him up? 

“You will find there will be little option in the end.” 
William didn’t pause. “Come, child.” 
It was Isabel who hesitated, watching as Charlie dismounted his horse with envious grace. 

“I apologize for our lateness, Mourning Dove, particularly when something has obviously 
caused you pain.” 



 

 

She went to follow William, catching sight of Mathew’s unreadable stance. His hands were 
clasped behind his back, the shadow of a pressing anticipation about him, as if he could step 
into the darkest night and disappear. 

When Isabel reached the house, William was waiting for her in his study. He was pouring 
himself a goblet of something that she didn’t care for the harsh taste of, and set himself 
down on a well-crafted wooden chair.  

“Your time with the Pendents: did you present yourself well?” was his first question, 
though he only seemed vaguely interested. 

“Not particularly,” Isabel admitted, “but you’re not really interested in that, are you?” 
His expression informed her he wasn’t. “What’s troubling you?” 
“I’ve been given an offer of marriage.” 
William was clearly horrified. 
“By one Jacob Churchill and one Sir John Scotch.” 
“That’s two offers.” 
“I wasn’t sure if I was going to mention the first.” 
“Even from me you would keep that secret locked away within you?”  
“Are you really going to lecture me about the hardships of secrets, William?” Isabel tried 

to keep herself free of passion. But the gossip she was running with William away from crept 
through her like the blood in her veins, and she was angry. 

“What did you say to them?” 
“I refused.” 
William got to his feet. Coming to her side, he gave her a small, but sweet smile. Brushing 

back her hair with one hand, he gave her chin a small bump with the other, passing her by. 
Pausing at the door, he said: “I missed you, my Isabel.” 

“I believe you, my William.” But she couldn’t help herself. She took hold of his arm, one 
of the same arms that used to hold her so strongly when she was a little girl. The same arms 
she believed could do anything. The same arms she believed would shield her through 
everything. “Should I have said yes? Am I a fool, William?” 

She wasn’t a fool. She knew he was hiding real worry within his vacant expression, and 
when she let his arm fall and he walked away, Isabel felt the beginning of their end. Starting 
out of the room, she looked back once. She didn’t realize Mathew was beneath the open 
window with his arms crossed, his eyes closed as he listened and his eyes opening with a 
newly darkened blaze. 

 

 
 

Mathew took off without explanation, but Ben’s thoughts were for Isabel. He wondered 
how severe things had become. And because she was their everything –– her happiness their 
everything –– he wondered how severe things had become for them all.  

Ben watched Charlie tuck the drawing he had of Lilly away in his pocket. “She’s lucky to 
have found a gentleman like you,” he said, wondering how Charlie had gotten such a thing. 

Charlie hesitated and then began to unhook the cart horses since he’d already unsaddled 
the one he was riding. “I wish I were. She deserves a gentleman: someone who can give her 
castles and riches, like the heroes in my tales to Isabel. A life with me: her yellow hair loose 



 

 

and dancing behind her as she sits in a grassy field, lambs and foals and butterflies about her 
as she waits for me to ride home from tournament or war ––” 

“So we’re knights in this daydream?” Ben cut in, frowning at the way Charlie was speaking. 
“Working hard, giving up too much, suffering needless suffering ––” 
What was he talking about? “You’d never let that happen, Charlie. And she looks like the 

kind of girl who would hit you if you didn’t let her pull her own weight. Sitting in grassy 
fields with lambs and foals and butterflies is a thought she’d probably rejoice in.” 

“And then what if I’m like him?” 
“Who?” 
“What if I hit her and beat my son and do everything ––” 
“You’ve got kids in this dream?” But he knew what he was talking about.  
“–– a man isn’t supposed to do,” Charlie finished. 
What could he say to him? He’d seen him and Lilly under the star filled sky promising 

things to each other that Ben didn’t need to hear along with promising they’d write each 
other. He’d been shocked the girl knew how to write, but Charlie wasn’t. Maybe she was a 
little like their Isabel after all... “Could you ever strike Isabel?” 

“Excuse me?” 
“Do you ever want to just punch her?” 
“Of course not.” 
“Really? Even when she’s being annoying ––” 
“Ben, if you ––” 
“Charlie, Lilly will be your Isabel. Just love her like you love her. Trust yourself a little 

more. You’re not your father.” 
“I ––” 
“You don’t have to pretend to be a gentleman.” Ben pulled Goliath’s saddle off and 

started toward the tack room, hoping that Charlie would no longer think of throwing his 
Lilly’s picture away. “You are a gentleman.”  

Unlike me... Ben thought, glancing back at the house where Isabel was surely discussing 
whatever was hammering down on her shoulders. He didn’t know what she was planning, 
but he knew that no matter what it was, they’d be there to protect her. She’d never have to 
worry about that. 



 

Chapter Thirty-One 
Warnings Gone 

 

 

Isabel crossed the room for what felt like the thousandth time. The moonlight poured in 
through her curtains, but regardless, the darkness still felt vast. William hadn’t given her any 
answers. He hadn’t told her what to do, or made it go away with a single action or a single 
word. He’d left it to her, even with fear courting both of them. What was Sir John going to 
do? Did William already know?  

Escape: the word at first taste was quenching and all the more soothing as she started 
down from her balcony, her hands working tirelessly to keep her from slipping. Escape: but 
to where? Where was she planning to go? To Charlie... Would he understand if she appeared 
at his door? Would he expect it? 

“Isabel,” he whispered her name, standing behind her right shoulder. 
She turned around to see nothing but silent darkness.  
“Isabel...” he whispered her name, standing behind her left shoulder. But this time when 

she turned, Mathew remained. They stood a moment, taking in each other’s sadness before 
he braced her back against his chest and stepped back, taking them both into the shadows, 
his own back against the house, holding her still, as if the night could keep them together. 
Holding her still, because what if this was for the last time? 

You know, don’t you? Isabel wondered. Maybe you knew all along what was really at stake... Would 
you really go so far to have me? She tried to shift out of his arms, but he had made it impossible. 
Would I really go so far to have you? 

“How did we get to this moment?” Isabel asked him, her hands steady as they fell against 
his own. He didn’t need to speak. Long ago words, belonging to him, spoken with such 
surety, were made for them now. “I would risk everything in this world just to hold your hand.” 

Mathew held her all the more firmly. 
This right here, she thought regardless of her uncertainty and his frustration, this is my decision. 

I choose whatever will come from this moment. I will stay by his side until the very end. 
“Were you waiting for me?” she questioned him now, in a drastically different tone. 
Caught in his dark sensations within the night that gave them sanctuary from the life that 

rejected them, he responded, “Were you waiting for me?” 
There was change in the atmosphere, and they both familiarized the scent of it as their 

fingers entwined. “Come on,” Isabel gleefully whispered, taking off at a run. Through the 
field they raced until their bodies trembled under the valiant moon. They fell to the soft crop 
of the field, breathing deeply, and Isabel quivered as Mathew brushed his hand over the 
smooth curves of the side of her face. 

He was the night. He was the sensational night. When Isabel thought of their love, she 
didn’t see butterflies or winged doves. She saw shadows looming on Mathew’s face, his eyes 
repeating every gasp as it echoed in the dimness until her head spun with elation. 

He was the night: the sensational night. 
“Stable boys are easy enough to get rid of.” 
Her purple dress flared out around her as she lay beside him. A wolf howled somewhere 

in the distance before he said: “I want to marry you.” 



 

 

Loving him so much was now the worst thing she had done to him, becoming her darkest 
desire and her darkest sin. His saying that, both of them knowing it could never be, meant 
he knew. He knew –– his fingers entangled in her hair –– that everything was close to ending. 
“I’ve already said yes.” But his expression told her that wasn’t enough. To marry? She thought. 
We are merry. The action couldn’t be any more than what we are now, than who we were then, that day, 
when I told you I loved you. 

“I want...” 
“Yes?” 
“I want the priest and the white dress,” and the words he never said, but they both knew 

were there: all the things those other guys could give to you. “I want to give you everything my 
selfishness keeps from you by keeping you. I can give you nothing.” 

“When we already have everything?” 
“Like a devil he’s marked you, and he’s not going to stop.” His voice was distant, but 

somewhere within it, it still held the silhouette of their past kisses, like a torment. “Are you 
prepared for that?” 

What if this was the last night they spent together? What if this moment was all that was 
left out of nothing and everything? 

“Would a purple dress do?” 
“What?” 
“Marriage is still marriage if only we know about it ––” 
“Isabel...” 
“Why not?” She got to her feet, determined now against all the odds. Would this moment 

matter in the end? Would this action? Maybe not. But still... “The moon can be our priest.” 
Though, to complete the moment, she wished she was wearing a white dress. “It won’t make 
any difference to devils who our priest is.” 

“Isabel...” 
What if this was all that was left out of nothing and everything? This moment... Her purple 

dress would have to do. 
“And the moon said ––” Isabel steadied herself because her hands were forever his to 

take, he had to know that. “Welcome loved ones and distant wolves, we are gathered here today to 
celebrate the love between Mathew and Isabel ––” 

“Isabel...” He wondered if she was taking him seriously. He was mistaken, of course. She 
was never more serious about anything in her entire life. 

“Quiet, Mathew, our priest is talking.” She voiced for the priest: “And in the eyes of God they 
dedicate themselves to each other, and promise to handle each other’s hearts with care.” 

“Isabel, the moon can’t be a priest.” 
“Why not? It’s more God-like than any man. What does it matter if I vow my love for 

you here, hidden within the moonlight, then vowing myself to you within a stuffy room, 
before a man who doesn’t agree with what we’re doing, and having to run away afterward? 
We’re going to have to fight either way. They’ll come after us. I don’t know what, but 
something will. At least here we can have a wedding day that’s real to us, one that we’re not 
running to or from.” Her point made, she continued, “Now for the vows.” Isabel took 
Mathew’s hands in hers. “I’ve never wished for anything different. How could I? I’m talking 
about you, after all. When I know that even in my most vulnerable state you won’t betray 
me. In this life and the next, I trust you with my heart. I vow everything that comes with 
that to you.” 

“My beloved...” His hands met her face, his fingers in her hair. 
“Now your vow, Mathew.” 



 

 

“Isabel ––” 
“Come on, Mathew. Just pretend I’m in a white dress.” 
“I was going to say my vow.” 
“Oh, sorry ––” Isabel blushed. “Continue.” 
“My beloved.” She was flowing. To him she was like light, delicate strokes of a quill, 

spectacular upon her page, dazzling in elegance and grace beyond the eye’s gaze and what 
we think we understand. She was tearing up with joy and his world rejoiced in her happy 
tears. His world, his mind, his own breath found peace, comfort in her happiness. She 
moved him, marvelling him like she’d always done. “Consider myself yours to have, forever 
at your command.” 

He leaned in to kiss her. 
“No, not yet, Mathew,” Isabel said, turning her face away from his. “You have to wait for 

the priest’s permission.” 
“Permission?” 
“Wait,” Isabel demanded when he wasn’t about to listen. She continued to voice for their 

priest: “Do you take Isabel to be your wife?” 
“Perhaps we’re rushing into things?” Mathew teased her. 
“Mathew!” 
“I suppose it is a big decision...” 
“Mathew!” 
“Of course I take you to be my wife.” How could she ever doubt him? 
Voicing for their priest, she asked herself: “Isabel, do you take Mathew to be your husband?” 

And then answered with: “I do.” 
“Can I kiss you now?” Mathew whispered. 
“Wait,” Isabel ordered, taking a restraining breath as he was very hard to resist. “You shall 

now take your first kiss as Mr. and Mrs. Black. You may now kiss the bride.” 
“Finally.” And he leaned in to kiss her. She knew his hands were skilled enough to keep 

her, skilled enough to light fires in the pools of her body’s ashes, and skilled enough to 
control the flames. She knew it was him she wanted to be gentle with her. She knew it was 
him she wanted to be rough. 

They were sure. They had to be sure. 
“I love you, Mathew,” Isabel breathed out, the moon-priest looking down at them with 

its big silver smile. 
This right here: this is my decision, she thought, with her brow on his brow, before their bodies 

began to tie. I choose whatever will come from this moment. I will stay by his side until the very end. 



 

Chapter Thirty-Two 
Not Alone 

 

 

Why was I born? Who looked at me and said, “That’s the one. That’s the one who should live?” Isabel 
sat alone, waiting for William to stride in, declaring today’s lessons’ times. But it wasn’t 
William who came from behind her, walking at a brisk pace. 

“Eat,” he said, setting down a large bowl with a large quantity of a large something within 
it, the liquid splashing out the sides. 

It’s got to be poisoned, right? Isabel leaned back in her chair. When was the last time she had 
seen Ben? Five days ago? Since when did he come into the house? Since when did the maids 
allow strange, temperamental boys in the kitchen? She looked back at the, presumably, 
poisonous soup in front of her. “No.” 

“Why?” 
“Because it looks like you made it,” Isabel said, rather unkindly. 
Ben smoldered a few words under his breath before turning to storm out of the house. 
Isabel poked at the side of the bowl. “You didn’t make this. Did you?” 
But he was already gone, leaving her to stare at the mystery item in front of her, wondering 

what he could possibly be thinking. She slammed her fists on the table and stormed after 
him. If he really was trying to poison her, he could think again if he thought she’d have a 
taste and let him get away with it. 

She pushed herself out of the house, watching as Ben’s figure disappeared into the barn. 
But someone had already spotted her from the garden. He’d been talking with one of the 
maids Isabel considered to be one of the troublesome ones. He cut her off mid-sentence 
with a quick, “I’m afraid you must excuse me,” while trying to hide the glow of his dazzling 
eyes. Standing in front of Isabel now, he welcomed her with, “If it isn’t my Mourning Dove.” 

“Charlie!” Except for her beloved midnight hours with Mathew, she’d been kept inside, 
seeing only William, and with the servants’ overall apathy for her antics, she was very much 
alone. Ben’s sudden presence had excited her, making her pass the warning eyes of the maids 
and thrust her loneliness out the door. Having Charlie here would have reminded her of 
how much she missed them, if she didn’t have this to say: “Charlie, Ben tried to poison me.” 

“Pardon?” Poison: what was poison? The difference between life and death? Was it 
something colourless, tasteless, unscented and, by nature, deadly –– its very name, deadly? 
What was poison? Charlie contemplated. “I see. You were having breakfast, weren’t you, 
when he tried to poison you? You’d be sitting at your dining room table, staring into a world 
of separate thought, seeing something only you can see. You’d be forgetting to eat and 
making your family worry because your forgetting to eat confirms that you’re not eating at 
all.” 

Isabel shifted uncomfortably. Having Charlie explain Ben’s actions wasn’t turning out 
how she’d intended it to. 

He continued with, “Knowing Ben as I do, I’m sure it wasn’t without insult to both of 
you. It would be insulting for him because he’d have to deal with breaking into the kitchen 
and frightening maids he’d rather not interact with at all. But what is poison to him, I 



 

 

wonder, when you’re wondering how poisonous he is to you? Sweetened cream, was it, 
Isabel?” 

“It was a liquid, if that makes it easier for you to confirm its actualities.” 
“Probably made with an assortment of herbs. I wouldn’t be surprised if you found it 

insulting when, in his own way, I suppose we could call it considerate. As it is, he made you 
something that would attract pixies instead of destroying them. I’d take a guess and say he 
made it even sweeter for you: encouraging whom he considers fairy-blooded. Not that I 
blame him. I’ve been concerned as well. Though, I didn’t expect him to be the one to 
intervene.” 

Now it was Isabel’s turn to say: “Pardon?” 
“Observers tend to see the things we can’t see within ourselves, even if you keep them at 

a distance. Skipping your first meal was apparent to us before it was apparent to you, 
obviously, since I’m explaining all of this to you now.” 

Was he right? She had been in limited spirits lately, worrying about the things she couldn’t 
escape from worrying about. How could she not have less of an appetite? How could she 
not be trying to keep those she considered brothers out of the mess her existence seemed 
to create? How could she not protect Charlie now by saying, “I think I’d know if someone 
was trying to poison me,” to make light of the situation. How could she not begin to walk 
away as Charlie said her name, about to inquire into everything she hadn’t brought up, and 
the threats she wished forgetting about meant they’d go away. Though, her leaving him, and 
her silence toward him, was spreading a new kind of poison between them: distance. 

Isabel walked into the barn. Ben’s back was turned to her, but she could tell that he sensed 
her approach. “You expect me to thank you for the poisonous pixie soup?” 

It seemed to take forever for Ben to turn around. “You would think of it like that, 
wouldn’t you?” 

“I’m not stupid enough to ask you if you’re worried about me.” 
“That’s because I’m not. But my best friend’s not sleeping at night, and I know him 

enough to know it’s because he’s noticed a few things about you that just aren’t right.” 
Because I’m fairy-blooded, right? “Funny ––” 
“Like when’s the last time you’ve slept at night, with those bags under your eyes? When’s 

the last time you’ve eaten what’s been put in front of you, when you’re as skinny as my sister 
was when she died of the plague? When’s the last time you stepped into the sunlight, with 
your skin as white as death?” With every question he took a step forward, until he was staring 
down at her and she was glaring up at him. “Since when do you listen so well to William in 
the lessons the maids teach half the time? Since when have your eyes dulled so fast? Since 
when do you keep what’s important from us?”  

“Sounds like Charlie’s got a lot to say.” 
“Sounds like you’re not saying anything at all.” 
“I don’t have to say anything to you,” said Isabel, with a touch of outrage at the vocalized 

thought. 
“Is that so?” 
“Yeah that’s so!” 
“Facing everything alone that much fun?” 
Charlie cleared his throat, and Ben broke away from the argument, stepping back, his 

expression changing slightly with relief. It was not with seeing Charlie, but with the relief of 
saying all he needed to say. 

“Charlie.” Ben shifted away from the emotions Isabel naturally seemed to bring out in 
him. “Have you heard from that girl yet?” 



 

 

“Her name is Lilly,” Charlie said, defensively. “You look regenerated, Benjamin.” 
“Actually I’m pretty tired. I’ve been up all night reading letters this blonde girl keeps 

sending me. She’s been writing non-stop.” 
Charlie didn’t look impressed with the quip about Lilly, and Ben began leading him out 

of the barn. “What an exquisite sense of humour you have, Benjamin.” 
Isabel watched them walk away, Charlie glancing back constantly, waiting for some kind 

of signal or excuse to go back to her. Was Ben right? Was keeping things from them the 
opposite of protecting them? Sir John, even Mr. Churchill, had threatened to change 
everything surrounding her, and their imagined forms encircled her now, and all the people 
who wanted a piece of her. What was that that was dripping from their knives? Poison? 
Enclosed, she wondered if it would’ve been better if she’d never been born. She watched 
their sneers and greed, watching as it strung along her soul. 

He stood behind her, taking hold of her hand, raising it before him as if she was some 
kind of queen, some kind of great lady, and the imagined figures vanished. Mathew brought 
her hand to his lips, whispering, “You’re not alone.” 

Not alone... Ben and Charlie had long disappeared from view. And yet Ben’s right. I’m being 
unfair to them. 

 

 
 

Why was I born? Who looked at me and said, “She’s the one. She’s the one who will make the most out 
of the life she’s been selected to live.” However long that is, and whatever happens in it. 

Isabel stood against the railing of her balcony. The red of the sun had vanished into tarred 
darkness. She’d been waiting for the life the night brought out within her. Swinging herself 
over the railing, she carefully climbed down until her feet safely touched solid ground, the 
breeze amusing itself with her hair and nightgown. 

Shadows lay like a carpet as the moon shifted out of clouds. Isabel paid attention to the 
path she was taking and how the cool grass felt under her bare feet. 

She knew he was there, his back resting against the tree she was about to walk by, his head 
down and his hands still. But she didn’t stop, even when he whispered, “Good night, Isabel.” 

“Good night, Mathew,” she responded and his darkened figure let her walk away, into the 
quiet of the barn that was like a breath of fresh air. She travelled with easy steps to the same 
room she’d been travelling to when a nightmare was too much for her to handle alone. 

He sat upright on his bed, his back straight and manner full of poise, as always. He was 
pretty like a girl and handsome because he was such a gentleman. 

Was he expecting her? 
“Charlie?” Isabel stood outside the door, waiting for his permission to come into his 

overly organized room.  
She’d startled him, but he fought the desire to lift his head. “You shouldn’t be here, my 

lady.” He was looking at his folded hands, a ghost of an outline in the night-lit stall. 
But she would not be easily turned away. “Observers tend to see the things we can’t see 

within ourselves, even if you try to keep them at a distance. You can’t tell me you’re worried 
about me, and then tell me not to talk to you. It’s rather contradictory, Charlie.” He moved 
to speak, but she wasn’t about to let him defend himself so easily either. “You think ladies 
shouldn’t be so fond of boys like you. But since I’m the one in question, I think it should 



 

 

be me who decides what a girl like me should and shouldn’t be fond of. What’s the point of 
having duty when it offends you and me? I’m a woman, Charlie, whether propriety wants to 
accept that or not. What that entails is something you’re going to have to deal with and let 
in anyway.” 

“You’ve misunderstood me, Isabel. I’ve never desired the absence of your confidence in 
me, only the protection of the image of your innocence.” 

“Will you send me away then, Charlie?” 
“I think there are moments that override others. And what is this moment? Is it not a 

proper lady demanding a servant’s servitude?” 
She took that as an invitation and went to sit beside him. “I’ll never be proper.” 
“No. You are now, if only a sliver on the outside of you. And maybe that’s the problem. 

Maybe the way to protect you all along was to leave you alone and not to tamper with the 
shell that hid your beauty so well from everyone else’s eyes.” 

“You know then, about the eyes of others?” 
“Always. My question was, do you?” 
“I do now.” 
“You know I will listen, my Dove, long into always.” 
“Then to protect your will to protect the already tampered image of me, I at least promise 

not to fall asleep in your arms.” But she curled up into them anyway, not realizing that Ben 
was listening to every word she’d intended for Charlie’s ears alone. From Mr. Pendent’s 
promise to Sir John’s threats, both boys regretted the eyes of others: the eyes they hadn’t 
been there to protect her from and, by default, were unable to protect themselves from. She, 
and their love for her, was like poison. At times there wasn’t much difference from feeling 
life at its fullest and something very close to dying. At times their love had to hide in the 
background of her: colourless, tasteless and unscented, by force only, because their world 
forced it to be so. Because by her very nature, her very presence was deadly to their hearts, 
and that poison was deadly by the very mention of the very name of her. They’d do whatever 
it would have to take to keep her from falling into the depths of what plots were laid out for 
her. 

Because her life was precious to them: however long that would be, and whatever was to 
happen in it. Because she made the most out of the lives they were all selected to live. 



 

Chapter Thirty-Three 
The Things Friends Do 

 

 

“Fools!” His mouth twisted violently as he threw a table against a wall, smashing an 
impressive amount of his other possessions along with it. “William...” The name was tasted 
after a string of candied curses. It was the focal point, centring the destruction. Because how 
dare William walk into his home like he did. Because how dare William forget exactly who 
he was dealing with. Because how dare William think he would give up so easily in getting 
what he wanted.  

“Fool!” His mouth twisted violently, because they would never be friends enough for him 
to consider putting an end to his plots. Friends? Wouldn’t a real friend be glad for his taking 
of all that he desired, instead of telling him that there was nothing to be done? That her 
words were what was final? 

Did they expect him not to proceed now that the easy way had failed so wretchedly? But 
what was to be done? 

“Sir,” came the confident voice of a squire. He was confident until his eyes fell over his 
surroundings. “Um... What happened here?” 

“Nothing,” was what Sir John’s rage limited him to say. “Betrayal. Treachery.” 
“Sir, are you all right?” 
“All right? How can I be all right?” Sir John hissed. “How dare they! He would be dead 

if it wasn’t for me! Dead!” 
“I am sure the person who’s upsetting you will be punished ––” 
“Punished?” Sir John’s anger came out in screams. “I want more than punishment!” 
“Okay, but ––” the squire tried to change the subject, but was cut off once again. 
“No buts.” Sir John breathed heavily. “He will be punished.” 
“That is all very well if there is evidence, but, sir, we really need to discuss ––” 
“Evidence?” The one word opened up a world’s worth of doors to what felt like a world’s 

worth of vengeance. With cunning in his heart, Sir John whispered, “Of course.” 
“Sir?” 
“New evidence.” 
“Sir?” 
“It was my word that kept him alive last time, and it will be my word that shall be the end 

of him.” Because how dare William walk into his home like he had. Because how dare 
William think he would give up getting what he wanted so easily. Because how dare William 
be so blind as to think that what they wanted meant anything to him. “All I have to say is 
that we found new evidence.” 

“Sir?” 
“Enough talk,” Sir John ordered. They brought this upon themselves. “It’s time to celebrate.” 



 

Chapter Thirty-Four 
Her Fight 

 

 

Isabel fumbled with the fabric of her dress as she stumbled out of her room and rushed 
down the staircase.  

Then: she’d come out before dawn after falling asleep beside Charlie. She’d risen early 
enough to see William riding away to a place unknown. He’d readied his horse himself and 
was travelling whatever distance he had a mind to travel bareback. Had he seen her? He 
must not have, or else she’d be the one trying to gallop away unnoticed.  

What was his ambition, so early in the morning? 
Now: William was home, and intercepted Mathew at the front of the house. Isabel had 

been watching Mathew from her balcony, and she had a mind to walk in on their 
conversation. But it would have to look natural, Isabel decided, passing figures and objects 
she paid no attention to. Getting to the front entrance, she slowed her pace, forcing a yawn 
as she made her exit. 

Mathew had stopped midway toward William’s extended hand and the purse of coins that 
was in it, both of them unprepared to have Isabel standing before them. 

“Oh...” Her fake yawn disappeared. He was sending Mathew to town. Why? If not to 
town, where had William gone this morning? “Sorry...” 

William recovered first, finishing his action of handing Mathew the purse. “That is all 
right, Isabel. It will teach us not to discuss matters just outside the door. Consequently, our 
conversation is almost over.” He directed his speech back to Mathew, saying, “I expect you 
to return this evening.” 

“Are you going to town?” Curiosity aside, eagerness stole Isabel’s mind. With their gaze 
in sync, she knew what Mathew’s eyes were hinting for her to understand. 

“Yes, Isabel.” William nodded, suspecting nothing. “Do you need anything?” 
Indeed, what a perfect opportunity it was. Yet, how to invite herself? If permission wasn’t 

granted, how far would she go to get what she wanted? 
“I do need something,” Isabel lied. She knew now there was no possible way she could 

return to her room after being so close to achieving this opportunity. She had hidden poems 
safely in the cracks of the loft’s floor, poems she hadn’t read since the day William told her 
she was to be a lady. Poems, it seemed to others, she’d given up on. Her horse was grazing 
in the field, where there was nothing for dust to cover, and Mathew –– her love, her husband 
–– Mathew slept in a stall like the animals he tended to. All aspects of her Ben hinted were 
barely still there. But he was wrong. What she wanted couldn’t be found in that stuffy pink 
room of hers. She wanted more. She wanted grander adventures than what that room had 
to offer her. She wanted grander things than being the image of the woman William insisted 
she strive to be. Being a woman was unappealing. Except for right now, because being a 
lady had finally come in handy. 

What do you need? 
“What is it?” William asked. “I am sure Mathew will be able to pick it up for you.” 
“No.” 
“What?” There was a hard edge of confusion in William’s tone. 



 

 

“I really do need...” Honestly, is this the best you can do Isabel? “Shoes.” 
“Shoes?” 
“Shoes?” Mathew questioned after William. 
“Yes, I simply cannot show my face at another ball wearing the footwear I own. They are 

ghastly, and I simply will not be subjected to such embarrassment.” How she managed to 
keep a straight face was beyond her. Mathew was in a similar state of disbelief. 

“Very well.” William proceeded cautiously. “I am sure Mathew will pick something up for 
you.” 

“No!” 
Calmly, William considered her objection. “I thought you said you needed them.” 
“I do... I mean,” Isabel stumbled, knowing William would very soon see through her lies. 

But then she picked herself up again. “I will not let          that ––” she waved a judgmental 
finger at Mathew, “be in charge of my effects. No. I shall have to accompany him to town.” 

“I beg your pardon?” William’s eyes widened. Isabel looked hopelessly at Mathew, her 
attention drawn back to William. Gathering himself after the shock of her request, he 
explained, “Seeing as I cannot accompany you, I hardly think it’s an appropriate idea.” 

“As much as Mathew’s fashion sense is worthless, I do trust him to bring me there and 
back safely. As it is just for the day, we will not be gone long. I am in a desperate state. 
Seeing as there is no other option, I must go with Mathew to town and be back before 
tonight.” 

“But ––” 
“The sooner we leave the better.” Isabel motioned to Mathew to start walking. “And 

horseback would be faster.” 
“Wait a moment,” William commanded. He eyed Mathew who was trying to say as little 

as possible. He hated lying. They were lying enough. Regardless, William put him to the test. 
“What do you think about this?” 

Whose favour would he stay in when he couldn’t tell a straight-up lie? 
“I think I don’t know anything about shoes,” was Mathew’s answer, his expression giving 

away nothing because he was telling the truth. 
“Be back tonight.” William’s words were fixed on Mathew only. “If, for any reason, you 

cannot be back tonight you will have my wrath to deal with. If you’re not back tomorrow I 
will come looking for you.” 

“We’ll be back tonight,” Isabel promised, giving William a hug. He clutched to her, 
uncertain if he should let her go. Poor William: he was caught up in the hands of her 
ambition when he knew perfectly well that the safest thing for her to do was to stay away 
from the heart of the dukedom. 

As if, at this point, any of them were safe anywhere... 
 

 
 

With all that came with the love of the thought of this moment, there was still this 
hesitation: Are we foolish to think we’ve won anything? Was this idea any idea to be having, when playing 
games could get us seen by the wrong sort of people? The sort of people who were looking to hurt us... 

Mathew never showed much in his face, but the regret of this decision was there, and his 
wondering if she would be safe. 



 

 

“Everything’s going to be all right, Mathew,” Isabel said before she stepped into the 
carriage William insisted they take. “If anything happens, I know you’ll always come for me.” 
She winked, disappearing as he shut the door, because what could happen? 

“I need shoes,” Isabel imitated herself, the carriage rocking slightly as Mathew drove two 
red horses forward. It had been a ridiculous thing to say, and she hated to think what would 
have happened if William had called her bluff. But all of her wanting had played out just 
fine, regardless of the ridiculousness. Today, if she was brave enough, she would take hold 
of his hand in public. If that bravery were to come, it would be a moment worth it all: to 
know for a second what it would be like to have their love belong in a world that would 
otherwise never allow it to be. 

What would it be like, not to lie? What would it be like, not to keep this secret? 
Mathew opened the carriage door. She couldn’t help but notice that the long journey 

looked better on him than it did her. She smoothed out her dress before breathing in the 
town air. Meat was cooking somewhere, and freshly cut flowers were attempting to cover 
up the smell of the crowds and the carts of animals being hauled to and from the 
marketplace. The busy streets were loud with voices and the pounding of feet, with people 
hustling here and there. And someone was hustling his words toward Mathew. 

He nodded once toward a fellow Isabel couldn’t see from where she remained seated. 
Mathew explained, “I took the liberty of discussing matters with this inn’s owner. They’re 
waiting to provide lodging for the horses.” He observed her as she attempted to get a peek 
at the inn from where she refused to move. “Would you care to walk with me?” 

She loved that thought. But there was still this hesitation: Are we foolish to think we’ve won 
anything? Was this idea any idea to be having, when playing games could get us seen by the wrong sort of 
people? 

He extended his hand. 
She hesitated. 
He stepped up and Isabel shifted awkwardly, wondering if he was going to scoop her into 

his arms and force her to move. But instead, he knelt at her feet, carefully lifting the necklace 
he knew was hidden beneath her clothing. Letting the ring fall from the chain, he slid it onto 
Isabel’s finger. 

“Everything will be all right,” he promised her. “You know I’ll always come for you.” 
She couldn’t help but notice that the long journey looked better on him than it did her. 

She smoothed out her dress before breathing in the town air, this time from on her feet, 
strolling beside Mathew. Words were engraved into the roads, spelling something Isabel 
couldn’t make out as they were pushed by the crowds. The words had not been smudged by 
the excessive trampling. In fact, they were clearer than when Isabel had last seen them. 

Mathew snatched a rose from its bouquet, the stolen flower twirling from his fingertips 
and into Isabel’s hand. His actions never looked unnatural, never attracted attention, though 
he very quickly avoided the wanted posters littering the town, searching to hang thieves if 
they could only catch them. 

Isabel brought the blood-red rose to her face, letting the petals run across her cheek. 
Caught up in everything, Isabel had almost forgotten that Mathew was there to buy 

supplies for William. “Where to first?” were the words she’d almost said. Her hand had been 
grazed by his. His fingertips skilfully moved to entangle hers before he stood in front of her, 
the shock of his movement making her stop. “What is it?” she’d almost whispered before 
he kissed her. His hands cupped her neck, his sweet-tasting lips against hers as they stood 
in the middle of the street.  



 

 

Was this idea any idea to be having, when playing games could get us seen by the wrong sort of people? 
The sort of people who were looking to hurt us... 

Isabel pulled away as far as he would let her. “You know, regular people don’t kiss in the 
streets.” 

“Are you a regular girl, Isabel?” 
“Everyone walking by probably thinks I’m a whore.” Isabel evaded his lips. 
His dark-gemmed eyes were fierce with daring. “I don’t want to care what people think. 

I just want to kiss you.” 
The handle of a blade drew them apart, jabbing into Mathew who slapped it down, away 

from him. The gloved intruder kept his sword drawn, taking a moment to observe the high-
class lady and the grubby stable-mate once again. “Step back, creep,” the officer ordered of 
Mathew. “I can have him arrested, my lady, if this rat here is bothering you. We keep a clean 
town here, miss, and mind my saying, but his hands don’t look so clean.” 

“Excuse me?” Mathew seemed rather amused with the situation. 
“I was talking to the lady.” The officer looked Mathew up and down, wondering if maybe 

he was a piss-poor example of an escort and needed to be taught a lesson. “Servants need 
to know their place too, miss. And if that be the case, maybe a night in the light of prison 
walls would be good for him. Build character, and all that.” 

“Are you serious with this?” Isabel raised her eyebrows. 
He decided she agreed with the punishment he’d suggested for Mathew, and went to 

signal the many people who were waiting on his command to make the arrest. 
“Please, he’s my husband.” She stepped forward so she was standing beside Mathew. 
“Uh-huh,” the officer wasn’t convinced, seeing the two opposites standing side by side. 

“He looks like a criminal to me.” 
“He’s not!” Since when was Sir John so hell-bent on keeping vice at bay in the dukedom? 

“Oh come on, there has to be stranger couples than us these days.” They were living in a 
dark age of poverty, after all.  

He thought that over. “All right, I’ll give you that one.” But narrowing his eyes at Mathew, 
he said: “I know your face now. One wrong move, and I’ll have you locked up.” He gave a 
nod to Isabel, telling her, “If you need anything, little lady, you just ask for Sam, and I’ll 
make the arrest.” 

“Thank you, officer,” Isabel said, cautiously. 
“Yes, thank you, officer,” Mathew commented as the officer went on his way, back into 

the shadows to spot thieves before the thieves spotted him. “I must say,” Mathew admitted, 
“it was worth it, to hear you call me your husband.” 

Isabel hesitated before bringing the blood-red rose to her face, letting the petals run across 
her cheek. She was thankful that the streets had become more and more crowded: crowded 
enough that no one seemed to be paying attention to a finely dressed lady walking hand in 
hand with a dark-eyed stable boy anymore. 

 

 
 

The wind had picked up, and Isabel fumbled to contain the fine fabric of her dress and 
the hat atop her head as they walked from shop to shop. Checking off items on William’s 



 

 

list of necessities, they introduced themselves as Mr. and Mrs. Black when someone insisted 
on introductions. 

Then: the illusion of perfection was shattered when Mathew couldn’t stop pocketing items 
they had money to buy. He explained later to Isabel that he was only thieving to save the 
money they would need in order to spend the night at the inn, letting the perfection of the 
day once again be owned.  

For that reason, her husband, who usually tortured himself about keeping his actions 
honest, didn’t look tortured at all. 

Did his soul accept vice as long as he was corrupting himself for her? 
Now: Isabel leaned against him as they walked, resting her head at the side of his shoulder, 

her arms draped through his. Her mind tortured itself for his, though, finally, she let herself 
again relax into the kind of day they thought they could only dream about. 

The sun began to set on the two lovers and the wind picked up further, causing Isabel to 
fumble with the containment of the fine fabric of her dress and the hat atop her head as 
they walked toward the last shop.  

She yawned. 
“You’re only required to accompany me to one more shop, I promise,” Mathew said, 

brushing her cheek with the back of his tender hand. 
Isabel pulled away from him. Her feet were killing her because her shoes were too tight 

(maybe she really did need new ones) and she was barely able to keep her eyes open. “How 
about I meet you at the inn?” 

She’d already started walking away. 
“I’m not about to let you walk these streets alone.” Mathew disagreed with her choice. 
I’m not helpless, Mathew. I can take care of myself. “This isn’t the first time I’ve been to town, 

and the inn is just over there ––” she pointed in no particular direction, “I’ll only be on my 
own for one minute. I could have been there already.” 

“Isabel...” Mathew pleaded. 
She groaned. “What do you think is going to happen?” 
“I can only imagine.” 
She groaned again. “You worry too much.” 
“Isabel...” Mathew begged for her to be sensible, but she was already gone. He cursed 

before entering the shop he was required to enter, alone. 
She knew she wasn’t always the wisest when she was tired. And after a day of worrying, 

she should have been wise enough to know that she was still in the day she was in, one that 
required her to worry. One interruption was all there had been, though, being Sam, the 
officer who mistook Mathew for a scoundrel. She wasn’t thrilled that that had happened, 
but she’d rather he be wrongly mistaken for something than she for a whore. 

Her tired eyes burst with lively expression, realizing how stupid she was. What else would 
people think, seeing her walking these tainted streets alone, except that she was a woman of 
vice? 

She quickened her pace. The inn really wasn’t far. But now it seemed much too long of a 
journey to be taking. It was suddenly darker and the air had a bad taste to it. She could hear 
people laughing behind her. 

Almost there, Isabel reassured herself, wishing she’d listened to Mathew’s warnings. 
Her strides became hesitant. She swore she’d seen something move up ahead in the pull 

of the suffocating darkness. Shadows danced around her in her living fear, great ballroom 
things, black against the walls and reaching out toward her trembling hands. 



 

 

Startled, she rushed off, struggling to find her way now that her mind was full of the fear 
of awful things. 

Stopping, Isabel closed her eyes, fighting to take a steadying breath. Everything’s fine, she 
told herself. It’s silly, being afraid of the dark. 

“You’re being silly,” she whispered. 
A bottle shattered. 
She tried to run before she was pushed into the alleyway, falling to her hands and knees, 

struggling to see through the thickness of the night. The stench of alcohol was a dominant 
thing. 

“Who’s there?” she demanded to know, her back now to a brick wall, wondering if she 
screamed if anyone would hear her. The air was so thick. She wasn’t sure how she had even 
spoken. Or was that fear that was weighing on her lungs? 

A cold, violent laugh broke loose from her attacker. 
“Who are you?” Isabel tried to keep herself from trembling, tried to keep the current of 

her unsteady voice as regal as she could. 
“Try...” Faintly, her attacker finally spoke. “Try to understand how I’m feeling right now.” 
She struggled to find the figure upon their night-lit stage. 
“I was celebrating the sure death of a friend...” 
Isabel fought her eyes from watering, fought her nerves from abandoning her, feeling the 

man move closer to her. 
“Drinking; happy; vindicated.” The last word ripped from his mouth. He wrapped his 

hand around her throat, bringing her to her feet. “And as I stumbled in the dark, who do I 
see, but you. I think that’s a good sign.” 

Tears ran from Isabel’s eyes. She was choking, struggling to breathe. 
“You will be mine,” the man whispered, bringing his lips roughly to hers. 
Her hands, forged into fists, pushed him away from her, and then one solid fist attempted 

to meet with his face. It was enough to startle him and she broke into a run. But he flung 
himself on top of her, knocking both of them to the ground, hitting her hard enough that 
she couldn’t ignore the pain. But still she fought. 

He held her arms tightly, thinking he’d won. 
She spit in his face. 
He slapped her, and she couldn’t help it, she cried out with the pain that stung at her, 

making her weak enough that she’d forgotten the fight for a moment, and her attacker 
quickly began pushing up her dress. 

Her whole body reacted, struggling to free from his grasp with such ambition that he lost 
his hold of her. Leaning so close to her, trying to use his full weight to keep her down, she 
finally saw his face: every sickening wrinkle on his darkly twisted face. 

And she knew him. 
“Oh my God...” It seemed so unreal to be living this moment that the hesitation was 

severe, costing her everything. She couldn’t even choke out his name as she lay in her bed 
of horror. 

John... 
His ambition was fresh on her skin, his fingers running over her face, and she tried to 

scream against his hand. Her voice was muffled in the darkness and he whispered, “None 
of that, my little pet. Be still.” He could feel her trembling, could see her wild eyes caught 
up in his gaze. His hand ruffled the fabric of her dress. His hand began to creep up her leg.  

When her struggling to free herself threatened to destroy all of his great (and now greater) 
wanting, he found himself with a knife at her throat.  



 

 

Isabel felt the cold blade pressed against her neck. 
“If you move, I will kill you, and then I’ll kill him. If you scream, I will kill you, and then 

the things I’ll do to him... Do you understand?” 
Isabel nodded. Her heart and fearful breathes were pounding in and against her chest. She 

wondered if she might prefer to be dead as his hands sought her body, her dress being 
pushed up to her hips.  

“I’d rather be dead.” Isabel couldn’t contain the whispered words that ran through the 
air, forged through strings of tears as his hand left her mouth. But Mathew...  

“Good,” he said, satisfied, his hand grabbing at her hair and his ambitious lips came down 
to search for what they wanted to take from her own. 

Someone cursed. 
“Who’s there?” Sir John hissed, drunkenly. He’d been thrown off of her and Isabel 

crawled away, petrified. 
“I’m over here,” the new voice taunted. 
“Who’s there?” Sir John demanded, angrily, searching for the figure hiding in the 

shadows. 
Isabel trapped herself in a corner, struggling to catch a glimpse of the figure along with 

Sir John. 
“I’m over here.” But the voice was moving. “Over here.” But the voice was everywhere 

at once. “Here.” But the voice was echoing in their ears, implacable. 
Isabel wrapped her shaking hands around herself, watching the nothingness, unable to 

move. 
“What’s the matter? Not having fun anymore?” This third person moved like shadow: 

belonging to the same things shadows belonged to. The voice was too fast, too everywhere to 
try to look for what was owning it. “I’m over here. Over here. Over here.” Deeply, those 
words echoed around them. Deeply, they sank into them like oil rubbing into skin. “What’s 
the matter? What’s the matter? What’s the matter? I’m over here.” 

Eyes scanning furiously for the voice, Sir John sneered back at it. “I demand to know 
who’s there!” 

“Who’s there? Who’s there? Who’s there?” the voice whispered, but it seemed to come 
from every inch of the darkness, taunting, ownerless. 

“Where are you?!” Sir John growled, preparing himself to attack what he couldn’t see. 
“I’m over here,” the voice came from behind him. Sir John turned, not escaping the knife 

that sunk into his shoulder before the figured disappeared, back into the shadows he 
commanded and that commanded him. 

Clutching his wound, Sir John laughed, impatiently. “All this: to challenge me for what is 
mine?” 

Mathew emerged from the darkness that consumed him. “You will never have her,” was 
his malediction. 

“You?” Sir John shifted from the pain, annoyed. 
Isabel couldn’t see anything, blind in the limited light. 
“And I’m going to kill you to prove that.” Mathew’s knife glistened in his hand. 
“You don’t want to do this,” Sir John cautioned him, fear catching him enough to be 

shown in his actions. 
“The world will be a better place with the absence of you,” Mathew promised, raising his 

knife to strike. 
“Mathew?” This new presence was quick to appear, stopping Mathew before the knife 

could meet its target. “What are you doing?” 



 

 

Shaken (and how could she not be), Isabel couldn’t see through her tears. 
“I have business to be attending to,” Mathew said, unkindly, to the presence that had 

interrupted him. But it was a presence that had a hold on him enough that he didn’t move: 
not to retreat and not to act. 

“You have never been a killer, Mathew,” the presence urged. “Let him go.” 
“Today I am a killer.” 
“No.” 
“I have to kill him.” It was said as if murder was easy to commit. It was said as if murder 

was easy to talk about. “He’ll come after us.” 
“He’s drunk,” the presence objected. “He can’t even remember his own name.”  
“Why does the Ghost care anyway?” 
The Ghost hesitated, but he was telling the truth when he said: “I don’t want to see a 

friend do something he will regret for all eternity.” 
Mathew was hardly stupid enough to drop his knife. He was hardly stupid enough to be 

eased away from his conviction. 
The presence shifted his weight and the darkness seemed to whisper around them, even 

with the very slightness of an action, as if the darkness was controlled by the presence. It 
began to increase its whispering, wrapping around Isabel, or was that her imagination? No 
one had said anything, and yet the unspoken words were there, against her mind. 

Had anyone else noticed them? 
Had anyone else noticed the seduction of the night as the figure began to walk toward 

them? And yet there seemed to be no figure? The presence moved and the night moved 
with him. The night seemed to be speaking, so elated, so relieved to be a part of the dark 
rapture of him. 

Sir John hadn’t seen what Isabel hadn’t seen, but suddenly the man who had attacked her 
only moments ago fell unconscious to the ground. 

Had Mathew seen what had happened? Could Mathew see him now as he asked, “What 
are you doing here?” 

“I was walking home when I heard commotion.” Innocent: his voice sounded so 
innocent. “And you?” 

“I was looking for my wife.” Mathew turned around, suddenly remembering there was 
life outside his wanting to kill. 

He slowly, so very slowly, walked toward her. 
“You’re all right now,” he promised, kneeling before her, his hands extending to cradle 

her face. “I’m here.” He’d been holding his breath until that moment, until she threw her 
arms around his neck. 

Isabel looked over at Sir John, the traces of his ambition still apparent on him, even in his 
limp form. His ambition, like skin within his skin, still reached out with its hands toward 
her, clothed and draped in fabrics that had become her agony, had known her agony. Its feet 
had trampled over her. Its eyes had feasted on the sight of her flesh. Its arms had wrapped 
around her, folding into her, keeping her down. Its voice had threatened her life, telling her 
she was going to die. 

What if she had died today? 
What if he had died today? 
“I was so scared.” Her tears faded her words. “I was so scared, Mathew.” 
“I know,” he whispered back, scooping her up into his arms, comforting her as she hid 

her face against him, listening as she breathed in the scent of him as deeply as she could. 
He walked forward. 



 

 

“Please, stay with the Ghosts.” That presence didn’t leave. The night was still whispering 
words that Isabel wasn’t listening for around him. 

Mathew said nothing, and eventually Isabel fell asleep in his arms as he carried her, his 
arms never wavering, promising her that they’d never let her go again. 

And she believed them. 



 

Chapter Thirty-Five 
The Den of  Malice 

 

 

The dark alley was before her. Something was growing in the distance, something evil, filling her heart with 
dread. A high-pitched screech ran through the air as the great, black shape came forward, and she knew she 
was going to die a million times this night. It came for her throat, being the last thing she remembered as she 
watched the blood-red rose she was holding fall out of her hand and shatter as it hit the ground. 

Isabel opened her eyes. 
Lying on her side, she blinked a few times, taking a few deep and calming breaths. The 

bed she was on was up against a window, and gazing out into the early morning sun, it took 
her a moment to remember all that had happened. All that had almost happened. 

Where was she now? 
Someone leaned over her, taking hold of her hand. Perhaps he’d noticed her rigid back 

or her quickened breath, signifying that she was awake. He was tortured by the day before, 
and the sins that had been so easy for him to commit. And yet, when he kissed her fingertips, 
the act was gentle, as if he was only ever her darling Mathew: collected, innocent. He was 
not the fierce creature protectiveness had transformed him into last night. 

When she looked back at him, his torment driving him to the point of agony, she didn’t 
see anything else, like she never would see anything else, other than the purity lining his soul, 
fastened by his regrets and repentance. 

“How are you feeling?” he asked her. 
Why did she have to walk alone last night? 
He looked so worried still, as if the fight wasn’t over yet, as if he would spend the rest of 

his life protecting her against those violent thoughts: What if he hadn’t made it there in time that 
night? What if he hadn’t found her? 

“I’m okay,” Isabel reassured him, taking in his sleepless face. 
“I should never have left you alone.” 
She sat up. “I was the stubborn one, remember?” 
“No.” Mathew shook his head. “This is my fault. William has the right to kill me.” 
“You got that right,” a voice came from the doorway. 
Isabel felt Mathew’s body stiffen. 
“Would you tell your boy that I know you,” the intruder continued, “because he won’t let 

me in the room?” 
Melted by one look at his trustworthy face, Isabel was on her feet, drinking in that childish 

grin like fresh water. Her arms were around him, memories of them together folding in 
around her like deep sand folding around bare feet. “I missed you, James.” 

James kissed her cheek, making sure Mathew was watching how she let him kiss her. “I 
missed you, too.” 

She hadn’t noticed the smirk James was wearing for Mathew. She hadn’t seen the hatred 
on both of their faces for each other. She only felt the joy in her own heart to have them 
both with her; to have such love when she had felt a night-time’s worth of despair. 

Mathew cleared his throat and, a little dizzy from the excitement, Isabel sat back down. 



 

 

“How do you two know each other?” Mathew appeared to say calmly, but his fists were 
clenched and his jaw was tightened. 

James walked in. Pompously leaning against the wall, he replied smartly, “Isabel and I go 
way back.” 

Mathew turned to Isabel. “How do you know him?” 
Finally, she saw the loathing drawn on her lover’s features. 
“James is a good friend of mine,” Isabel said, glancing at James who was watching her 

intently. Mathew’s silent patience only confirmed his absolute fury. But she couldn’t lie to 
him. She hesitated before adding softly, “He stayed with me a few jousts ago.” 

She flinched. His expression wouldn’t give away his anger to anyone who didn’t know 
him well. But she knew there was a tempest he was keeping back, and she hated it. She hated 
that they couldn’t see how alike they were, how much she loved them both. She knew if they 
just talked to each other, they would find out that they were so very much the same. 

“I don’t think she can tell it any clearer than that.” James was smug and cool, making it 
seem like Mathew’s hatred for him was completely logical for reasons Isabel couldn’t 
understand. 

“Shut up.” Mathew didn’t turn to him. 
“You mean ––” James’s childish grin was a superior thing. “She didn’t tell you? She didn’t 

tell you all the good times we had together.” 
Mathew’s nails dug into his palms. “When did he stay?” he asked Isabel gently, so gently 

so that she knew she wasn’t the one he wanted to dig his clamped fists into. 
“I don’t think it’s a good idea to talk about this now.” Isabel wondered if she should stand 

between them. This wasn’t going at all like she dreamed it would. She thought they would 
be instant friends, not wicked enemies. 

“When?” Mathew pressed. 
“After our first kiss,” Isabel whispered. And that was it. Mathew moved quickly toward 

James, and James had already long moved toward Mathew. “No!” Isabel screamed as the 
two boys collided. Mathew flung himself onto James, and James flung himself onto Mathew, 
both struggled for the upper hand, both struggling to punch the other. “Stop it!” Isabel 
rushed over to them, trying to break up the fight. James easily pushed Mathew off of him 
and moved quickly toward Isabel. 

Mathew was already on his feet. 
“What are you doing?” Mathew growled because James was keeping Isabel behind him, 

protecting her. 
“Just doing what you cannot,” James answered. 
Isabel couldn’t see the vicious triumph on his face. She could only see Mathew’s fierce 

reaction. “Boys,” she begged. 
“Meaning?” Ferocious, Mathew wanted to rip James’s throat out. 
“She needs someone to protect her,” James said slyly, keeping his eyes fixed on Mathew, 

“because obviously you can’t.” 
Isabel fell backward into the corner as Mathew rushed at James. They tumbled over the 

bed, kicking and punching each other. She could hear the battle raging on, but she couldn’t 
open her eyes. This couldn’t be happening. How could they hate each other? 

“That’s enough!” A voice came from the doorway: commanding and breathlessly 
superior. “I leave you two alone for one minute and you’re trying to kill each other.” 

Isabel opened her eyes. Mathew and James were on their feet and away from each other, 
furious that their fight had been broken up. But she wasn’t. Relief was all there was for her. 
Every inch of worry that had dug its head into the unsteadiness of her hands, was forgotten. 



 

 

Alex stepped into the room. 
Giddy, Isabel fled the corner she’d been stuck in, both of them rushing to each other. 

There wasn’t anything to say to him. There was only action. But it was mostly because she 
had forgotten how hard it was to speak around him, to keep herself from falling over in awe. 

His green eyes never left her. Picking her up, his arms were around her, and she placed 
her hands on his shoulders. She shivered. His expression made her feel like she was the only 
person in the room. His expression made her feel like she was something his thieving being 
ached to steal away. 

“Awake at last, my sleeping beauty.” He lowered her to the ground, running his hands 
through her hair and she shivered again, wondering what to call him. She knew perfectly 
well that he’d been selective about who knew his real name. Was it a secret he’d kept from 
Mathew and James as well? 

“Isabel?” Mathew interrupted the moment. 
Isabel pulled away from Alex, looking at the two boxers. “What?” 
With a mixture of anger and fear the two boys said together, “How do you know him?” 
“Who, his Ghostness?” Isabel asked their dumbfounded faces. Alex was in the 

background, amused. 
“You know him?” Mathew’s hands twitched, the only hint of his distress in his very real 

nightmare. “How has this happened?” 
“Well,” James was good to interject, “it wouldn’t have if you took better care of her.” 
Mathew regarded him coldly. 
“We met at a dance,” Alex confessed, taking Isabel back into his arms, holding her around 

her waist. He whispered into her ear, “Isabel, would you like to know how it feels to walk 
in the lair of a Ghost?” 

She was with the most feared outlaws of the age, and the ringleader was asking her himself 
if she wanted to see what so many wished they could see: the Ghosts. Of course she wanted 
to! 

“Come. I want you to meet everyone.” Alex led her out of the room. Turning back only 
once to tell Mathew and James, “If you want to stay here and kill each other that’s fine by 
me, but try to keep it down while I give Isabel the tour.” 

Together they stood, frozen. Mathew couldn’t move, his head spinning. How did she get 
herself mixed up in all this? With the Ghost? Whatever the answer, he knew the sooner they 
got out of here the better. 

“This can’t be happening,” was something James hadn’t meant to say aloud. “I can’t let 
her fall for him.” 

“Stay away from my wife.” 
“Wife?” 
“Yes.” Mathew’s hatred for James was growing by the second. 
James rolled his eyes with his disbelief because that couldn’t happen, because she would 

be his, before the end. 
 

 
 

It was dark. Shadows lingered on the walls, yet it was light enough that Isabel could find 
her way with relative ease. She was excited. But Alex was more so to be showing her the 



 

 

secret wonders that the large, old house possessed: its thrilling marvels of menacing 
splendour. The endless amounts of rooms, holding endless amounts of people, were 
captivating. 

“And no one realizes you’re here?” Isabel wondered aloud, quite taken by the life he 
provided here and how the others treated him. He was their leader and it showed not only 
in the way he was addressed, but in his tone, in his movements and the air about him. 
Intimidating, without trying, his entire being demanded respect. 

But that wasn’t everything. There was a certain way they treated James, too. It was as if 
he was next in line for the throne. 

“The outside is rather rundown,” Alex admitted, but Isabel had a feeling there was 
something he wasn’t telling her. “No one wants to venture in.” 

“Isabel...” Mathew interrupted her thoughts. “How are you feeling?” 
“I’m fine, Mathew,” she assured him, though she was consumed by the mysteries of the 

people around her. 
“Then we really must be going.” 
She frowned. William would be furious that they didn’t come home last night, but even 

he could let this slide. How many times would they get to have the grand tour of the home 
of the most famous thieves of all time? They were uncatchable. And here Isabel was, walking 
side by side with the one who made them. Alex. The Ghost. 

“Come now, Mathew.” Alex let them know, with those three words, that they weren’t 
welcome to leave. He continued with, “I would have thought you of all people would bask 
in the glory of an old life.”  

“Glory?” Mathew glanced at Isabel. He didn’t want her to know about the things he’d 
done, the things he could do. 

But Alex didn’t care what Mathew wanted. “You know what they used to call this man?” 
he asked Isabel. 

“Don’t,” Mathew warned. 
“Yeah,” James agreed. The last thing he wanted to hear was someone bragging about his 

arch-enemy. “Don’t.” 
Like they could stop him, like they would stop him as he slinked toward Isabel, his 

expression twisted as if he were trying to scare her. It was working, but she was also 
desperate to hear more, hanging on his every word. 

“Knight Thief!” Alex whispered in her ear and she gasped, satisfying his amusement. 
James snorted, hardly impressed. 
The king was watching Isabel’s reactions, waiting for her to do something, and she was 

conscious of that. But what was he thinking? Was he testing her? Did he really think she 
would run away? No. She walked toward Mathew with sure strides. He looked defeated. His 
secret was out and she wondered if he was wondering if she would run now that what was 
buried in his memories had escaped from the Ghost King’s mouth? 

She shook her head. He had to know her better than that. 
Wrapping her arms around his neck, she kissed him right then and there, in front of the 

Ghost King and his prince. Startled, Mathew searched her for an explanation. Isabel grinned, 
saying, “I just wanted to know how it would feel to kiss a knight.” 

Time entrapped itself, lasting on and on as if this moment could stand still. 
“Please.” James rolled his eyes at Mathew’s victorious grin. 
But Isabel’s attention wasn’t on James. It was directed instead on a peculiar sight. 

Someone here was a poet. An entire wall was covered in words, clever and brilliantly 
constructed, making her instantly jealous that these lines had rushed for this poet and not 



 

 

for her. She knew her poems were horrible, but now she knew they were really horrible. 
What was different about this poet’s quill, making them prefer him? She turned away. The 
next wall, the next canvas, was filled with paintings, and those paintings ran to the next and 
the next, moving and marvelling her as she stood in front of them. Two had caught her eye 
more than the others. One was of a knight, his horse rearing high, roaring into battle, and it 
seemed as if the horse’s hooves could actually touch her. The other was very different, like 
looking into a dream. A grand ballroom was before them, where a woman in an elegant blue 
dress was being twirled around by a man with daring green eyes. 

The scene was oddly familiar. 
She caught Alex’s gaze while Mathew looked over the knight. James came to stand beside 

him, and though Isabel couldn’t tell what they were saying, she knew Mathew wasn’t thrilled. 
“Are we what you expected?” Alex asked her. 
She had no idea what she’d expected, but the ballroom was precisely how she remembered 

it. “Did you make this?” 
“He paints stories he’s told.” 
“And was this,” she motioned to the painting, “a popular story?” 
“Diamonds are my specialty.” Alex held his hands behind his back, regally. “I know them 

when I see them.” 
James answered for her, saying, “I assure you, Isabel, he knows a great deal about beauty.” 

Coldly, he glared at the king. “He has stolen very grand jewels from very great men.” 
There was warning looks being tossed about, and then Mathew’s expression seemed to 

be telling Isabel that they should leave. And it wasn’t just because William would be worrying 
himself sick about them. 

But she wasn’t ready to leave, working out well because Alex wasn’t ready to let her go. 
“Really, Mathew,” Alex began, though another peculiar sight had caught Isabel’s eye, 

drawing her away from the conversation. He continued: “Once your William finds out what 
happened last night I’m sure he’ll appreciate that you didn’t rush her. You’ll injure her further 
if you don’t take care. I might suggest sending him a letter and staying another night.” 

While Mathew and Alex were discussing what was best, James walked over to Isabel and 
the wall filled with collected horseshoes. 

How had they gotten so many? 
“Roger has some strange views on art,” James told her. 
“Who’s Roger?” 
“The painter,” he informed her. 
It seemed that Alex had won over Mathew, at least for now, coming to continue to lead 

them on their tour. They could hear voices coming from one of the rooms they were 
approaching, walking down the hall. Isabel could feel herself start to sweat, walking in while 
dozens of boys were sitting around tables, eating and laughing and carrying on. But they 
were gentlemen, standing as gentlemen do, when a lady entered the room. 

Some of the thieves greeted Mathew, embracing him like a long-lost friend, embracing 
him like a long-lost brother. Mathew might have treated this as a family reunion if not for 
his worry for Isabel and his being so keen on their leaving. 

“This,” Alex introduced to her a very skinny boy who might be a very tall man one day, 
“is Roger.” He told Roger how much Isabel admired his paintings. Though Roger was not 
the poet, there being no way she could meet him because he was out on assignment, she was 
still overwhelmed to meet a man whose gallery was his home. 



 

 

“Pleased to meet you.” She bowed her head respectfully and Roger did the same. He was 
looking at her like a painting, as if he was seeing everything there was to see about her, 
everything she had wished to hide, and it made her feel uneasy. 

At times Mathew was as still as stone. It was easy and uneasy to be around the sounds 
and callings of his old life. The thieves didn’t notice his hesitations, their cheerfulness loud 
and welcoming. But even with the noise to drown out Roger’s question, Isabel still noticed 
Mathew’s alertness when Roger asked her, “Can I paint you?” 

She knew Mathew wasn’t letting her out of his sight. She knew everyone in the room was 
suddenly listening, shocked he’d asked her such a thing. She knew Mathew wouldn’t be 
pleased with her if she were to agree to have her picture painted to hang on a wall in a house 
filled with endless boys. 

Luckily for Mathew, James was instantly beside her. “God, Roger,” he said to him, “at 
least ask her to dinner first.” He took her hand and started to drag her away from the ears 
of others. “He can’t see past a brush and paint and into decency for anyone, so don’t take it 
personally.” 

“James, this is all wonderful,” Isabel spoke quickly in her energized state, offended not, 
even with Alex’s ‘tour’ only leading them down the hall and into the kitchen. “I never knew 
how wrong everyone was about all of you.” 

“Isabel...” James stopped and looked at her coldly. “We’re thieves. We steal from people. 
That doesn’t make us noble. That just makes us thieves.” 

“But James.” Isabel took his hands to her lips, kissing them tenderly. “There is beauty in 
this.” 

He let her walk away from him, introducing herself to more people, making them all fall 
in love with her simply by standing in front of them. She amazed him. She always did. And 
she always would. 

Mathew and Isabel were welcomed to sit with the rest of the thieves. They listened to 
them talk and laugh as they had been doing before they were interrupted. 

Mathew sat at Isabel’s right, James to her left, and Alex in front of her. The rest of the 
thieves (twenty to a table) sat around them. They weren’t fancy, not when they had pants 
with holes in the knees, but they were clean. They weren’t expensive. And they weren’t 
bragging. There was only Roger’s art and the echoes of laughter. The table they had their 
elbows on was crafted by a thief with his elbows now on it. As well, he crafted the chairs 
they were sitting on. Everything in this place was created for themselves, by themselves. So 
what did they do with everything they stole? 

Isabel wondered if wondering about their secrets was the right thing to do. Surely they 
had many, and surely they must be wondering if they could trust her. But they didn’t seem 
to be censoring themselves. She caught Alex’s gaze. He had told them to trust her. His 
judgement was all the judgement that was needed to let her be a small part of them, if only 
for a moment. For her to experience what it was like to be a part of this hidden secret, this 
radiant rhapsody of ravishing risks. Everything about secrets appealed to her, everything 
about the kindness of the boys around her, and everything about the fierceness of Alex. 

He stood out, shining like a blood-red diamond among grey stones. 
“The town over is calling him a vampire. Isn’t that right?” A red-haired boy told them all 

about Alex. 
Isabel could tell that he obviously didn’t like that theory. “Do you drink blood, Phantom 

Thief?” she asked him. 
Alex gave a half-smile, sitting back in his chair. “I am no phantom. And I am no vampire. 

Because none of them can disappear like I can disappear. I am a ghost. And ghosts can’t be 



 

 

found. Ghosts can’t be caught. And ghosts can’t be killed. Because when you think you’ve 
grasped something like me, I’ve already faded through your fingers.” 

Isabel was trying to see through his words, but couldn’t. Maybe he really was a ghost. He 
seemed ancient to her, well beyond the years of the world, dead to something and alive to 
something else, all the while his eyes blazing with some kind of justice. 

“The Ghost,” she whispered while everyone raised their cups to him. 
“Isabel,” Mathew whispered in her ear, taking hold of her hand, desperate to go home. 

“We should be going. We have a long ride ahead of us.” 
He was begging her. She could see that. 
Nodding, she knew she would miss this place, this palace for misfits and mischief. But 

she wasn’t one of them. Deep down, she knew, like Mathew, that she didn’t belong here. 
There was something she loved more than their secrets: a place waiting for her to return, 
and she loved it too much to ever belong anywhere else. 

“All right, Mathew.” She gave in. “Let’s go home.” 
Instantaneously, Alex rose from his seat, even before Isabel and Mathew did. The rest of 

the thieves stood out of politeness, realizing this meant their guests were leaving. But James 
didn’t stand. He watched her thank them for their hospitality with an expression that didn’t 
suit him well while some of the other boys begged them to stay longer. 

Mathew wouldn’t hear of it, giving Alex a nod to show them out. 
The other boys slowly sat down as Isabel left the room. James’s chair flew back, hitting 

the wall when he decided to follow them. 
Isabel was already thanking Alex for everything he’d done for them when she watched 

James stumble from a run to a walk before finding a corner where he could cross his arms 
and be agitated. 

Alex disregarded him. “Anything for you, Isabel.” He took her hand, running his thumb 
over her palm. He was going to say something more, but decided against it. He let her hand 
fall. 

She turned to James. 
“Let us be off, Isabel,” Mathew cut in. 
But she was already walking toward him, his childish grin worn now that she let herself 

be nestled against his arms. 
“I half worried you’d forgotten about me,” he whispered against her hair, breathing her 

in, uncertain how he was going to let her go. 
“It’s good to see you, James.” Isabel unhinged herself from him. 
Don’t leave me, were the words outlining his irises. 
“I will miss you,” James whispered, his hands still clinging to her arms, reluctant to let her 

walk away from him. 
“The carriage is waiting,” Mathew interjected. Isabel turned to follow him, not watching 

as James’s arms lingered in the air longer than they should have, desperate to have her back 
in them. 

She turned to look at them one last time, the prince and the king. Farewell was caught in 
her throat, before she let Mathew take her hand and help her into their carriage that was 
waiting for them. 

 

 



 

 

 
They remained at the door frame, silent, watching the carriage pull away. Suspicion crept 

over James and his eyes narrowed. “I’d rather you had never met her.” 
“Never fear, James,” Alex told him, his hands clasped behind his back, admiring the things 

he wanted as if they were spread out before his feet. “She simply reminds me of what it must 
be like to be young.” 

 

 
 

They were well into nowhere, and well into where nowhere passed nowhere when Mathew 
stopped the carriage. To see what was going on, Isabel went to open the door, only to have 
Mathew open it for her. 

“Is everything all right?” Isabel asked him from where she sat. “We can’t be home already, 
can we?” But it didn’t take a genius to guess what their sudden stop was about. Mathew had 
questions. 

James. Alex. What could she say when she had questions of her own about them? 
“I barely know them,” she told him the truth. 
“But they’re important to you.” 
I was drawn to both of them because they reminded me of you. But she didn’t say that. Instead she 

left him wondering if she was thinking of them instead of him. Instead she left him 
wondering, without meaning to, if she’d prefer a different life to the one they’d shared for 
so long. “What do you think the Ghost meant when he was talking about already being 
dead?” 

“There’s no knowing how to figure him out,” Mathew admitted. “But I know he hasn’t 
aged a day since I last saw him, years ago.” 

“And James?” 
“Yes, James.” 
“I said I barely know them.” 
Mathew searched her face. Believing her, he said: “I heard about him, when I was a part 

of them. He was constantly running away, bored, and the Ghost was constantly trying to 
find him, trying to bring him back. If anyone else did that the Ghost wouldn’t care, or they’d 
get scolded. But James, the prince they called him was –– and is –– the Ghost’s favourite. 
And, from what I can see, the Ghost spoiled him.” 

“He’s never betrayed you, has he? The Ghost, I mean.” 
“I’ve never been deceived, which in turn deceives me.” Mathew went to turn away. He 

then added, “How can you possibly like that guy?” 
“James?” Isabel took a moment to think. The difference between Mathew and James was 

that James embraced the shadows, while Mathew was a boy of shadows who never became 
the darkness. And yet, “James isn’t all bad, like you think. You’re not all bad, like James 
thinks, either, Mathew.” 

He wasn’t impressed with that answer, carefully closing her carriage door and driving the 
team of blood-red horses onward. The sky overhead was an assortment of black wisps and 
grey teardrops. 

A dark journey lay before them. 



 

Chapter Thirty-Six 
Stolen 

 

 
I don’t like her gone where I can’t haunt her shadow. Not when the world’s pressing down on us. Not when 
I’m ready to die for her. 

His eyes were set against the sun, shifting from foot to foot as he walked like a wild dog: 
a golden-red coated beast with fur as coarse against the hand as gravel dirt. He ran his tongue 
over the bottom of his teeth. To him they felt sharp, always at the ready. The only thing 
reminding him that he was still a man was the sword at his side. 

Where was she? What was keeping her so long? 
He still dreamed of being trapped in that sick house. He could still feel as he felt when a 

knight picked him up by the scruff of the neck, lifting him from a bed of corpses, sword 
prepared to impale him, asking another, “Should I put this pup out of its misery?” 

What had that other knight seen in him when he wrapped him in blankets, saving his life? 
He had been quarantined on his farm then, supposed to be visited by one maid only. But 

he’d woken instead, when he was finally able to wake, to a blue-eyed girl holding his hands, 
whispering for him to stay alive, singing some old-time lullaby he’d never heard again, but 
could remember every word to. How had she not gotten sick by him? He remembered 
coughing up something that sounded like, “Leave me to die before you die as well.” But she hadn’t 
left him. Was that kind of beauty immune to illness? 

The pads of his paws were raw from pacing. “Why aren’t Isabel and Mathew back yet?” 
Ben asked William, his hand gripping the handle of the sword on his belt as his frequent 
torment gripped into him. 

“I won’t leave your side while you lie here,” she had told him. “Not even if you ask me to. Not even 
if I die.” 

“Run from me.” 
“I haven’t yet.” 
How long had she stayed with him? Even when the maids ripped her hands away from 

his, she’d returned to keep her promise and each day he’d awoken because she’d whispered 
it so. Ever since then, growing beside each other, he was a scavenger, waiting for any glance 
she might share with him, for any moment she might realize his gratitude: living off the 
scraps of her undying goodness. 

“I expected them late, but indeed this is late enough.” William looked to the road, used 
to Ben’s growls. 

He could see how used to him William was. There was a way about him that frightened 
people and they leapt out of his way, like deer rearing, preparing for flight. Even now his 
lips were pulling up, revealing the warnings of his teeth, warnings that blood feels natural 
stretched over his jaw. William simply looked to the road, waiting for any sign of travellers. 

Charlie walked up behind them, his hands clasped behind his back. “I hope they found 
an inn for the night. I sit better thinking she slept in a heated room rather than the carriage.” 
An ominous weight fell on his consciousness, and he looked at his companions. “What is 
it?” 

Ben could feel his fury building, cloaking him. 



 

 

Even William had darkened. “I’m going to kill Mathew when he returns.” 
Charlie quickly lowered his eyes, stumbling on what to say until his voice caught up to his 

mouth again. “I didn’t mean anything of that sort. I’m concerned for her comfort, not his. 
Surely he’s honourable enough to sleep in the carriage while she stayed behind a locked door 
with a warm fire. I never intended to plant doubt where your trust in him grows so strongly.” 

“I trust no one with her,” William said flatly. 
“Nor I.” Ben growled. 
“Then how can anyone be good enough?” Charlie asked both of them, cautiously. He 

turned to the road, noticing something out of the ordinary. He gave a nod toward five riders 
and a carriage coming down the way toward them. “Are we expecting so much company?” 

“What goblin’s idea was this?” Ben whispered, still coated by a red wrath. Their Palomino 
horses stepped with ease, their big, dark eyes shining almost as brightly as the riders’ heavy 
armour, their swords and spears sharp. “Or devil’s?” 

“Sir William Wentworth?” the front rider spoke, all halting their horses in front of them. 
His deep voice was threatening, matching the rest of him, and Ben’s hackles rose. His lips 
were pulled up over his teeth, warning them that their blood would feel natural embedded 
in his jaw. 

“That is I,” William said, seemingly comfortable, looking as if he had long expected this. 
“You are to come with us.” The man nodded toward the carriage. “If you refuse, we will 

kill you, as you are being taken under the law and authority of the king and are to be hanged 
tomorrow at sunset.” The man looked at one of his companions, all of them the same above 
their golden horses: hidden behind armour and blades. “Arrest the criminal.” 

Charlie stood in front of William. “On what charges?” 
“With the new evidence discovered, he is being charged with crimes I have not 

mentioned,” the front rider declared, baring the legitimate marks of the king’s company. 
“Mention them!” Ben had already wanted to fight. He’d already wanted to die for them, 

for her, if that was what it took to repay them for their letting him love them so much. 
The officer looked as if he could have killed Ben for that interruption, but one wild dog 

could appreciate another and he answered him because of it. “For the murder of Arthur and 
Elizabeth Hawkins.” His horse pranced nervously beneath him. 

Ben drew his sword. “You’ll have to cut me down first.” 
“Very well.” The man raised his sword and the rest of the riders did the same. 
I will protect her, and everything she loves, with the spill of my own blood. 
“Enough,” William commanded, and he put his hands on his companions’ shoulders. “I 

will go quietly.” 
“No!” Ben snarled. “We won’t let them take you!” 
“Remain, Benjamin.” 
“Not when I would die for you!” 
“William, please.” It was an order from Charlie, begging him to stay back. The sword he’d 

used to spar with Ben minutes ago was gripped in his hands, and his hands were paled from 
the force of his grip. 

William smiled weakly, touched by their unwavering loyalty. But he would not let them 
die for him. “What good is there in dying when there’s living to be done? Protect her, as 
what must be done, as I have done, as I have failed to do. Tell them not to come for me. 
Do you hear? Do not let her come for me.” He moved to step around them. “It is time to 
pay for my sins.” 

Ben’s blade met his chest, daring him to take another step, howls rippling in his throat 
like war cries. 



 

 

“But you are innocent,” Charlie protested. 
“Then I shall pay for the proportions of my life that justify the fact that I deserve to die. 

I am not perfect, and one way or another I will not let you die for me. Now step aside.” 
When they did not, William walked around them and toward the authorities. 

“No!” Ben yelled, preparing himself to be thrown into a charge of claws and teeth and 
the surety of his blood against their swords. 

“Remain, Benjamin!” William ordered, powerfully enough that Ben stumbled back. 
“William...” Tears stun at Charlie’s eyes. 
“To answer your question, Charlie,” William said, pausing before getting into the carriage 

and on toward prison. “No one would’ve ever been good enough. Not for my little girl.” 
He smiled lovingly, dashingly, proudly, and then he ducked into the carriage, lost from their 
sight. 

The golden horses reared as demands were shouted out, launching into the gallop, riding 
away from what was left of the hearts of two boys. 

“No.” Ben shook as Charlie stood motionless. His eyes were set against the sun, shifting 
from foot to foot like a red-coated beast with fur as coarse as gravel. His heart was racing –
– racing because he was a predator and his prey had been before him, and then it had won. 
“No.” 

What will happen if he’s gone? What will happen when his shadow’s not there for me to follow behind? 
How can I face her, now that I’ve let this happen? I would have died for him. I would have died in his place! 

“William...” Charlie choked on his name. 
Ben could still feel as he felt when William took him, sick, dying, away from the tips of 

blades, other knights telling him to kill him as he wrapped him in blankets, saving his life. “I 
would have died for you!” 

 



 

Chapter Thirty-Seven 
Cages 

 

 

Weeps of solace passed from her lips, and she pressed her gloved hands against her elbows 
while the drumbeats of hooves striking the ground muffled the weight of her exhaustion. 
Her leather gloves were expertly stitched and designed with fur, the softness of them a 
comfort as the carriage rocked and jerked about. Mathew kept the horses at a steady gallop 
toward home. Toward home and away from James and the feelings she felt when she was 
with him. It was as if he lived within her, within every warm smile. 

Wrapped in the early warnings of winter, Isabel could hear the calls of home: the soft calls 
from the horses in their paddocks, doves speaking kindly, and the wheels beneath her, 
travelling down the tree-lined path. 

They weren’t only late. They’d forgotten all about buying shoes. 
The carriage stopped. There was a rustle outside the door, and voices, a notable silence, 

and then the carriage door opened. Isabel extended her hand to be helped down and then 
withdrew it quickly. 

It wasn’t Mathew who had opened her carriage door. It was Ben. 
“What is it?” Because that was what she had to ask as she stepped out to meet him. “What 

has happened?” Because she hadn’t seen this mask of stone upon his face, not since she was 
too little, too young she thought she’d forgotten ever seeing him like this. It was as if he was 
dying from the inside out.  

His hands came up to her face and, sinking to his knees, he took her down with him. 
“Answer her.” A dark cloak of worry was wrapped around Mathew. 
“What is this, Benjamin?” Isabel wished she could turn her head, to see around her. 

Charlie, William, Phantom, Granny Ester: what was ailing them to be ailing him like this? 
But Ben had a dying man’s grip on her. “What has happened?” 

“They took him.” Ben tried not to be sucked deeper into the pools of his tears, into the 
depth of them. But breathing was difficult, and difficult further when she began to be sucked 
into the pools of his tears with him. “He’s to be hanged tomorrow night.” 

“William?” Mathew said his name, a cloud falling over his face.  
“What?” Isabel whispered because there was nothing in any of this that she wanted to 

believe. 
“I’m so sorry.” Ben shook as he stroked the sides of her face, biting the insides of his lips 

together. “I’m so sorry.” He tried to say her name aloud, but couldn’t. 
“Why has this happened?” Shocked, Isabel stared blankly, neglecting to wipe away her 

own falling tears. 
“Where is Charlie?” Mathew demanded an answer. 
“Isabel...” Ben whispered. 
“Where is he, Ben?” Mathew demanded again of Ben, who was lost in his sorrow. 

“Where?” 
“I don’t know where he went.” Ben shook his head, but Mathew was already off in search 

of him. No one watched as he went. 



 

 

“When did this happen?” Isabel asked, her gaze pressing. “There’s still time, isn’t there, 
for whatever must be done to ensure his release? There must be.” 

“He doesn’t want you to come for him.” 
Why would an innocent man want to die?  
“They came with the carriage.” Ben struggled with the words. “He doesn’t want anyone 

to go after him.” 
Isabel felt like she was going to be sick. “What did they charge him with?” 
“Murder,” Ben whispered. 
Why would an innocent man want to die? “But...” 
“I know.” 
“But...” 
“I know.” 
“It can’t be true.” 
“Isabel...” 
“Isabel,” Charlie whispered, his voice hoarse as if he’d been screaming, though his 

sincerity echoed around her. Mathew was at his side. “I swear... I swear we did what we 
could. But putting ourselves in front of their swords wasn’t enough.” 

How could this happen? Isabel wondered. Who would charge William for a murder he had already 
been cleared for? He was cleared! The rest was gossip. They can’t charge someone on gossip! Who would have 
the authority or power to do something like this?  

“This has to be some kind of mistake...” Her voice faded, dying out on her. 
“Isabel...” Ben closed his eyes with his regret. “He’s gone.”  
“No!” Isabel raged, slapping his hands away from her. “There has to be something we 

can do!” 
Mathew put his hand on her shoulder. How many breaths had she taken before he ripped 

himself away from her? Stripping the horses from the carriage and harnesses, he flung 
himself onto one of the red creature’s back. 

“What are you going to do?” Ben demanded, getting to his feet. 
Mathew collected his reins. “I am going to see what I can find out. Stay here.” Sternly, he 

held Ben and Charlie in check. “Don’t let her out of your sight.” 
Isabel’s gaze met Mathew’s. Find William, that gaze was telling him, bring him back to us.  
Sharply, he turned his horse and rode off. 
“Protect her,” were the words on the air, and Ben and Charlie knelt down beside her. 

Weeping, any solace she’d had left was destroyed There could be no solace within her now. 
William? 
The early warnings of winter had arrived. 
 

 
 

Heavy wax slid down two fat candlesticks. The only other light was the silk sheet of night 
sky overhead, as they waited for Mathew to return. Isabel rested her head on Charlie’s 
shoulder and Ben leaned against the wall in front of them, his arms crossed. 

It was late. The estate was becoming increasingly smaller now that the servants were 
fleeing. Ben had paid no heed to their wondering, concerns, and questions. They decided on 
their own, reason in hand, that the best thing to do was to flee. 



 

 

It was late. Anxiety was sewed into their skin. The blankets that covered Isabel’s legs kept 
out the cold, but gave little comfort. Their hearts were in turmoil. Silence hugged them, not 
a word had been spoken since Mathew had left, and not a word still as they suffered together 
and alone. Together because here they were, and alone because how could they comfort 
what couldn’t be comforted? 

Please, Mathew, bring something. What worth is a word when it brings nothing? What value is hope 
then? Please... Don’t let him die. 

Sunrise was underway when Mathew rode his horse into the yard and dismounted. The 
reins now folded in his hands. 

Isabel got to her feet. In truth, she felt as if he’d never return, that he might listen to 
reason and save himself before the soldiers came back for them all. She had fought away 
crying until now. 

Isabel spoke, the limit of their movement until Charlie, too, stood up. “What did you find 
out?” she asked. 

There was weakness in him, something rarely shown. “He is to be hanged tomorrow,” 
was Mathew’s answer. 

“There has to be something...” Desperation dug into her insides until she felt like she was 
screaming. Had she spoken? Was that her voice? “They can’t do this!” 

Ben took hold of her hand. “Yes, they can.” 
“Is there anything else?” Charlie asked Mathew, both looking at Isabel, wondering what 

she could bear to hear. 
When they said nothing, Isabel pulled away from Ben. “What did you discover?” she 

demanded. 
Though uncertain if he should tell her, Mathew confirmed, “He is to be hanged for the 

murder of your parents, by the order of the king. Apparently there was new evidence, though 
it was more likely that Sir John Scotch simply withdrew his old testimony and told the 
authorities to charge William. No one would question him, not if they wanted to live. 
Obviously lying, he said that William confessed the truth to him. There’s to be no trial, only 
a hanging.” 

“This is Sir John’s doing?” Outraged, Isabel let her hyperventilating fear be replaced by 
the ferocity of her clenched fists. Anger was closing the door on the vacancy she’d wished 
for her mind. She was overcome by emotions she never wanted to feel. 

“What did you think would happen when you turned him down?” Ben asked her, not 
meaning to be either insensitive or sensitive. 

Daring him to expand, Isabel said strongly, “So this is my fault!” 
“I didn’t mean...” 
“Enough!” Mathew drew out the blade of his authority, and they fell quiet. “We need to 

be strong now.” 
Strength: solace wept with the word and what could no longer be. What was left here 

wasn’t strength. Not when they’d been waiting for hope. Not when they’d been blistered by 
it. She’d searched the silence for solace, and got instead unimaginable despair. And she wept 
with the solace that no longer existed. 

Because why had any of this happened? 
Because why would an innocent man want to die? 
Isabel swallowed down her helplessness long enough to ask, “What can we do?” 
Mathew shook his head. “There is nothing to be done.” 



 

Chapter Thirty-Eight 
Missing You 

 

 

Isabel tried to sleep regardless of the ongoing dance of her swept away thoughts. Seduced 
by the music and the atmosphere, the gowns and the movements of the dancers, she 
responded with tears to their morbid ballads. The estate was empty. Alone in her chambers, 
there was no one. Facts were spinning under bright lights in her mind. Questions raised their 
hands up, leading, and Isabel followed them. They held her close and tried to hold her closer 
as different questions tried to pull her out of another question’s arms. 

Is this my fault? 
What do I do now? 
Is William guilty? 
Did William kill my parents? 
She’d decided long ago that gossip was gossip, and not to believe what someone else was 

ridiculous enough to believe. But now that dance and the steps she’d remembered for it 
were mixed with steps of confusion and steps of anger. Now those dancers had tar-covered 
eyes, and with slick movements they twirled about, lowering and rising in what appeared to 
be oil, as thick as ebony, blackening their skin. 

The night and its hours pressed on. 
How long had this dance owned her: the wondering, the realization that words were only 

words until they’re there to feel? All this time there couldn’t have been a motive. All this 
time William couldn’t have been capable. All this time she’d never asked. Until now: could 
he have killed her parents? 

Maybe... 
“I don’t know,” Isabel whispered in her torment. She was lost and unsettled because what 

was to be done? She couldn’t live one more second without knowing the truth, and yet there 
was no time left, and yet there was no time to lose. The dance swept on into one thought, 
There is nothing I can do. 

Isabel sat up. Inside herself she could feel a kind of rupture, because she was waiting for 
someone else to find answers, waiting for someone else to make things right when her hands 
were capable and with the ability to grasp; when her mouth was capable and with the ability 
to speak. William. She had to go to him, before it was too late. Truth was before her, just 
out of reach, and it was all there was, all that was left, and all that would be left.  

What problems awaited her conviction? The prison’s whereabouts were unknown to her. 
There was darkness, in and outside of her, feeding her recklessness. Propriety would faint at 
the thought of a woman like herself travelling alone, wandering whatever streets she’d have 
to wander to discover directions to her destination. It was all a web to the final problem. 
What was she to say to William? That was the trouble all along, wasn’t it? How could she 
ask him if he was a murderer? 

Quickly, her boots and cloak were on, and she found herself rushing down the stairs. I 
don’t care, was her answer to all the questions facing her. “I have to try.” 

Pocketing the small bag of money and the dagger she now found on William’s desk –– 
insurance if she had to pay for information and insurance in case they wanted too great a 



 

 

cost –– she then let herself out the door and into the night. The air was crisp and cool. The 
stars were bright. Though every shadow and whisper made her halt (even if it was imagined), 
she walked into the barn, toward the tack room. Swift in the darkness, she found Phantom’s 
bridle with ease. Reaching Phantom’s stall safely, she opened the door as quietly as possible 
and put her horse’s bridle on. 

“I need your help.” Isabel kissed her mare’s cheek. “Please, lend me your wings.” 
There wasn’t time to be glad she’d made it this far. There wasn’t time to care if her 

brothers would be distressed if they knew what she was doing, planning to do. There was 
only time to open the door and pray that the noise of Phantom’s hooves travelling along the 
barn floor would not be the end of her much needed madness –– her much needed 
recklessness. 

She could hear distant snores, the night noises of the horses in their stalls, the odd purr 
of a cat or the rustle of someone turning over in their bed. Isabel was leaving them behind, 
almost out of the barn. 

Phantom tossed her head, her bridle jingling, making them both halt, their ears pricked, 
waiting for the night’s reaction. Had anyone heard the bridle move? She waited, but the 
silence pressed on. Holding her breath, Isabel led her horse out of the barn, successfully. 

I didn’t think we’d make it past Mathew, but... Isabel thought, triumphantly, tossing the reins 
over Phantom’s head and moving around to hold them at her withers. Running her hand 
over the mare’s back, whispering sweetly, she mounted. Collecting herself, the horse stood 
quietly beneath her. 

There was no turning back. 
Pushing her into a walk, they distanced themselves from the farm before she asked 

Phantom to gallop. She had to make sure Phantom’s take-off wouldn’t notify anyone of 
their disappearance. Bareback, Isabel began to race the morning toward town, eyes steady, 
awaiting obstacles (other riders, night predators), but there was nothing of the sort. There 
was only a clear and steady race toward town, and Isabel asked for more speed, whispering 
that there was no time to lose. 

Phantom didn’t hesitate. 
Her hooves rang on the hard ground of town as Isabel brought her back to a walk, looking 

around at the mysteriously empty streets. Silence was like a fog, and through it was nothing 
but the “Click, click, click,” of Phantom’s hooves on the road. Both horse and rider were 
breathing heavily from the long, pressed-paced journey. But that didn’t stop Phantom from 
snorting in panic, drastically picking up her hooves over the words engraved into the ground 
when Isabel wouldn’t let her bolt away from them.  

The words in Latin were even clearer in the darkness than they were in the daylight. The 
wanted posters, searching for thieves, had been washed away. 

They journeyed down streets Mary had never taken her, looking and listening for anything 
that might aid them.  

A small tavern lit up the darkness, making Isabel whisper, “Looks promising,” before she 
dismounted, swinging the reins over Phantom’s head and tying her up to a post. “I’m going 
to ask the wench where the prison is, because, you know, that’s not a suspicious question.” 
Patting her horse’s shoulder, she attempted to keep her courage fresh and where it was 
needed. 

Throwing the hood of her cloak over her head, she opened the door and walked in. Old 
and rundown, it smelt a little like urine. It wasn’t a shock that there weren’t many customers. 
The few it had were hidden behind hoods, same as she. The light came from a sturdy 



 

 

fireplace, and the steady fire cast shadows about as Isabel walked up to the counter, head’s 
turning as she passed. 

“Can I help you, Missy?” the woman behind the counter asked, giving a snort as Isabel 
approached. 

Glancing back at the hooded watchers, Isabel leaned forward, whispering, “I need 
information.” 

The woman, wearing a dress that Mary and Ester would shriek at, her skin filthy, reached 
toward Isabel’s face, holding up her hood to see her better. A sly smile spread over her, and 
Isabel narrowed her eyes. What was this woman thinking right now?  

“I need help,” Isabel insisted. 
“Little kitten like you looking for work?” the wench whispered. “Forget the boys in here. 

You can keep me company.” 
Isabel shook her head, making the woman frown. “I need to get to the prison. Where can 

I find it?” 
“My little kitten hanging around there?” the wench gave a little laugh, moving to stroke 

Isabel’s face, but she turned away in time. “Not at this time of night.” 
“Please,” Isabel pressed, “I just need you to tell me where it is.” 
“Because you begged ––” but she licked her lips, trying to touch Isabel’s face again, only 

to have her hand slapped away. “And because I like kittens with claws ––” the woman 
rubbed her hand. “All right, little lady, I’ll tell you, with a warning: no one likes hanging around 
there, if you get me. The law’s a lawless criminal you don’t want to catch up with.” 

“The prison ––” Isabel snapped. “Where is it?”   
“Centre of town, you can’t miss it. When you get to the scariest building around, you 

know you’ve found it.” There was real worry in the woman’s words as she said: “They’re 
not going to show you a good time either, and they won’t ask like I’m asking. Be prepared 
in case of that.” 

“Centre of town, thanks,” Isabel said, already turning to leave. 
“Guards are posted at every corner of that prison,” the woman called after her. “Seriously, 

watch out for them!” 
Isabel exhaled notably as she exited. Mounting Phantom, she rode toward the centre of 

town with fear not far behind her. It hid here and there, waiting for her to make a wrong 
move. Following the web of roads, Phantom snorted as a dog bolted away from them and 
Isabel held her breath every time an occasional person walked by. The shops were locked 
up. The town was empty and dead looking. 

Wandering until giving up seemed like their only option, they came to hear someone 
whistling up ahead. If nothing else, they could give her directions. As the whistler came into 
sight, Isabel halted Phantom. 

The base of the stage was made with skulls, levelled with a wooden floor, and painted 
with blood. The last man strung up still swung, the chilled wind pushing him about in the 
middle of the stage, like a welcome sign in front of the prison’s stained stone walls. She 
could already see the guards lazily standing at the front corners, her presence already catching 
their attention.  

Severed hands were kicked along the bottom of the stage, some were fresh, but most were 
skeletal. The hunger for death that clung to this place was a smell she’d rather have avoided. 

One of the guards started toward her. 
“Good evening ––” Isabel choked and then collected her confidence. “This is the 

prison?”  
“That’s good morning,” the guard corrected, “and why? Do you need to get locked up?” 



 

 

A shiver ran up her spine. “I need to speak to a prisoner.”  
The guard laughed, a cold, barking thing, the prison keys jingling at his side. “You do, do 

you?” He walked closer to her. 
“Yes.” Isabel cleared her throat, letting Phantom prance about. “I need to speak to a 

prisoner.” 
“Get out of here,” the guard ordered, amused. “Go home. Come back tomorrow and 

watch the hanging.” 
“I need to speak to him,” Isabel said, not giving up. “I can pay you.”  
The guard thought for a moment. “A pretty girl like you would have a lot to offer.” 
“I have money,” Isabel clarified, showing him the purse. “It’s yours if you take me in and 

out safely.”  
The guard’s eyes lit up, already dreaming of spending the money he didn’t have in his 

hands, but then thought better of it. He spit on the ground. “Go home.”  
“Please,” Isabel protested. 
“A prison is no place for something like you.” The guard started walking back to his post. 

“Get lost. Or should I arrest you?” 
Isabel dismounted, striding toward the guard, Phantom following, loose, behind her. 

“You’ve got someone important to me in there, and I mean to see him. Now take me in, or 
I shall break the bloody door down and you with it!” 

Unconcerned, but a little impressed, the guard smirked, looking Isabel up and down. “A 
hard woman,” he whispered, his hands already reaching out for her. 

But she was faster.  
Striking him hard in the stomach, the guard fell back against the wall, shocked. He could 

now feel her dagger at his throat. “I asked you nicely. Don’t make me spill your blood,” 
Isabel hissed. “I’m here to see a prisoner. Won’t you take me to him?”  

The guard snorted and Isabel pressed her dagger harder against his skin, drawing a fine 
line of scarlet. “You’re too cute,” was his response. 

The other guard, who’d been positioned on the opposite front corner, grabbed Isabel’s 
wrist, using his other hand to hold the other guard back. “Enough of this,” he ordered. 

Isabel hesitated. Had she met this man before? His voice seemed familiar. 
“Can’t I keep her?” pleaded the guard Isabel attacked. 
“Let her in,” said the other. “I’ll take the blame, if there should be any.” 
“You sure, Sam?” 
Isabel tried to get a look at the man behind her, but he’d already turned, flinching away 

as Phantom tried to bite him. 
The guard in front of her never lost his amusement. “Isn’t it your lucky day, my pretty 

thing.” 
Isabel kept her dagger out. “There’s no time to lose then.” 
The guard snorted, but turned, opening the prison doors, waiting and then watching as 

Isabel stepped into the caged darkness. 
“Who you here to see?” The guard grabbed a torch from the wall, leading the way. Isabel 

couldn’t help flinching, listening to the cries and screams of the prisoners. The guard seemed 
to be proud of what was making her flinch. 

“Sir William Wentworth,” Isabel answered, continuing down the cold stone hall. 
“He doesn’t say much.” 
William. He didn’t deserve this. He didn’t deserve any of this. “He’s a friend.” 
“It’s not pretty,” the guard agreed, watching her shiver and cringe at the smells and the 

forgotten whispers of this bleak place. 



 

 

“How much further is his cell?” 
He pointed. “Just up ahead.”  
When he finally stopped, opening the door to a cell of quiet blackness, Isabel wondered 

if he was going to lock her inside and leave her there. 
“Be quick,” the guard ordered, giving her no choice, closing the door behind her.  
Isabel listened for the “Click” of a lock, but it never came. 
Standing there was like what it might be like watching exile breathe. If exile was a form, a 

framed being capable of breathing instead of a gross, spoken form of banishment –– life’s 
banishment, banishing hope, and light. Sweating out and soaking into her, it was like a 
second skin, a second pair of hands; a second skeleton. Clinging to her, it stayed in her head 
like a song, its’ verses an unforgettable sonnet because this darkness was unforgettable. 
“William?” The name seemed to lose direction as soon as it was spoken. “William?” 

“Isabel?” Horrified was the voice that followed, the figure following after it. “Isabel? No, 
it cannot be you.” 

“William.” Isabel rejoiced, relieved as he came forward. She threw her arms around him. 
Other than tiredness, William looked well, considering. He’d not been beaten or chained or 
tortured, Sir John had spared him that, at least. “Thank goodness. I thought I would never 
make it here!”  

“What were you thinking?” His fear came out aggressively. “You shouldn’t have come. 
This is no place for you.” 

“I had to.” She thought it would be hard, and later she knew it was, feeling the pull of 
something inside her, feeling the cutting of her soul for saying such a thing, but she stood 
regally, and like some great lady, she said: “I need to know the truth.”  

“Isabel ––” 
“You owe me the truth,” Isabel corrected.  
He looked at her like she was glass, like she could shatter, like she was shattering. But she 

was also right, deserving, because not knowing wasn’t going to protect her anymore. He sat 
down, searching for a way to begin. “I have been wondering when you would demand what 
I know. Maybe I even hoped you would.” He knew it had been hard on her: having this 
gossip encircling their lives, encircling hers, and her having to carry it alone. “I have wanted 
to tell you. Truly. But how do you start a tale like mine?”  

“Start with the simplest answer.” Isabel was relieved and devastated that she didn’t have 
to explain what she had meant, what truth she felt was owed to her. “Did you kill my 
parents?”  

“I am afraid answers are not that simple. But you are right. This truth belongs to you.” 
“I promise not to interrupt.”  
And so William began. “Once upon a time there was a woman so lovely and wild everyone 

was in love with her.” He paused, his voice slipping away, before he was able to continue. 
“Her parents arranged a marriage, and she was handed to the kind of man you wanted on 
the battlefield, not the kind of man most women imagine for a husband. And she hadn’t 
imagined being married at all, becoming, quite shockingly, silent. Restless and unhappy, she 
was looking for any way out. 

“In the years to follow a new man came into her life: a young knight, who fought beside 
her husband in battle and against him in tournament. She fell in love with him and, not long 
after, he fell in love with her as well: his caged bird. He knew her better than her husband 
and soon they expressed their love secretly. But like all good secrets, they couldn’t be hidden 
forever. Rumours started to spread. ‘Gossip,’ they’d say, ‘who believed in gossip?’ 



 

 

“But then she gave birth to her lover’s child, and they made a plan to run away together 
and never look back.” William hesitated, though Isabel’s confused expression while she 
listened never faltered. “But then he found out. Murderous, he wasn’t discreet in his plans. 
Her lover found out quickly that her husband knew everything and rode to her aid, hoping 
he would make it in time before her husband killed her. Riding fast, he reached their home 
and ran in, tackling her husband as he raised his sword to impale her. Her new-born baby 
was crying on the sidelines. Her husband crashed to the ground. He swore angrily, cursing 
them both for their betrayal. He’d reclaimed his sword, swinging it at her lover. They fought. 
The entire time she and her infant screamed.”  

“William ––” 
“It all happened so fast. There hadn’t been time to think. Her husband struck, jealous, 

hating them, swearing he’d kill them all, as he knocked her lover off-balance. And then 
everything was like slow motion. She cried and ran toward them, but instead of killing her 
lover, her husband had turned and forced his sword into her heart. 

“She stumbled toward me, shaking, bleeding. I remember screaming. I’d jumped up, 
throwing my sword. Arthur was smiling, pulling the sword out of his own chest, coughing 
as blood poured from his mouth, pouring from the wound. I knew why he was smiling. 
He’d killed the only thing worth fighting for. Satisfied with that, he fell dead.  

“It was indescribable: the pain. I rocked her in my arms, but the wild in her eyes had 
already been stolen by death. She was gone. When my cries of fury subsided, I looked toward 
the child. That man, holding Elizabeth’s body in his arms, never imagined he could be happy 
again. But his child was crying, and she needed him.  

“I buried Elizabeth under a maple tree on the farm where she grew up, buying that 
property, because it had been the only other thing left of her: a place she’d felt safe, and 
buying it so their child could have that same comfort. 

“Answers are never simple, Isabel. I never knew how to tell you how you became the last 
light in my life: my very own child.” 

“I ––” 
“I did kill someone, ensuring that I belong here. I killed Arthur Hawkins. Killing him for 

killing the only thing I really loved: Elizabeth.” Her name was like a fresh breeze, lighting 
the prison, stripping the horror away. “I killed the man who murdered your mother.” 

“I ––” 
“I have been waiting a long time, Isabel,” William continued. “I have been waiting a long 

time to die: the day I can be with her again. I can’t tell you what happens after death, but I 
can tell you that death is where she is, and death is where I’ve longed to follow.” 

“William, I can help you escape ––” 
“No,” said William, almost joyously, making her wonder if he’d lost his mind in this 

darkness. “You don’t understand. I would do anything to hold her hand again, to hear her 
speak once more. As I was sitting here, alone in the dark, I could almost see her. I could 
almost feel her hand on mine.” 

“You are my real father.” Isabel tried to let everything he said sink in. She tried to 
understand, but it was so much, too much because here he was: wanting to die. Because here 
he was: the day before he was promised to die. “Why did you not tell me before?”  

“The world thought you were the daughter of Arthur and Elizabeth Hawkins. I could not 
disgrace her memory by calling you my own. I could not do that to you.” He exhaled. “I 
wondered, too, if I’d be blamed for the death of them both, but I was anyway.” 

“You’re such a hypocrite.” 
“Is that anyway to talk to a dead man?” 



 

 

“I know how much it is to love someone, William.” 
William’s eyes narrowed. “Is that so?” 
“You just proved you can’t help who you love.” She narrowed her eyes right back at him. 

“And yes, I am talking about Mathew.” 
“Then I should have fired him,” William angered, slowly letting his expression soften. 

“Except now I’m glad I never had that thought. I am to be hanged at sunset. He has to be 
the one to protect you now.” He finished with, “He better not disappoint me.” 

To be hanged at sunset... 
“William...” Tears streamed from her eyes. 
“If nothing else, I’m thankful you weren’t there to see me arrested.” William faintly smiled. 
“I’m so sorry.” Isabel struggled to breathe. “I’m so sorry.” 
“You have done nothing wrong,” William said, taking her face in his hands. “I love you, 

my Isabel. I will always love you. But now you must go, and you must not come back here. 
Promise me you will not come back here. Grant me that wish.” 

Isabel nodded, barely able to keep herself from completely falling apart, shattering. “Very 
well.”  

The guard banged on the cell door, making Isabel jump and William lower his hands. 
There wasn’t any more time. 
She threw her arms around his neck, but he unhinged her, helping her to her feet. He 

gave a nod, because he knew she knew it was time. The guard opened the cell door for her, 
but she paused before leaving, turning to whisper, “Goodbye, my William. Goodbye... My 
father...” She tried to hold on to his image as tightly as she could. She tried to hold back the 
tears that trailed down her face as she left the prison.  

My father’s in there, she thought, trying not to think as she mounted Phantom, throwing the 
promised purse to the guard. 

She would never see her father again. 
Turning Phantom, they trotted away from the prison. William’s story played and replayed 

in her mind as she rode home, ripping at her heart. 
Her mind became crowded with questions. She listened to them sing as if they belonged 

to someone else –– were in someone else’s life. Had she really gone through what she’d gone 
through tonight? It felt like a massive mess of a dream, but there was the music, and there 
was the tiara above her head, dressed in thorns, crowning her with all this real despair. 

Within the product of her grave loss, she tried to push away her thoughts. But the horror 
of all she’d lost, stood in her way, and entangled her back into the room of tar-eyed dancers 
with oil-covered skin, and the wings of black swans that were cut off and sewed on where 
they didn’t belong. Trying to run, they swung her into their arms, ribbons brushing against 
her skin as they glided, directionless, through the air, landing on the floor littered with 
question marks. One step, two steps: every movement was performed so skilfully, coming 
too close and pushing her too far away with their well-versed movements. Because she had 
more questions now, and more weight on her heart than when she’d started.  

Is this my fault? 
What do I do now? 
What was my mother like? 
Did she love William like William still loved her? 
Exhaustion had trampled over both horse and rider. They walked as they came toward 

the farm. The sunrise was a precious sight after the night they’d shared. They reached the 
front of the barn, and Isabel’s eyes were failing to stay open as she dismounted. She jumped 
when she finally noticed Mathew leaning against the door frame, waiting for her. He hadn’t 



 

 

been far from her thoughts. He was right beside her at times and criticizing her at others. 
But having him before her now, made her want to throw herself into his arms. 

“Where have you been?” he asked, although he already knew the answer, hoping her wild 
heart would now find peace. Hoping it would be peace enough.  

“Nowhere.” She wasn’t in the mood to talk. 
Mathew held out his hand, taking Phantom’s reins. “I will take care of her, in exchange 

for your getting some rest.” 
Walking to the house, she was barely able to keep her eyes open, though the fearful dance 

carried on, taking her by the hand, dragging her forward. Alone in her chambers, she tried 
to sleep, knowing that these questions weren’t going to stop, knowing that by the end of the 
day her father would be dead. The questions came one at a time or all together, their gowns 
and movements seducing, and Isabel responded with tears to their constant morbid ballads. 

 



 

Chapter Thirty-Nine 
Alone with a Crowd 

 

 

There was a room that Isabel had never seen –– couldn’t be allowed to see, because secret 
places, hidden in and outside the self, were the hardest to explain. So she’d never seen. She’d 
never been told about the crying knight opening the trap door in his study, sneaking down 
the armour-lined passageway, into a room of things that would now be lost. It contained 
scrolls of poems by poets he’d befriended long ago, trophies and awards that were too 
valuable to keep anywhere else, endless chests of coins and jewels he’d never spent because 
there was nothing he wanted that money could bring him, and portraits of the same woman. 

Elizabeth. 
Paint could never capture all her beauty, and yet the paintings still showed such a woman, 

showed the charm of her as much as it dared to try. But capturing the elation, the rupture 
and the rapture, and everything else he felt pulse through him when he beheld her natural, 
living self, was only something beholding her natural self again could bring. 

Nothing could come close to explaining how much he loved her, or how much his being 
shattered the day he watched her die. 

“It is time.” A guard stood outside William’s cell door.  
“Thank you.” William hadn’t mentioned how he’d been waiting impatiently, expectantly, 

for things to press on. Instead, he addressed the guard as if he were making a new, important 
acquaintance, as if it mattered, as if this wasn’t the last day. 

Three guards stepped forward. 
The sensation of leaving was the same as coming into this prison. Torches lit the blood-

damp and bone-bleak hall as William hoped, nay, prayed that Isabel would stay away. He 
didn’t want her to see this. He didn’t want her to experience what had been led for them 
both to experience. 

The sun was setting, drawing a large crowd, awaiting their entertainment: his death.  
“I’m sorry for all this,” whispered the guard standing to William’s right. 
“I have never attended a hanging before,” William responded. “It seems only fitting that 

the only one I show up for is my own. The attending of such a thing always seemed rather 
redundant to me. But if this is the law, I shall break my neck to honour it.”  

Disbelief was the guard’s reaction. “I’ve never met anyone quite like you, sir. Nor have I 
seen anyone as calm, walking knowingly to his death.”  

“I am not afraid to die,” William said, comfortably. “I have had my share, and a great deal 
of good. It is not death we should be afraid of, now, is it? Rather the wasting of the chance 
to live when it is our time to.” William stopped and turned to the guard. “Rather the wasting 
of the chance to let bravery line the experience of our death when it is our time to die. It is 
only the unknown, after all. Sounds terrifying, yes? But it could be glorious, too, as long as 
you’re brave enough to embrace it, when it is your time, of course. And this is mine.” 

They walked onto the stage, William already facing the crowd. Positioning him, they 
wrapped a noose around his neck. “Thank you, gentlemen,” William said, though he didn’t 
look at them. 

I am coming, my lady. My only regret is that it has taken this long to follow you.  



 

 

Searching the crowd, he knew Isabel was not within it, but Sir John was, not taking calmly 
to how he was handling all of this. 

The crowd shouted. Wasting food, they threw it at William, most of it missing him and 
landing onto the stage, forgotten. What kind of fight had they expected him to perform? 
What kind of show had they come to see that he was not giving them? 

A guard spoke out: words William didn’t pay attention to. Closing his eyes, he thought 
about what kind of life he’d lived. The day he was knighted... The battles he had fought... 
The tournaments he had won... Isabel’s birth and the first time he held her in his arms. And 
the most powerful memory he owned: the first time he had seen Elizabeth. With her brown 
hair streaming behind her, she’d cantered her horse toward him. She had looked at him then, 
her dark blue eyes piercing, making him weak. And she had become the most beautiful battle 
of all. 

“Any last words?” the guard asked and William shook his head, keeping his eyes closed. 
Her body glowed as they lay together in a field of wildflowers. Her lips were sure as they 
took everything he was away from him, giving him everything he was in return.  

And then he really did feel her lips upon his own. 
He opened his eyes. 
“... shall hang by the neck until dead,” the guard’s voice rang out, but she wasn’t before 

him. William stood alone, and yet he didn’t feel alone. It was as if she was holding his hand 
and he closed his eyes, knowing that somehow she’d be there. The guard finished with, “May 
God have mercy on your soul,” and they were words William never noticed because there 
she was. There was no explanation, except that the darkness in and outside of him had driven 
him to madness. But even so, how could this be? How could this be when this hidden dream 
was such a sweet thing? How could she be here, like this was some secret place instead of a 
stage of death? What did the guard say next? William couldn’t be sure because Elizabeth 
moved her hand across his cheek, and he clutched to her extended hand, holding it in place. 

Elizabeth had moved her hand across his cheek. 



 

Chapter Forty 
Breaking the Silence 

 

 

Sunset: the hour she felt most alone, wandering from the solitude of the indoors where she’d 
been shut away and into the stillness of the night, the stillness broken by her crying eyes and 
the raised voices coming from the barn. 

“What are we going to do now? With William gone, there’s nothing to stop him. I half 
expect him within the hour.” 

It was Charlie, and Isabel leaned against the barn, listening, out of sight. 
“To what: force her? There are still laws, as faint as they may be. He can’t simply walk in 

here and take her.” Mathew had answered, his voice aged. “We will give her a moment. Pity: 
doesn’t it beg you to?” 

“Foolish: to give her time,” Charlie corrected him. “It’s naive.” 
“I know you’re scared.” 
“They took William with their faint laws,” Charlie told Mathew as Isabel knelt at the barn 

door, peeking in through the cracks. “They weren’t going to tell us his charges until Pity saw 
something in Benjamin.” 

Sitting down, Ben didn’t look up. “I like to think it was my obvious good looks: my 
flirtatious grey eyes.” 

“This is no laughing matter, Benjamin.” 
“Isn’t it? You’re talking about running. Do you really think there’s a stone we can hide 

under where he won’t find us?” 
Mathew’s arms were crossed. “Are you suggesting we go our separate ways?” 
Isabel held her breath. Would she lose everyone she loved today? 
Ben slowly raised his head. “Our separate ways?” 
“I think you should seriously consider the possibility that it might be your only chance,” 

Mathew advised. 
“And you?” Charlie wasn’t impressed with the suggestion.  
“Isabel’s so annoying, Mathew. Won’t you take her off our hands?” Ben snorted. “I don’t 

think so. If we’re splitting up, she’ll be safest away from you.” 
“I made a promise to William: to protect her. The same promise you all made.” Charlie 

caught Ben’s eye and they nodded in agreement. “With saying that, where are we going to 
go?” 

“I’m not going anywhere.” Isabel stood at the doorway. “This is my home. This is our 
home!” 

“Isabel,” Charlie whispered, pleadingly, her presence a shocking thing to all their hearts. 
“No!” Isabel shouted, knowing perfectly well that shouting wasn’t going to solve anything, 

but she couldn’t help herself. “This was the one place my mother felt safe. It’s the one place 
that accepted us all for who we are and not for what we ought to be. We can’t abandon all 
that.” 

“If there was any hope left...” Mathew knew her loneliness, knew what this world was 
taking away from her, and what that would do to her mind, to her soul, and to her heart. 
“But we have no other choice.” 



 

 

Wake up! Wake up! But this nightmare’s horror wasn’t about to end that way. The boys 
were deciding to set the horses free, taking only plain bays, no white, nothing with flash and 
that might stand out. This meant that Phantom wouldn’t be going with them. And they 
would leave anything else that could be spared behind. The boys decided there would be 
little to no point boarding up the estate, as thieves were expected without delay. And come 
sunrise, they would abandon all that Isabel had ever known. 

“You’re asking me to give up everything!” 
“Yes.” Mathew’s voice was threatening, serious, filled with the protective desire to replace 

that misery with anything other than this madness. “Except your life.” 
“And that?” The sunset was a veil over her as she stood in the doorway of the barn. “Are 

you so sure he won’t come for me?” 
How much more was this world going to take from her? 
“Sunrise we leave.” 
 

 
 

Had she done this? Had her anger done this? With her chambers trashed, her possessions 
destroyed, Isabel curled up on the floor, her mind crawling away inside itself. Blinded by 
tears, she’d seen nothing. Blinded by tears, she saw nothing. She cried for the things she 
loved that had been stolen from her, crying for the things she loved that were being stolen 
from her still. 

She sought to conceal herself away, hiding where those hidden feelings linger, where they 
harbour, where they grow. She sought to conceal herself among those things that can’t be 
expressed, those things that wished had been said, and those things that wished had been 
done. There were secret rooms in and outside the self, and she let herself lie in the darkest 
of them.  

Everything begged to be let out in screams, and those begs echoed against the walls of 
the room within the rooms of her mind. Her feelings were building and building and building 
upon themselves, creating and recreating things that were inconvenient to be feeling at a 
time like this. It was inconvenient because her wild heart sought to rebel, to fight against 
being silenced and meek; to be in control; to overcome fear and the damned words of the 
world that someone else had printed upon her story’s page. Words that were unfamiliar to 
her, having her still wondering how they’d gotten them there in the first place.  

What choices could she make? 
A darkened dream state, a rebellious desire, a thrill, and the thrill of being in control and 

yet so very out of control: Isabel got to her feet. The dire winds she felt were merely her 
excitement. The blood pulsing in her veins flickered and flamed under her skin, and her ears 
filled with the remembered shattering of broken lances. 

She knew how inconvenient these feelings were, how inconvenient because what she 
wanted had now turned into what she had to do. Had to do because one way or another she 
was running, and running to catch a darkened desired dream was better than running scared. 

Changing into her old boy’s clothing, she crept out of her room, slow and quietly even 
though the house was long empty. Everyone had fled, and those who’d had a moment’s 
reluctance were told to leave. Things were in piles and in wooden boxes outside the front 



 

 

door, things the boys planned to take with them, things they could use, things worth keeping. 
But everything here was worth keeping to Isabel. 

This was her home, and this would be goodbye because she wasn’t planning on coming 
back, because it would be stupid to think she would live through what she was about to do. 

The full moon was bright with colour, and Isabel breathed in the crisp, cool air as deeply 
as she could. What was it like, taking a last breath? What would it be like? She breathed in 
again, deeper and surer. Soundless, she experienced all she might regret from this moment 
because, whether it was right or wrong, she couldn’t leave without seeing Mathew. 

It was the most difficult thought she had to bear: never seeing him again.  
Walking like a ghost of a girl toward the stall he’d made his own, Isabel looked in on him 

sleeping on his straw-made bed. Tears brushing over her eyes, she fought to keep herself 
together, knowing that if she ran with him they might be able to live the rest of their lives 
together. It was a beautiful thought: that little bit of hope. But it wasn’t the right thought. 
Sir John would find them and kill them all. None of them would be safe, not with her.  

Could she let another person she loves get killed? 
She hadn’t planned to get this close to him, but she knelt beside him, praying that he 

wouldn’t wake up as she studied him. She had never loved anyone more than she had loved 
him, and she leaned in to kiss his cheek, whispering, “I love you.” The air around her was 
swept up in “I’m sorry” and “Please don’t come after me” and “Forgive me” and “I wish 
things could have ended differently.” 

Leaving him, she walked to the tack room and took a bridle. Passing Phantom’s stall, she 
headed for Goliath, William’s warhorse.  

His ears were pinned back, watching with hardened eyes as she approached him. 
“Easy.” Isabel slipped effortlessly into his stall. “Come now, boy,” she said as the monster 

of a horse stood, glaring at her. Holding out her hand to him, trying to get him to come 
closer, the great stallion didn’t move. So she began to tell him her plan, as if he were capable 
of understanding every word. 

“I need someone with me who’s braver than I am, someone experienced at not backing 
down.” Goliath’s ears were up. Isabel came closer to him, laying a hand on his shoulder. 
“William’s dead, and he’s not coming back.” She raised the bridle, and the horse let her put 
it on. “You’ll have to be my protector now,” she whispered, opening his stall door, leading 
him out. She passed Ben and Charlie without their waking up. 

She turned to him, holding the reins as far up to his withers as she could reach and 
attempted to swing onto his back. Sliding to her feet, she readied herself again. The task was 
an unsuccessful one. Goliath stood quietly as Isabel tried again. 

“How am I going to get on?” She could feel the stallion’s eyes on her, and she glared back 
at him, stubbornly. “You’re just too big!” she hissed and could have sworn the horse rolled 
his eyes, shaking his head, the bridle jingling slightly. She hissed at him to be quiet. The horse 
took one last annoyed look at her, and then dropped his front end, performing a low, skilful 
bow.  

Excitedly, Isabel shimmied onto his back with ease. “I wonder what else William taught 
you,” she whispered as the stallion once again stood square. She collected the reins, leaned 
forward, close to his brilliant neck, and the stallion began to walk. 

“That was the easy part,” Isabel whispered, long away from home, casting backward 
glances because it would be the last time she’d have in her life to look back, casting backward 
glances to make sure no one’s intuition would stir them awake in order to call after her. 
“Now there’s the problem of sneaking into the tournament unnoticed, stealing a knight’s 
effects, taking his place in the tournament, and then jousting as if I have done it all my life.” 



 

 

She asked Goliath for speed. She attempted to push him into the gallop, but the huge horse 
was reluctant, knowing her young and fragile form would have difficulty handling his overall 
strength. She was glad for that. Someone had to protect her. But when she asked him again, 
he obeyed, launching them forward and into their chosen recklessness. “All in good time.” 

She sought to conceal herself away within all the feelings she knew were inconvenient for 
her to be feeling right now, because who would think to do something like this at a time like 
this? But hiding where those feelings were lingering, where they were harbouring, where 
they were growing was all she could do. What choices could she make? Where else could 
she hide if not within her own foolish, reckless desires? There were things that could not be 
expressed, things that she wished she’d said, and things she wished she’d done, choices she 
wished she’d decided upon herself. But not this choice. 

There was only this darkened desire now. 
 



 

Chapter Forty-One 
Necessary Evil 

 

 
William had talked about it, planned and sorted out the details. He had mapped out the 
routes that had now become the course she was taking. Giving Goliath his head, encouraging 
him to relax, they steered into this town that was abundant with tournament delight. The 
streets were decorated according to favoured knights, their colours and shields lining the 
way. The streets were loud, full of homeless men and a nasty stench, brawlers and threats, 
but even so, they made way for the warhorse and his striking presence. 

Isabel and Goliath were noticed and then forgotten. They turned into a part of town 
swarming with knights and men, whores and syphilis. And, though the high-walled fortress 
was still an attraction, the silver words, ‘Necessary Evil’ were engraved into the white-washed 
walls. Those they housed and employed ran the street, spreading their necessary evil. 

“Be brave,” Isabel whispered to herself, trying to keep Goliath from striking out at people 
as they passed them. It was dark, and with her hair tied back and alcohol rich in the air, she 
was mistaken for a boy and generally left alone regardless of her struggle to keep a safe 
distance away from everyone else. 

A knight, small in size and build, trudged through the filth and the general disease of the 
district. He was ignoring the homeless, the drunks, and the women offering him their 
services for a price. Isabel knew he was a knight by the way he walked, long before she 
noticed anything else about him. 

“Sir?” She pushed Goliath forward, addressing the knight again, but he did not turn 
around. “Sir, you’re in the tournament tomorrow, I presume?” 

“What does it matter if I’m in the tournament tomorrow? I’m not interested either way. 
Be gone, and cease questioning me with your shameful lips, whore.” 

“My good sir...” 
There was something in the way she’d spoken because the knight, set against the moral 

flaws around him, stopped and turned toward her. 
“My good sir...” Isabel brushed out her hair, letting it, clean and flowing, fall around her, 

framing her flawless face. “Are you not in the tournament tomorrow?” 
“I am...” He watched Isabel, too, become confused, wondering, too, why he was soaking 

her presence in the way he was soaking it in. “My goodness... You seem to have bewitched 
my heart.” He couldn’t look away from her blue eyes. “Why is an innocent such as you 
appearing to me surrounded by all this madness?” He gestured around them with his hands. 
The madness: the hissing of whores, the moans of paying men, and the whimpers of the 
sick. “Are you a temptress or a victim here? Speak now.” 

“Are you in the tournament tomorrow?” 
“Yes I am in the tournament tomorrow morning, first to compete.” 
“And are you so certain that you won’t take me back to your tent with you?” 
“A temptress, yes, maybe. But how...” The chaos around them was of no notice to either 

of them now, and the knight shook his head, bemused and overwhelmed. “How you’ve 
bewitched my heart, so much so that it is yours.” He declared, “If you desire to come with 
me now, I will pay whatever price I must to keep you.” 



 

 

“At what price...” Isabel held on to her courage, her very reckless courage. “Take me to 
your tent, but promise we won’t be overheard.” 

“I can make no such promise. You’ve struck me with a yearning for passion, and it is with 
your own mouth that you’ll have to make such promises, as my only promise is that you, my 
innocent, will be too pleased to be pleased with the quiet.” He raised an eyebrow. “Unless 
you’re running from someone? Unless there’s a reason my innocent wouldn’t want to be 
heard, found?” 

“Your tent, sir.” 
“It’s not far.” He extended his hand, welcoming her to follow him. “Come.” 
The tent area was deserted with everyone out celebrating, and the knight motioned to a 

post where she could tie up Goliath. As she did, she could feel his unsure eyes on her. 
Kissing the stallion’s neck, she whispered, “This is the only way. I think I know what I am 
doing.” 

The knight held open the tent flap for her. She walked in, out of the night air and into the 
warmth of the enclosed space, cluttered with blankets and furs, full of equipment, and 
everything Isabel needed. She walked over to the knight’s armour and, fingering the steel, 
she hoped it would fit her. His sword was lying close by, and his horse’s things were in a 
corner. Isabel completely forgot about the knight, checking off all the things in the tent that 
would prove useful until she caught sight of him admiring her from a distance. 

“Your name, sir?” 
“Sir Edward White.” He welcomed her to call him: “Edward.” 
“Sir Edward White...” She glanced over to the opposite side of the tent and walked over 

to see what else she might find. Reaching the middle of the tent, unintentionally stranding 
herself, he came upon her from behind. 

Isabel’s eyes widened as the knight’s hands moved over the front of her body, massaging 
her breasts. In the middle of the tent there was nothing around them, and she cursed wildly 
in her mind for being so far away from what she’d planned to do. 

She needed something to hit him with! 
With one hand, Sir Edward turned her to face him, kissing up and down her neck, his 

stubble prickling against her skin. He pressed his body against hers before stopping to 
admire her face. Seeing her blanketed in fear, he wondered, “What’s wrong, my innocent?” 

She pushed him away, and he let her.  
This wasn’t supposed to be happening like this. He wasn’t supposed to care about her. 

He wasn’t supposed to catch her so unprepared. She moved back toward the side of the 
tent, where his battle equipment lay.  

But he had already wrapped his arms around her again, pressing his erection against her, 
her back to his chest. “You don’t have to worry, my innocent. I’ll be gentle with you.” He’d 
brought them to the ground, his pants already undone, and their shirts already off. He was 
already kissing, sucking, and caressing her chest. 

Her arms stretched out, reaching behind her. 
Please, be there! 
The now naked knight brought himself back to her lips, running his hands down her sides. 

She took hold of his shoulders, trying to push him off of her, but the action, mistaken for 
passion, seemed to encourage him. With one hand, he forced her arms above her head. 

Her arms stretched out further, trying to find what she’d been sure was right there. 
Please... 
Sir Edward moved to free her of the rest of her clothing, and Isabel wrapped her legs 

tightly around him to keep him from removing her pants. She gripped hard to the handle of 



 

 

the hard object now in her hands. The knight looked up in confusion, and Isabel brought 
the object with full force onto his head. He fell over with a crash, and Isabel let the pan fall 
from her hands. 

“Sorry,” she whispered, quickly putting her clothing back on. Pausing to recollect herself, 
she then searched for rope. She tied the unconscious knight up and wrapped a rag over his 
mouth. Making double sure that the knots would hold, she pulled the knight to the corner 
of the tent and threw horse blankets over him to hide him from plain sight. 

She walked out of the tent, finding that the area was still deserted. Quickly untying 
Goliath, she kissed him, and then led him into the tent. She’d have to saddle him, and she’d 
rather no one saw her. Rather, it was imperative that no one saw her. 

There were still hours before their time was to come, hers and Goliath’s. She had thought 
about this, planned it, and sorted it out in her head, encouraging herself, battling her good 
sense and the fear that wanted to show itself through her eyes. But they had made it this far. 

It was all about what was going to happen next.



 

Chapter Forty-Two 
Being Me 

 

 
How could she sleep with everything she was about to do? The wait was long with 
anticipation, and still her reckless conviction was unwavering. Even when the sunrise – as 
faint, but as effective as a kiss from death –crept through the cracks of the tent, her 
conviction hadn’t wavered. Goliath was saddled. She was horsed. The armour she wore was 
too big for her, but it was a better fit than the armour she’d worn when she’d jousted with 
James. 

She waited without wincing at the thought that the consequences of her soon-to-be 
actions were of no importance to her. 

“Sir Edward?” came a timid voice at the tent door. “You’re due to compete...” 
Isabel pushed Goliath forward, horse and rider towering over the boy who jumped back 

in disbelief. He was obviously not accustomed to horses coming out of his Master’s tent in 
the morning, and certainly not accustomed to an armoured horse and rider coming out of 
his Master’s tent in the morning. 

“Sir...?” the squire questioned, unsure how to proceed. 
“Take me to the arena,” she imitated Sir Edward as best she could, but failed miserably. 
The squire narrowed his eyes at her. Sir Edward’s page came up behind him, both of them 

probably wondering why her armour didn’t quite fit. 
“Where’d he get that horse?” the page whispered to the squire. 
The squire shook his head in defeat. “I don’t care. We’re late.” 
“You didn’t want to ride your usual charger?” the page asked Isabel. 
“Maybe he’ll stop your losing streak,” the squire muttered under his breath, unintended 

for Isabel’s ears. 
It was reassuring, knowing that no one was expecting much from her. 
Who exactly was Sir Edward White? What kind of man was he? 
They were led into the arena, their competition ready and waiting across the way. She 

wanted to giggle in girlish glee for making it this far, but figured that probably wouldn’t be 
very knightly of her. 

Goliath struck out beneath her, roaring, breathing out wildfire, making everyone around 
him cross themselves for fear, changing Isabel’s desire for girlish giggles into snappy horror. 

What am I doing? Would it look too ridiculous if I turned around and rode away? 
But when the stallion reared, roaring again, the stadium fell silent with the attention he 

demanded from them. And with the attention he demanded from Isabel, he forced her back 
into the needed frame of mind. 

He was a warhorse. She couldn’t forget that this was war, and she roared with him. 
His feet hit the ground, and she extended her hand for the lance. 
She gripped it tightly. 
The trumpets called out.  
The stallion lunged forward. Her hatred –– her emotional distress regarding everything 

that had happened to her family, everything that had happened to them from her mere 
existing –– weighed down on her. She prepared for the inevitable, excruciating pain: the 



 

 

push and pull of her muscles to stay balanced, the physical strain on her whole body, and 
how she’d feel like she was doing a million things at once. 

She was ready for all of it. 
She thought she was ready for it all. 
But there was no being ready for the struggle and strain on her body with Goliath. He was 

strong. He was incredibly, impossibly strong, and she flinched at the rich, awful ache in her 
arms and back as he pulled on her, as the hard armour pulled on her, as the rough lance 
pulled on her, pulling her down. 

How had William made this look so easy? 
William... 
Her hatred –– her emotional distress regarding everything that had happened to her 

family, everything that had happened to them from her mere existing –– weighed down on 
her. It replaced everything that had seemed impossible a moment ago, everything that had 
to be replaced. 

She couldn’t forget that this was war. 
She forced her lance toward the charging knight, feeling the familiar jolt and pull on her 

wrist and up her arm, from her elbow into her shoulder. Shattered wood pieces flew up as 
Isabel and Goliath galloped past their opponent, knocking him off his horse. She turned 
Goliath sharply, thrusting her broken lance into the air for all to see. 

The crowd was silent. 
Isabel’s companions were in shock. 
Royalty, watching from thrones, away from commoners, stood and demanded: “Proceed 

with the next challenger for Sir Edward White.” 
Isabel watched as her next opponent entered the ring. The stands were fuller now. The 

crowd’s favoured knights were still to come, the greater competition was still to come, and 
Isabel tightened her hold on Goliath’s reins. 

You’ve done this before. Just don’t let anything hit you. 
The trumpets sounded. 
This time when she rode off it was different from before. She stopped fighting it. Instead, 

she accepted the anguish, expecting the challenge. She stayed conscious, sharp, and lethal 
because she needed this task to accept her. She strategized, planning her movements, 
envisioning, creating, and obsessing, until, in a very natural way, it all came together. 

And like the other knight, she unhorsed him. 
Over and over again, the royalty watching demanded another challenger for Sir Edward 

White. Over and over again, she raised her broken and unbeaten lances into the air, 
unhorsing knight after knight after knight, letting her mind and body move freely, naturally, 
and her mind’s eye suddenly fixed on nothing but the bottomless pits of herself: the cause 
of her focus and determination. 

Her companions looked as if their hero had returned. 
“Well done, sir,” the squire yelled and punched the air proudly. Isabel looked to the 

stands. She wished to see, and dreaded to see, familiar faces: dreaded because this was war, 
because this was battling for their lives. 

Goliath pawed at the ground. Isabel readied herself as the trumpets cried and the stands 
screamed their champions on, before she turned, watching as her opponent fell, unhorsed, 
making her feel so alive, so sure. Is this what it felt like –– is this what it meant –– to be a 
knight? 

“Your next opponent...” the boy whispered, shuddering. “Be careful. He’s strong, a 
wicked competitor.” 



 

 

The trumpets came alive. 
Isabel positioned her lance toward her attacker and sunk it deep into his chest. She looked 

back, but the rider was not unhorsed.  
Damn it, Isabel thought. He stopped my unhorsing streak. 
But when she sent her next lance into her opponent, it was two lances to none. 
“I have never seen that knight on the verge of losing,” the page cheered. “You are truly 

blessed today, truly blessed.” 
“I have never seen him lose a match. Ever,” the squire agreed. 
“Who is he again?” Isabel had fought so many knights she had hardly the mind to 

remember them all. 
“Sir Walter Hut, sir,” the page squeaked. 
Isabel and Goliath turned back to their opponent. The trumpets attacked the air, and 

obediently, the physical came together: her arm positioned, her eyes fixed, her persistence 
shown. 

Isabel tightened her hold on the lance. 
So close now. 
So very close. 
She struck. 
But something happened. Something was wrong. Isabel was flung backward, and 

suddenly she couldn’t breathe. She could feel Goliath moving. Knowing she was still on her 
horse, she fought: fought to take a deep breath, and another, and another before opening 
her eyes. Her hair blew in the wind, and she could feel the sweet, cool breeze on her face as 
well as eyes on her. She could feel everyone’s eyes on her as she positioned herself back into 
the saddle.  

All was quiet. 
No sound. 
Nothing. 
What’s going on? What happened?  
She turned Goliath back to face her companions, and there was her helmet lying on the 

ground. 
They could see her. 
Sir Walter Hut was staring at her with disbelief. Everyone was. Guards and soldiers filled 

the arena. Isabel and Goliath willingly went toward them. 
A guard walked up to her. “Miss –– I –– You –– How?” 
The guard was followed by others on horseback, and they surrounded her. The first guard 

took a hold of Goliath’s reins, and the stallion tossed his head in protest. But they led them 
out of the arena. The rest of the world seemed to have stopped. 

“Unhorse,” the one guard commanded, and Isabel did, stripping her armour off to reveal 
her loose pants and shirt. She was then led to a place more heavily guarded. 

He turned to leave. 
“A woman...?” voices were whispering outside the tent. 
“You will be hanged for this, woman,” the guard said cruelly, before taking his leave. 
If William hadn’t talked about jousting her entire life, if he hadn’t kept her, as a child, on 

his knee as he planned and sorted out tactics, courses, and routes that were so familiar to 
her now, would she still have dreamed of jousting? Would she still have dreamed what she 
dreamed true today?  
Would she still have desperately wanted to be a knight, to live what she lived today?  

She didn’t wince at the thought. 



 

Chapter Forty-Three 
Who Will Save Me? 

 

 

“Here’s to our dreams well wasted.” Charlie held up his cup, drinking until there was nothing 
more to feel. They were unaware that Isabel had fled, losing herself in a different way than 
they were losing themselves, unaware that she’d worried about waking them when they 
hadn’t been there to worry about to begin with. 

Ben’s head was in his hands, growls humming in his throat. How long had he ridden to 
get here? How long had Charlie followed him? He had followed him when it was Charlie 
who had lost the most between them: all those promises that would have been kept, all of 
his ambition to take what was owed to him, and all his dreams of a life shared with Lilly. All 
this pain wasn’t something a good man like Charlie should’ve had coming to him.  

And then there was Isabel... 
“My sweet, sweet dove,” Charlie whispered into his cup before he took a drink, hissing 

after he swallowed it down. 
Dove? That was Charlie’s pet name for her, and although My Good Mourning Dove, 

shortened to Mourning Dove, was sweeter sounding than pixie, it hardly matched her. To think 
that she was something that could be so easily caught, so easily taken by human hands and 
caged was an insult to the creature inside her: her very lively, violent spirit. But like any other 
wild animal, hunters would pursue, and those hunters needed to be outrun or hunted back.  

What wouldn’t I do for her? 
“We’ll keep her safe,” Ben paused from growling to say. And he would: he’d do anything 

to keep her from harm, even if that meant sending a blade through someone else’s chest, 
even if that meant taking a blade that was meant for her. 

Because what wouldn’t I do for her? 
“Yes,” Charlie agreed, but there was despair about him. “And for how long will she 

require our protection when she has her protector?” 
Her protector? 
“What do you mean by that?” The question didn’t leave the air before his mind stagnated, 

and then stagnated on what betrayal was and what it would feel like to be betrayed. It was 
an unjust thought, he knew that, being carved with this betrayal when he’d never owned 
what he wanted to belong to him. He’d never been hers to betray, and yet he couldn’t help 
the brutality of the feeling. Betrayed by his own thoughts and what he never should have 
owned as thoughts. They were make-believe, a fantasy world he’d created for Isabel and 
himself, his own desires untranslatable to her and her own desires. And so here he was, 
betrayed by himself because he was betrayed by her: a her that never knew she could betray 
him if she’d meant it, and if she hadn’t meant it, because he’d never told her how much 
she’d always meant to him. 

Charlie was looking at his cup in saddened contemplation. “I think I need another.” 
“I’m going to need this explained to me.” Because what if he was wrong? What if his 

speculation was only speculation, and there was no reason to feel this grotesque? “Charlie?” 
His lips pulled up over his teeth. “Explain!” 

Charlie looked around, drunkenly, in alarm. “What? What is it?” 



 

 

“Mathew and Isabel.” The conclusion was drawn. Was there need to have it confirmed, 
to have his mind ripped from his body and his body ripped from his mind? Because that 
would be the situation he’d be in if Mathew was to blame. Mathew... Like a demon he’d 
enchanted her. Was that fair? Was that fair to have lived watching them grow closer 
together? Was it fair watching as he and Isabel had grown farther apart? 

“Yes?” Disoriented, Charlie fought to collect his thoughts. “Oh, yes, our tragic-struck 
lovers.” 

Lovers? What did it mean to be a lover, to be her lover? What would it mean to have her 
folded in his arms, their bodies moving together with whispers and sighs, stringing together 
bliss and elation, bliss and elation, and bliss and elation until night would fall away to 
morning and the rapture would start all over again with the meeting of their eyes, knowing 
what they both wanted, his lips trailing across every inch of her skin, until her eyes rolled 
back in the torment he was there to create for her and her pleasure. 

Isabel… Her name sank in, stinging, pulsing with the quantity of his decided disaster. But 
still, it couldn’t be. How had anyone let this happen? “This doesn’t make any sense.” 

Drunkenly harsh, Charlie asked, “Are you questioning my intelligence?”  
“Mathew has not taken Isabel.” 
“How long have they loved secretly? I cannot say, but he’s told me of his heart, and I’ve 

never been a stranger to hers, as she tells me everything she’s open enough to tell when she 
desires, as she desires.” 

Ben got to his feet. 
A hundred moments were built into this uncaught and uncatchable, incoherent and 

uncomprehending jumble of a mind’s mess. The brutality of his thoughts was unrelenting, 
howling and moving within him until he was moving along the ground, with great, bounding 
strides. His paws were sinking into the ground, his nails digging into the earth, and his body 
stretching, extending with predatory speed. Something was caving into him: caving into his 
skin, his bones, and his heart. A something in betrayal and what betrayal created: his blind 
and blinding passion, and the rage of it.  

“Where you going?” Charlie slurred, unaware of the damage created. 
The truth carved into him, making his fingernails become claws and his hands a monster’s 

paws. His skin became like fur, his body beginning to shift, battle, bruise, and lose to the 
moon held in his narrowed eyes. His sense of self began to drain away to vicious instincts, 
craving and shaping his nature. Pain and emotion were lost. And he found himself with new, 
stronger, sharper senses, fashioned in the language of the animal snarling within him. 

His horse reared away from him, wide-eyed and afraid of the beast within the boy. But 
he’d already had a hold of the reins. But he’d already flung himself to the side of the rearing 
animal and taken his place in the saddle, his heels digging in and pushing the creature 
onward. The boy’s shadow was replaced by the shadow of a giant wolf as they sped along at 
the gallop. 

Where are you going? 
“Not where. But to whom.” 



 

Chapter Forty-Four 
His Pain and His Brutality 

 

 

“It is very interesting that you have come to me.” 
The giant wolf paced the floor, his front paws slamming down on the ground, his teeth 

snapping with his superiority. A ruthless war was battling inside the ruthless beast. 
Somewhere inside, a boy was hunting. But his mind shifted further toward the animal within 
–– the brute he’d always been without realizing it. 

The room was dimly lit, shadows casting and dancing along the walls. Seeing and unseeing, 
the watchful wolf allowed himself to stand still for a moment before pacing again. If Ben 
could still think, he’d never have thought he’d be able to set foot here: in a devil’s den. 

“Why is it not expected to come to sinister men when you want to discuss sinister 
matters?” Ben’s voice was too lethal and unfamiliar to have belonged to him. 

Sir John’s face flared with what limited light there was to be found in this darkness, making 
the watchful wolf more watchful. He responded with an arched back to the devil’s smirk 
and to his lifting of an open bottle of alcohol to his lips before setting it before himself. 

“Hum... I’m curious as to how she accomplished the loss of your loyalty?” 
“Him,” was his answer formed from his mindless, rabid passion.  
“I see.” Sir John got up from his chair, smug as the animal’s front paws lashed out, its 

neck rising and extending, its lips curling up to show the extent of his teeth. “And what can 
you do for me?” 

“What do you mean what can I do for you?” He took the situation in without taking it in, 
comprehending without comprehending, entrapped by his own destructive willingness. 

“Speak of her,” the devil swayed. “What is it that makes her what she is?” 
Isabel... His very own Isabel... How many people could call her theirs with her 

disobedience, her overrun wildness? She could read better than he could, keep up in 
swordplay, and rode horses like a man. But there were things about her that she didn’t know. 
She had powers she didn’t realize she had: winning people’s hearts, enchanting them with 
her overall selfishness, spellbinding them with her overall selflessness. A pixie creature, 
playful and beautiful who shouldn’t be able to be caught by anyone. No one. 

Where am I? Ben looked around with wide eyes. How did I get here? 
“This is good...” The devil contemplated a moment. “This has crafted an idea, not that 

it’s particularly unpredictable. I would have thought of it with or without you one way or 
another.” 

“What are you saying?” Because he hadn’t spoken, had he? He’d thought of Isabel, but 
had said nothing. Words hadn’t passed from his lips. His mouth never moved, and yet the 
devil was joyous, as if Ben had told him everything that he’d needed to know.  

What have I done? 
“Isn’t it obvious?” Satan continued, also noting the change in Benjamin as the realization 

of the gravity of his treachery caught up to him. “Clearly she’s one for witchcraft.” 
“What?” 
“Oh, I think I have more than enough to be convinced that she’s a witch. She’ll be locked 

away in prison first. I’ll have a few words with her. Don’t look so sickened! She might not 



 

 

have to be burned alive. If she’s accommodating this might all be a misunderstanding. 
Perhaps she and I will bond in the effort of the situation. Although it would have to be that 
kind of misunderstanding, don’t you agree?” 

Ben’s mind stagnated, and then stagnated on what betrayal was and what it felt like to 
have betrayed her. She’d never been his to betray, and yet the brutality could not be undone, 
no matter how much he wished to awaken from this hideous nightmare. What had he done? 
He didn’t even know what love was, only hearing his wants in others, imprinting on their 
relationship, wanting what they surely had. Delusional, he’d decided that he’d have the same 
thing if he should have her. If he should have her? What idiocy possessed him to such a 
thought when Mathew was his friend, when William had been counting on him, when he’d 
promised himself that he’d always protect her? 

Horrified, Ben started shaking, lifting his hands before him in amazement of this situation. 
Was there any hope left? Isabel... “She will never ––” 

Sir John threw a small bag of coins at his feet, payment for the trouble his troubled heart 
helped to cause. “You can leave now.” 

Mathew... Had he always owned this jealousy toward him? Mathew was his friend. And 
Isabel... “What have I done?” 

“Oh, and as for the obstacle holding her affection,” Sir John said cruelly. “I have already 
promised another the opportunity to dispose of him.” 

Ben’s mind stagnated, and then stagnated on what betrayal was and what it felt like to 
have betrayed them. A familiar squire came into view. His eyes were full of vengeance. 



 

Chapter Forty-Five 
There’s No Going Back from This 

 

 

This is what I have done. 
The world was vibrant with colourful noise, and she felt a kind of vindication. For she, 

with a raised head and narrowed eyes, had demanded some kind of justice and found a last 
stand of strength for this ending. Because it was the end, though she had won nothing, 
because nothing was all there was left to win. She was caught. But she was still untouchable 
in that heart-racing dream just moments ago when she raised her lance. She would surely be 
executed for all this, but at least then Mathew, Charlie, and Ben would be away from her, 
still alive and hunted not. They would be heartbroken, the same way she was heartbroken at 
the thought of leaving them. But at least their broken hearts would still beat long after the 
cries from this heart-racing dream have fallen silent. 

“You have a visitor,” a voice came from outside the door. 
Isabel steadied herself, standing in the middle of the empty, red-coloured tent. Was she 

even allowed visitors? But a complete stranger walked in, his hair in a long braid down his 
back. 

“Who are you?” Isabel demanded an answer. 
“My name is Sir Walter Hut.”  
“What do you want?” 
“I wanted to look upon you.” He explained: “I wanted to look upon you and see in your 

eyes the same things there were to see in my own when I first sent my lance into the armour 
of another man.” The sincere appreciation apparent in his words discouraged Isabel from 
dismissing him. He seemed to understand her belief in his sincerity, encouraging him to 
continue. “You have some skill, girl. And yet you are a girl. Funny, is it not?” 

“Not funny enough, sir. I won. Another round and I would have had you on your back.” 
“Perhaps.” Though he made no attempt to move, he could not help himself asking, “How 

would you still like to have me on my back?” 
“Keep your distance, sir, if you want to keep your life.” 
Surveying their surroundings, he knew there would be nothing she could do if he were a 

lesser man and forced her instead of asking what he’d been denied. 
“Leave.” 
“I meant what I said. You have the same fierceness in your eyes, the same aggression for 

jousting I once saw within myself. So much so that I haven’t felt such excitement as I felt 
today in a kind of forever. If this world would let me, I’d teach you everything there is to 
know myself and watch you thrive under my great care: becoming a product of my own 
great skill. If only this world would let me. But you wish me to leave, and as I’ve 
accomplished what I came here to do I shall obey.” Saying at last, before disappearing from 
her life, “I thank you. It’s a small thing considering all you’ve given me, but I thank you.” 

This is what I’ve done.  
To be thanked was unnecessary because to think that she’d done any of this for anyone 

else besides herself was preposterous. To think of anything at this point, true, was difficult. 
Reflecting on the past would bring about torment. Thinking of William or Mathew, times 



 

 

when she was lucky enough to get jousting advice from Ben and Charlie, or fighting with 
Ben about tactics, would be an attack on her heart. Thinking about what had just happened, 
everything she’d done would be redundant because nothing could be changed now. Because 
the end was here, and this was how it would have ended, one way or another, any other way. 

And yet, would William be proud? Would he understand? Would he have understood that 
she’d been in a prison, something far worse than what she was in now, caused by his death, 
caused by the things they couldn’t escape from? 

This is what I’ve done. 
There was noise outside the tent, cracks and creaks and exhales that tried not to exist, but 

she still caught hold of the sounds. Footsteps came here and there, movement she shouldn’t 
have been able to follow. A part of her wished she had a weapon, and the other part of her 
knew having a weapon wouldn’t make a difference. But she wouldn’t have experienced that 
bit of fear if she’d had a sword at her side. And then he cut open the side of the tent and 
crawled in. 

Mathew walked toward her. 
They came at each other. He took her by the arm, and she twisted his hair around her 

fingers: their gazes’ ones of fury. Because how dare he come for her, and how dare she come 
here at all. 

Remaining regal –– distant –– Isabel fought off the desire to soften into his embrace. 
Hardening her emotions, she said instead, “What invitation had you to come? For shame, 
Mathew, for presenting yourself before me when I have no more wish for you! Be gone, 
home, where I’d left you!” 

She might have missed seeing the muscles in his face twitch before she was on the ground 
with her arms held over her head by his left hand, his right documenting her pulse. “Shame 
upon yourself, Isabel, for thinking I wouldn’t face, even this, to come for you. Why would 
you choose suicide over our little bit of hope?” 

There was no use pretending his presence didn’t have the effect on her that it did. He had 
a hold of her pulse. He knew how fast her heart was racing. “How did you find me?” 

“I’m me, and I know you.” 
“Why did you come for me?” She struggled beneath him, but he held her firmly. “I was 

saving your life, idiot! If you hurry and leave, there might still be time to save what little you 
have left.” 

“Distract the enemy, lead their gaze away from your family? This was an aggressive way 
to steal their focus. But did you ever stop and wonder what your family might think of that?” 

Isabel shook her head because she couldn’t let there, even now, be time to think of that. 
Not when her being alive and with them, would lead them to their deaths. Not when he was 
so precious to her. “There’s value in your life to me.” 

“And yours to me?” 
“They never would have let us live.” Why couldn’t he see? Why couldn’t he accept what 

he had to have understood? “I was giving you your life.” 
“A life without you?” His dark-gemmed eyes fell darker than she’d ever seen them fall. 

“We had a little bit of hope before this moment.” 
“It wasn’t hope enough,” she said, truthfully. “You should have stayed away.” She ceased 

struggling, whispering, “Why didn’t you stay away?” 
“For the same reasons I’m taking your hand now.” He had them moving before she could 

comprehend that she was on her feet. He was pushing them through the opening he’d made 
in the tent’s side, grabbing hold of her wrist, and pulling her along. Bodies were lying beside 
the tent, their necks broken. 



 

 

“You killed them...” Isabel’s attention lingered on the fallen guards. “You killed your way 
to get to me...” 

This is what I’ve done. 
Mathew said nothing, pulling her along faster, his hand on her wrist was tightening until 

she owned tears of pain. He was leading her away from the havoc and toward a clearing. 
Everything fell away to open fields and wild country. Goliath was already rescued and 
waiting along with a mount for Mathew. 

She didn’t know what to feel, knowing the warhorse had been saved first as Mathew gave 
her a leg-up. 

“Do you have a plan?” Isabel asked. “I suppose we can’t go home...” 
“Home?” Mathew mounted his own horse. “There is no more home, Isabel. There’s no 

going back. Doing what you did won’t –– hasn’t –– saved it or your family. There’s nothing 
but this one chance: to ride as hard and fast away from here as we can.” He hesitated. “Did 
you think because you did this that somehow everything would suddenly be okay? That 
William wouldn’t be dead, that we wouldn’t be hunted right now?” 

“I don’t know.” Isabel looked back to where they’d run from, to where she’d never 
planned to run from. “Maybe.” 

He let out an exasperated breath. “All I could think riding here was, ‘What if I’m too late? 
What if she’s already dead?’ Do you have any idea what that was like, my selfish love?” 

She placed her hands on Goliath’s withers, her eyes on her delicate fingers. “I can still 
save your life. You can still run.” 

“And selfish further, deciding what isn’t yours to decide without me. Why? Why did you 
do this? We could have been together in that little bit of hope if you’d only trusted me, if 
you’d only given the idea of us being together, a chance. We could have lived, Isabel. There 
was a chance that we both could have lived.” 

“And now?” There was no hope. Anywhere they ran they’d been running into doom. If 
they weren’t going to stop hunting her before she broke into a tournament and decided to 
compete, they most certainly weren’t going to stop hunting now. “You need to leave me 
here, Mathew.” 

“What would Ben and Charlie say to that?” He cringed at an unspoken thought. 
“What is it?” Something was weighing on him, something beyond her and all she’d done. 
“Ben and Charlie went out drinking last night. Ben never came back.” 
“What?” 
“At this moment Charlie is at the farm alone, unprepared for the tempest that will look 

for you there first.” 
“Mathew!”  
“We can’t go back, Isabel,” Mathew said. He was as torn as she was, but more rational. 

“Sir John’s people, and now the authorities, are probably already there.” 
“But what about Charlie?” Isabel demanded, silhouetted in horror. The whistling of the 

wind sounded now like ominous screams. For what? For some heart-racing dream? For 
some misguided notion that she could choose how she went about her death? She was 
supposed to win nothing, knowing that her family had time to flee. She wasn’t supposed to 
win nothing and know nothing but death. “What about Charlie?” 

Mathew closed his eyes and let his tears escape him as Isabel clasped her hands into shaky 
fists. “They’ll kill him if he is not dead already.” 

What have I done? 



 

Chapter Forty-Six 
His Hell 

 

 

Tossed from Satan’s pit and onto his scared (turned wild) horse, Ben had taken a 
directionless path. He pushed his horse on in a blind, way-less race until the terrified, 
misused creature had finally had enough. The flesh peeled away from Ben’s face as he 
skidded along the gravel, landing on his side after being launched into the dampness of the 
roadway. The moonlight reflected off the ground, as well as his own revolting image. He’d 
never hated anything more than what was mirrored to him now. 

It’ll be all right, said something within him, underneath his skin, motivating him to 
desperately cling to the hope of those four words.  

“What have I done?” Ben cursed himself, alcohol still worn on his breath. “My God, what 
have I done?” 

But then that voice, making and unmaking the control he had over his thoughts, began 
to pity him, to soothe him, earning his trust before becoming violent and spiteful. It began 
peeling him away until he was raw and bloody. The voice absorbed everything he was and 
everything there was, confining him to the cage that had been so easy to create. And as the 
boy stood, Self-Hatred fastened its stance within him, breathing as he breathed, whispering 
because he could no longer whisper on his own. It absorbed him, altering him past bearable 
alteration because still, there were those four words: it’ll be all right. 

Self-Hatred took his hand as his body struggled, heading to nowhere because there was 
nowhere to go. Wailing, his past decency was stripped from him. Because a decent man 
would have been happy for the man he’d call his brother and the woman he loved enough 
to hope to call his own. He should have been happy for them instead of transforming into 
something indecent enough to be wailing now. 

She’d be burned alive, and it was he who had put the thought into the head of the devil 
who would cast the flames. To think that Ben had done that, to think that he had initiated 
it brought the words, “I don’t deserve to live,” from him now. Self-Hatred seeped in and 
from him, making it clear to himself that he had killed them all. 

Ben dropped to his knees, imagining the devil sending his demons to burn their home to 
the ground, slaughtering the animals, and killing Mathew and Charlie after tearing Isabel 
away from their hands. 

He screamed, because how could he keep it in? What would William say if he could see 
what he’d done? Certainly he would say the same thing he was saying to himself. 

You, Benjamin, no longer deserve to live. 
And then the dagger he’d carried with him was in his hands, placed firmly at his throat, 

tears beyond being held back. 
It’ll be all right. 
“Forgive me,” he whispered, thinking of the friends he’d never deserved and how he’d 

let down the person he thought he was before tonight. “Forgive me,” and he went to drag 
the dagger against his throat. 

The sensation, the fine line of blood drawn before that impossible moment of having 
something move in front of him faster than his mind could register, was what stopped him 



 

 

from fighting back. His back slammed against a wall, nails dug into his wrist, releasing the 
dagger from his grasp. He heard it fall to the ground, lost to the darkness, before being 
tossed away by an unseen attacker. 

Sliding, discarded, to the ground, Ben blinked furiously, trying to catch a glimpse of what 
had discarded him. What had stopped him? Why would something care if he killed himself? 
Why would anyone care? 

He strained his eyes, preparing to fight, but a voice, something kind and remarkable, cut 
through the night’s abyss. “Why were you going to kill yourself?” it asked. “Why would you 
throw so much away?” 

“It’s none of your damn business,” Ben answered. 
“Perhaps...” The word came from everywhere. It echoed around him, giving the 

impression that whoever had spoken was everywhere at once, continually moving around 
when, in actuality, he was as still as the shadows fashioned by the moonlight. “I must admit, 
I heard screaming and came to investigate. Curiosity has always won my mind away from 
me, same for now. So you think you deserve to die?” 

“I do deserve to die.” 
“I don’t think so.” 
“I don’t deserve to live.” 
“Every living soul has purpose yet. And whether you do not deserve to live or die, you 

do deserve a purpose. Great mistakes can be undone and made right. Think, child. You 
cannot help your friends by being dead. If you die a betrayer, what hope do you have? Live 
to regret this night and go on to die a man instead of a coward.” 

“How can I face them?” Ben cried, not asking how his attacker knew he’d betrayed his 
friends or what purpose he had in mind for him. “I can’t go back now. Not after what I’ve 
done.” 

Sir John’s men were probably there now: destroying the world Ben loved and helped 
destroy. 

“Yes,” said the voice in the darkness. “There may be nothing you can do now but leave 
it to fate. But—” he continued, “You do not have to carry on alone. I can help you.” 

“Why?” Ben fought off a laughing fit through his tears. “Why would you do that? I’m 
nothing: a stranger.” 

“Sinners don’t discriminate against sinners.” 
“Who are you?” 
A young man stepped forward, seeming to be about the same age as Ben. He flicked his 

dark hair lazily out of his face, the night embracing his entire being. There was something in 
the green of his eyes, and beyond the green of his eyes, that made Ben desperately want to 
cling to the hope he perceived in them. Understanding pulsed within the depths of them, 
peeling away the layers of hatred that had grown inside him, telling him to stand, filling him 
with new breath, whispering with him to whisper away what he’d been set to do.  

The will of Self-Hatred and its alteration remained, Ben’s skin was engraved with what 
he’d absorbed and the thoughts he’d owned. 

“It’ll be all right: to hate yourself.” 
“‘It’ll be all right: to let yourself die.” 
And yet, what those green eyes were saying to him was far more potent than what his 

own mind had to say. “It’ll be all right: you are not alone.” 
“Who are you?” he whispered. 
Against the background of Ben’s admiration for him, the young man answered with, “I 

am the Ghost.” 



 

Chapter Forty-Seven 
Crushing Dreams 

 

 

An innocent little thing, about the size of a wildflower’s bloom, fluttered its gossamer wings 
about the man. The precious, delicate creature continued its sweet, enchanting dance until 
the man used his large hand to swat it down. The moth slammed onto the finely crafted 
wooden table, its little legs striking out, reaching and pleading for its little life, though, now, 
it was already half dead. 

“Sir?” 
Standing over the table filled with documents held down against the drafts by rocks, Sir 

John barked, “Leave me in peace,” and tossed his empty goblet at the servant before flicking 
the dying moth off the table and onto the floor. 

“But, sir.” 
“What is it that’s so important?” hissed Sir John. The dogs lying around him kept close 

watch on his feet, in case he stirred to further violence. There were knives and other objects 
on the table, all arranged fastidiously out of Sir John’s way, and his hand hovered over the 
knives. He was standing straight to look at the servant, warningly, threateningly.  

“It’s about that girl,” the boy who was keeping his Master from his thoughts squeaked. 
“What has she done now?” he asked, annoyed, although he went back to his work without 

injuring the child. He was a very busy man with running his dukedom, catering to his cousin, 
and casting his schemes.  

“That’s just it, sir.” He seemed completely fascinated with the story, attracting his Master’s 
attention. “She is the talk of the town.” 

Impatiently, Sir John said: “Of course she is. Her father has just been hanged for murder.” 
“She’s been arrested, sir.” The boy watched his Master slowly plant his fists on the table, 

infuriated because he hadn’t given orders to act. The boy knew of his schemes, knew he’d 
be thinking they’d arrested her because they knew he wanted them to. But her story was yet 
to be told. “She snuck into the jousting match, was discovered, arrested, and then she 
escaped!” 

“What?” There wasn’t time to doubt it. She was her mother’s daughter: ridiculous and 
reckless and easily driven to fits of wildness. He’d planned to strip her of that. He’d planned 
to easily strip her of that, but now he’d have to rush to have her in hand before his cousin’s 
men. If he could track her down and get to her before anyone else, he could still destroy 
everything there was to her, and for her, except for himself. “Are you aware if they’ve found 
her yet?” 

“No, sir, they’re still looking.” 
“I know where she will go.” Sir John stormed out of the room, stepping on the moth as 

he went, crushing the innocent little thing with its wild-flower-bloom size, and its gossamer 
wings, taking everything away from it: its dance, its hope, its dreams, and now its life.  

He had preparations to make quickly, and he rushed to send out his men, directing them 
to her family’s farm, where he was certain she’d be drawn back to. Did he have to rush? It 
would be easy enough to control his cousin’s men, the king’s men, but he’d rather not have 
to hurry what he’d been planning. He’d rather take pleasure in the stories afterward about 



 

 

how swords were drawn slowly and inserted even slower so they could better focus on the 
pain he had the power to inflict on them, the pain he had the power to crush them with. 



 

Chapter Forty-Eight 
Never Letting You Go 

 

 

“Mathew!” 
There was so much harshness in their situation, so much that couldn’t be believed, and 

yet she was riding astride. The cool wind was tugging at her hair when it decided it would 
like to. Her mind was trying to push past the last thing Mathew had said. “They’ll kill him if 
he’s not already dead.” 

Had all that had happened really been a part of her life? Was all that was happening really 
what her life had become? 

Something fluttered about her. It was struck with confusion because it should be 
somewhere sheltered and warm. What possessed it against its situation, its character, its 
nature? The moth continued on, lost now to the cool wind, the vastness, and the demands 
of Isabel’s attention. But still, the questions were there. What possessed it against its 
situation? If William had won, if she’d married Mr. Churchill, would it have spared them all 
from all of this? 

Mathew’s gaze was locked in the vastness. “There is nothing to be done.” 
“We have to go back. He could still be alive.” 
But why did he go back to the farm when he doesn’t go anywhere without Ben? Where’s Ben? Would 

Charlie rightly leave, and go his own way after returning to an empty farm, seeing that his entire family had 
abandoned him for their own sakes? 

“And do what?” Mathew asked, darkly. 
“We have to warn him!” 
Mathew’s eyes were closing, his head beginning to lower in annoyance, in agony, and in 

disbelief of her stupidity. If Charlie was still at the farm— if –– he’d be dead and his 
murderers would be waiting for them. 

“I need to warn him!” Isabel pressed, but when Mathew still would not look at her, she 
did the only thing she was capable of doing. 

She dismounted. 
Her legs were wobbly things, forcing her to walk with one hand on Goliath’s shoulder.   
“What are you doing?” Mathew fumed, shooting glances every which way because at any 

moment guards could ride toward them while they were immobile, having their little pissing 
match. She wouldn’t have a chance of survival. She wouldn’t have enough time to mount. 
She wouldn’t have enough time to think, if they came to arrest her right now. “Get back on 
the horse!” 

“Goliath and I are going to face our punishment, unless you agree to let me go back.” She 
thought about how Charlie wouldn’t be saved by her being imprisoned and unable to warn 
him. Deciding instead, “Then we’ll ride back to the farm ourselves! You can come if you 
like. Really, I’d rather you didn’t. If death awaits us, I’d rather you lived!” 

Even to herself her own voice sounded harsh, though she was terrified. She felt like all 
her bravery was already used up, and she was running now on what fumes were left of it. 

Mathew moved his horse to block them from leaving. “Get back on the horse,” he said 
through his teeth. 



 

 

“Charlie could still be alive.” 
“Don’t you understand?” He was pleading, pleading for her to listen to him. “They won’t 

just kill us. They will burn the farm, kill us in front of each other, and probably rape you.” 
Charlie could still be alive. 
“We are wasting time arguing.” Isabel, though terrified, stood her ground. 
Mathew dismounted. She watched him as he confronted her, wondering if he had it in his 

power to gag her, tie her up, and drag her along to do as he willed. 
But instead, his eyes beseeched her. “Isabel...” 
She moved her hand over his cheek, reaching up to feel the softness of his hair between 

her fingers. “I have to do this.” 
He wrapped an arm around her neck, kissing her until she felt warm. Falling into his lips 

and the taste of him, she let him consume her and all of her life’s tragedy. 
Mathew... 
He released her, looking over her face, tears threatening his eyes. 
“Mathew...” she whispered, reaching up to touch his face again. 
“We will not live through this.” 
But he let her decide, and they galloped back, pushing their horses beyond their limits. 

Because their hearts, sore and beaten, were telling them that they were already too late. They 
needed there to still be time. 

They had to make it. 
What if he was already dead? What if there was a trap waiting for them? What if they got 

there and their once beautiful home was nothing but ash? 
Isabel’s eyes watered from the force of their race to beat fate. Reassuring herself was only 

vaguely working, but still she had to hope. She had to hope that Charlie was still alive. And 
what would happen then? They would take Charlie and race into whatever wild would take 
them, running forever. They would never stop running. 

The horses dug fiercely into the ground. Their breathing was loud in the early evening, 
and they whipped along where their riders forced them. All the while Isabel was thinking 
about that hardy little moth bracing the wind and imagining herself with her own set of 
gossamer wings, struggling, desperate. 

“Please, God,” Isabel whispered. “Let us make it.” 
 



 

Chapter Forty-Nine 
You Will Lose When They Say You Lose 

 

 

She could see the fire inside her head. Flames, and the effects of them, torturing and 
tormenting, battling for her mind and her mind’s focus until she could smell, taste, and hear 
the crackling laugh of them. It all made her dig her heels further into Goliath’s side, praying. 
But for what, and what for: that Charlie was alive, and had left, gone, and they’d never see 
him or hear of him again? 

What was she praying for? 
Almost there. 
Mathew raced ahead of them, galloping into the yard, and when Goliath halted, Isabel 

flung herself down. She landed on overtaxed legs, tired muscles and bruised joints from the 
stress and strain of her chosen recklessness. Cursing, she stood up. She began calling for 
Charlie, searching while Mathew also searched for him. 

Isabel’s body began to shake, so much so that she was forced to stop moving, struggling 
to breathe as fear rose –– finally catching up with her. Were they too late? 

“I think it’s safe to say he already left,” Mathew whispered to himself. 
Isabel’s eyes darted around, frantically. Was this a trap? Had Charlie really left without 

them, or had Sir John’s men gotten to him first? How would they ever know? 
“Charlie!” Isabel called out because what if he was already dead? Gasping, she took in 

painful, fearful breaths. Dark images flooded her, becoming her. Would his body be lying 
motionless on the barn floor, riddled? It overpowered her: the thought of blood, and her 
closed eyes opened, trying to blink it all away. But it was inescapable, and blood seemed to 
be everywhere to her now, and she felt herself covered in it. It was on her skin, she was 
stepping in it, swimming in it as it rose up because all of this was her fault. All of it. It was 
her fault for simply existing. 

Please, don’t be dead... 
“Isabel...” Mathew’s attention was fixed. 
To be drowning, to be breathless against so much blood... But Mathew wasn’t touched, 

immune to what was happening to her mind, and his overall strength steadied her. The light 
of him splashed over her bloody skin, soaking into it, clearing the barbarous fear, and she 
looked up. 

Horses galloped out of the barn, and they could hear someone yelling after them, ordering 
them to flee. Goliath pulled as horses ran wild past him, free. He reared, and though she 
struggled to hold him, he ripped the reins out of her hands. 

“No,” Isabel whispered, but Goliath took off with the others. Mathew let his horse go 
when it desired to do the same, but his attention never left the barn and who might be inside. 

“Charlie?” Mathew dared to call out, and then a bottle smashed, the sound coming from 
inside the barn. 

Could they bear this: this one last hope? 
Nothing happened. 
Isabel looked down at herself. What was happening to her? The thoughts of dark, sticky 

blood flowed back, so strongly that her eyes didn’t need to be closed for her to see it. The 



 

 

feel of it as it covered her, imagined or not, was real to her. It splashed up around her and 
she felt herself sinking, deeper and deeper, lower and lower. Her face was hot, with what, 
sweat? She lifted her hands to her face, pulling them away, now wet with blood. 

But then a figure slowly walked out of the barn. The imagined blood was now a distant 
thought, as Isabel watched a boy, eyes swollen and red, his face darkened and bleak, come 
forward. 

Charlie was alive and Isabel knew, she knew he thought they’d left him, abandoned him, 
forgotten about him completely. 

“Are all the horses out?” Isabel stepped forward, her mind as focused as it could be. She 
was ready to take what was left of her family and flee.  

They were alive. 
“Did you think we would leave you?” Isabel observed Charlie’s constant nodding of his 

head, the relief in his expression, and his fresh tears. 
“We have to hurry,” Mathew said, urgently. “They will be here at any time.” 
They could only have minutes left. 
The wind blew, strong, harsh. It was cold, the grave evening’s darkness stretching out its 

arms, its embrace feeling graver and graver. The horses were gone. Fighting to survive now 
meant running on foot. 

The cold gripped into their bones, but they seemed to be in agreement. With no idea how 
far they were likely to get, Isabel held Mathew’s hand in her right hand, and Charlie’s in her 
left. In pain or not in pain, tired or not tired, she took the first steps forward, leading them 
toward whatever hope was left for them. 

They moved to follow after her. 
Isabel blinked, unsure, because suddenly they weren’t moving. There was noise 

everywhere. She felt hot –– no, burning –– looking down at herself to see dried blood, layers 
and layers, crusted over her, fresh blood seeping from the cracks in the layers. 

“Get down!” Mathew screamed as another arrow flew by her. He tackled her and Charlie 
to the ground. 

Her head shot up to see riders and soldiers closing in all around them. 
“Sir John’s men,” Charlie cursed, cursing them all under his breath because they were 

trapped, because what hope was left? 
“Isabel Hawkins?” one of the soldiers asked. 
She wanted to close her eyes. How could she look when it was she who had done this to 

them, when it was all her fault, just by being born, just by being who she was? She desperately 
wished, hoped, for anything, for someone to hear her insides screaming and take pity. 

Help! Someone help us! 
Mathew growled as hard hands came to her shoulders. “Get away from her!” He 

struggled, two guards holding him back. Charlie was also pulled to his feet. 
The soldiers were rough as she struggled against them. Her mouth was dry, and she fought 

off vomiting as the images of blood, her blood, their blood, stayed, kicking against her mind, 
fighting for her to focus on it instead of the man who was now in front of her. 

“Aren’t you a pretty one...” he said, his hand outstretched, his fingers hovering over her 
face. And then his hands came for her, sending Isabel into a frightened panic and shrieked. 

He fell, something inside him bursting, sending him into fits of pain before he lay, 
nothing, because Mathew had sent his foot repeatedly into his stomach. 

Watching horrified, they dragged Mathew away from her, keeping him better contained. 
They were unconcerned about their fallen comrade, taking, instead, a better hold on Charlie 
as he struggled violently. Isabel struggled to think, her eyes wide. 



 

 

Another soldier stood in front of Mathew, contemplating because Mathew was smiling. 
“You’ve got him, right?” he asked, and the four holding him down assured him. “Good.” 
And he started in with his fists. 

Isabel’s mouth flew open, screaming. He never let go of her gaze. His calm expression 
never left him. 

He had told her they would not live through this. 
Blood oozed from Mathew’s mouth, and the soldier turned to wink at Isabel as he pulled 

his sword from his belt. 
Mathew kept his eyes on her. 
Charlie was struggling uncontrollably. 
The guard raised his sword, aiming for Mathew’s heart. 
“Please!” she screamed, everything seeming to slow, everything seeming to stop. “I’ll do 

anything!” 
The guard turned to her, the sword still pointed at Mathew’s heart. 
Fixed in a kind of panic-driven silence, Isabel could see his lips moving, but she could not 

hear anything. When, suddenly, the guard laughed again, and noise ripped at her ears. 
“Don’t want me to kill him?” And he said: “Someone special, is he?” 
“Please,” Isabel begged. “I’ll come quietly. I’ll do anything. Just let them go.” 
The guard thought for a moment. Scratching his chin, he walked toward her, putting away 

his sword. “You will walk right into that carriage and go to the prison quietly if we simply 
do not kill these two boys?” he asked, pointing at the carriage they brought, waiting for its 
prisoner. 

“Yes,” Isabel agreed. 
There were so many guards. So many men sent to capture her. They held tight to their 

swords and bows, their horses pawing impatiently at the ground. 
He was too close to her, his eyes travelling up and down her. 
She looked at Mathew. But it was as if he was hidden behind glass, the layers so thick she 

could barely make him out, and she knew, in this imagined image, that he was drowning 
behind it. The ice water tortured him, and he was gasping for air, dying, all of them dying, 
and there was nothing she could do. 

They were all going to die, and there was nothing she could do. 
Blinking, tears fell from her eyes. She shook her head, tormented, because the horror of 

the image of him drowning had disappeared and Mathew knelt, waiting for what was coming 
next. 

“Very well,” the guard agreed, bowing his head kindly like a gentleman. “As you wish, my 
lady.” 

Shocked, dumb relief seized her, hoisting her up. Her mind, so unfocused, felt only 
gratitude. “Thank you,” Isabel whispered. 

The guard nodded his head, signalling them to start walking her away, to the carriage and 
toward prison. With their enormous hands pushing down on her, she felt so very small. 

She glanced at Mathew. 
Something was wrong.  
Her heart beat fast in her chest, drowning out everything else. And then it seemed to 

shatter. 
A man stepped forward. 
The guards holding Isabel tried to keep her moving, but she was frozen. The ground had 

opened up and swallowed half of her. They tried to pull her out, but there was nothing they 
could do. 



 

 

That man came closer to him. 
She could hear Charlie screaming at her, screaming at Mathew. Tears streamed down his 

face. He knew what was coming. 
Still swallowed by the earth, stuck in the ground, she felt cold like she’d never felt the cold 

before. Kicking her mind open, darkness seemed to fill her, pooling blood and shards of 
shattered ice over her sinking heart. Enormous waves came crashing down on her and she 
desperately tried to pull herself free. 

And all at once, reality came back to her with the laughter of men. But still, it was as if 
fire was around her, separating her and Mathew. 

They pulled him to his feet. 
Isabel whispered his name and it scraped against her tears. 
“Remember me, don’t you?” the man said. 
Mathew wasn’t impressed. “Joe, right?” 
Could he hear the fast, fearful beat of Isabel’s heart? 
“I’m flattered,” Joe said, sarcastically. Adding, “You brought this on yourself.” 
“Yes...” Mathew’s voice gave nothing away. He was all calm control, strength, pride. 

“Didn’t I hit you once? Sorry, I can hardly remember you without my fist indented into your 
face.” 

Joe let his anger fill him. 
“The noble squire, you are,” Mathew continued. “Isn’t it a good thing you have all these 

guards holding me back? I would hate to see you humiliated a third time.” 
Joe shook his head slightly. 
“Mathew...” Isabel’s voice was faint. 
Joe turned to look at her and every rigid, empty bit of him was seized with wickedness. 
“You coward,” Mathew said, sharply. “If you touch her I will ––” 
“What?” Joe turned his attention back to Mathew. “You will do what?” Amused, Joe 

continued, “Don’t worry. I would not enjoy that as much as I am going to enjoy this.” His 
expression was alight with anticipation. “Sir John told me to do something very special for 
you.” 

Isabel jumped. Mathew had spit in Joe’s face. 
Slowly, Joe wiped his face with his hand. “I thought you would say something like that.” 

And he gripped hard to his sword, swung it out from his belt, and sunk it deep into Mathew’s 
heart. 

Charlie screamed. 
Mathew held on to her image, falling to his knees, groaning as Joe ripped away his sword. 

And the world seemed to stop as his body fell to the ground, the light in his dark-gemmed 
eyes stolen. 

Charlie’s face was twisted and warped with grief, with fury. Full of tears and screams, he 
fought to get to Mathew’s lifeless body. Cursing them all, his rage was a murderous thing 
before he stopped, motionless. Looking down at his stomach, his eyes blank, the guards 
stepped away from him, two swords pulling away, bloody. 

Charlie fell, blood spilling from his mouth, staining him. 
The world of her stopped, and Isabel watched the silence. There were the laughing faces 

of the men who killed them, but there was only silence. They dragged her to the carriage, 
but there was no sound. Her face was wet with tears, but she heard nothing. She desperately, 
urgently, wanted to hold Mathew’s body in her arms, but all was silent. She could see the 
fire, the flames and the effects of them: the heat, the smell, and the taste as they burned the 
farm. The carriage pulled away and the flames rose. 



 

 

What had she been praying for? 
Isabel wasn’t aware that she had never stopped screaming. 



 

Chapter Fifty 
His Beating Heart 

 

 
His heartbeat: can you hear it? Can you hear the wisps and whims and the roaring flutter? 

He placed a hand on his chest as he thought of her. He knew that thick thundering just 
barely at his fingertips. He knew that sustaining, soothing sensation as he saw her dancing 
behind his closed eyes.  

“Isabel...” James had said to her. “We’re thieves. We steal from people. That doesn’t make us noble. 
That just makes us thieves.” 

“But, James.” Isabel had taken his hands to her lips and kissed them tenderly. “There is beauty in this.” 
James ran a hand through his blonde hair now, his blue eyes dazzling in the afternoon 

sun. If he could have only one wish in life granted, it would be to have her place her lips 
upon his skin again, to feel them again. He reached out to the constant craving of the same 
sweet-scented dream of running away with Isabel. In that dream, his conflictions were lifted. 
Only then was he saved from the constant quarrel of the life he was living and the person 
he was within a life he never wanted. Standing beside the most feared villain in record time 
as his most cherished student, a prince to the king, his favourite, was something he had 
never wanted. But he often wondered if he could really be anything else.  Was he denying 
who he was by dreaming of running away with Isabel? And if, by chance, she did agree to 
run with him, would Alex find him as he always did? Could Alex ever really let him go? 

James had tried to flee. He had tried to be a part of honest enough work when he worked 
for Sir John. He’d tried. He’d tried not to steal, to not be a part of Alex’s preaching. But it 
was no use. Alex’s words were drilled into his mind, they were as much a part of him now 
as his own flowing blood, and without it his heart couldn’t beat. He could feel the words 
now, the teachings of a dark and dangerous force that willed for mischief and malice. He 
could feel the words as he had always felt them. But with Isabel, with her, he felt only what 
it was like to love. With her he forgot everything his features could hide so well, with her he 
could leave his secrets behind and be someone he thought he could never be: taintless. 

He knew wanting and loving were different. But he wanted her love all the same. 
The time he had spent with her, all those jousts ago, was, without a doubt, the best time 

of his life. He had spent a whole life with her, with events that he would never change in 
any way. 

They were leaning on the side of a building, invisible to the busy street. But that was Alex. 
He could be seen when he wanted to be seen, and he could be hidden when he wanted to 
be hidden, no matter where they were or who was around. James looked over at the Ghost 
that never changed, ever. He both loved and hated him, as he both loved and hated the life 
provided for him. 

Was what they were doing justice in some strange way? Or did it make them worse than 
the thieves they thieved from? 

James had his arms crossed, and Alex had his hands stuffed in his pockets. He was 
watching the people walk by, without wondering if it was natural for them to be ignorant of 
two boys who, at the moment, in no way looked innocent.  

“But she ––” Alex tried to start a conversation. 



 

 

James knew what he wanted to talk about, silencing him with a sharp: “Forget it!” 
Isabel was none of Alex’s business. For once he had something he didn’t have to steal, 

and he wasn’t about to share with the one person who encouraged wayward actions. His 
memories of her were completely his own. He would rather dance in the moonlight than 
knife fight in an endless display of darkness. He’d rather be frightened for her than feel 
nothing at all. For nothing frightened him more than the thought of losing her. Why couldn’t 
he hold her in his arms right now, as he had after they jousted? He remembered how she 
cried when he told her he had to leave. That meant something. That meant everything: a 
whole life to him. 

“Fine,” Alex agreed not to talk about her. His black hair was moving lazily in the wind, 
but his green eyes were wide and awake as if he was heading into a roaring tempest. He was 
calm and collected, as he always was. Alex seldom found his temper. But when he did storms 
would rage overhead, lightning and thunder would call out through the rain, and his eyes 
would burn red as his being blurred into the darkness. Once, and only once, James had asked 
him what he was doing here, why he was doing this. Alex had whispered, “Maybe I made a 
deal with the devil.”  

What kind of devil gives to the poor so they can live another day?  
The Ghost: a dark kind of guardian angel. 
James didn’t understand it, and he knew he should because Alex seemed to be waiting for 

something. James was missing something when he usually didn’t miss a thing. He was the 
only one who knew who Alex was, what he really was. And he was the only one who would 
ever know. He knew that. But right now, this moment, there was something misplaced. 
What wasn’t he factoring in? 

He knew the Ghost had plans for him. He knew he had plans for a lot more than thieving. 
He could see it on the face that hid everything so well, so well to the rest of the world. He 
was getting ready. He wanted James to know. Why? Know what? Ready for what?  

What was he waiting for? 
James took a deep breath. He was about to ask the same question, he wasn’t sure he 

wanted to know the answer to, for the hundredth time. “How do you two know each other 
again?” 

“Isabel and I?” Alex asked.  
“Yes.” 
“Wouldn’t you like to know?” Alex said slyly. 
“Fine,” James angered because she wasn’t just a girl, she wasn’t just a pretty thing that 

could be stolen or bought or tamed. “But if you hurt her, I will kill you.” 
“Relax, James.” Alex shook his head in amusement. “She can take care of herself.” 
“Right...” James knew she could handle herself, but that was why she needed to be 

protected. People would see her great glowing life force and try to bring her down, try to 
beat the glow out of her eyes. And who knows why? They just would. Because that’s what 
people do. But James also knew that if anyone could overcome the condemnation of 
criticism that this wide world offered in abundance, she could. She amazed him.  

It was just logic, to hold on to someone who was like a best friend, to make it happen, to 
do whatever it took. How far was he willing to go? How far was his blackened heart willing 
to go in order to find its salvation? “If that Mathew does anything to hurt her, I will kill him, 
too.” 

“You would kill him, wouldn’t you?” Alex pried, already knowing the answer. But still, he 
hoped James could control himself like he’d trained him to do. 

“I would certainly like to,” James whispered under his breath. 



 

 

“James.” 
“I was just kidding,” James lied.  
If only he could explain how he felt to her. But how could he explain that attractive sense 

of addiction? James looked down at his calm, yet unstable hands and breathed in his calm, 
yet unstable dreams as if they were a pleasing drink and tonight he would feel the drunken 
blooms of a pleasing sentiment –– the oh so pleasing and desiring walk down the black brick 
path of lust. He could see the reflection of it, the reflection of a million kisses basking in the 
pools of his eyes and his mirrored thoughts. 

But was that all it could be: imagined? 
“James! James!” A small boy came running from the crowd, pushing and tugging at people 

to clear a path to his friends. He ran straight for James, and James grabbed him by the 
shoulders to keep him from falling. 

“Slow down, Cole,” Alex demanded and then apologized sincerely to the irritated faces 
of the people Cole cut in front of and pushed out of the way.  

“But it’s important,” Cole said, struggling to breathe. 
“What?” James asked, letting his shoulders go, and the little boy put his hands on his own 

knees, panting. 
“News –– all over –– something big ––” Cole was too excited to say full sentences. 
“We need more than that, Cole.” James pushed for information.  
“A woman was arrested ––” 
“You could have opened with that.” Alex instructed him on his manners. 
“Well, yes, sorry, she was ––” 
“She probably deserves to be in prison.” Alex made light of the situation. “What did she 

do? Skip church?” 
“Would you shut up for a second?” James commanded. 
“No, no ––” Cole waved his hands so they would listen to him. “She snuck into the 

jousting competition and was caught ––” 
“Oh God,” James whispered, and then ran his hands over his face because who did he 

know who would do such a thing? 
“What?” Alex looked at Cole calmly, as if he knew exactly what was coming next.  
“She jousted,” James whispered.  
“Yeah, she did really well. Then she was arrested and escaped!” Cole was practically 

jumping up and down. 
“She got away!” James breathed in relief. 
“But then they found her and took her to prison,” Cole finished.  
“Who is she?” Alex asked. 
“I can’t remember her name. It’s something or other...” Cole closed his eyes to try to 

remember. 
“Isabel,” James whispered. 
“Yes!” Cole yelled in excitement. “How did you know?” 
James didn’t answer. No one answered. 
Cole frowned as he watched the two different reactions. “Are you guys all right?” 
Absolute horror sank into James. His knees felt like they were going to give out on him. 

Isabel, what have you done? Terror was in his throat. If there was hell on earth, James had found 
it. There was no feeling in the world worse than this. He clutched his chest, finally staring at 
Alex. Please, James was thinking as if Alex could hear his thoughts, please let there be hope. 



 

 

Alex leaned back against the wall. His eyes were on the ground. He remembered the night 
of the dance, her twirling in her blue dress. He wanted to save her. He wanted her to be 
happy. Was that love?  

James was shaking. 
His heartbeat: can you hear it? Can you hear the wisps and whims and the roaring flutter? 
He placed his hands on the side of the building to keep himself up. He knew that thick 

thundering just barely at his fingertips. Fear: how it raged and thundered and thickened. He 
placed a hand on his chest and closed his eyes. He knew that sustaining, soothing sensation 
as he saw her dancing behind his closed eyes. Would he ever see her dance again? 

His heartbeat: can you hear it? Can you hear the wisps and whims and the roaring flutter 
of fear for the one he loves? 

His heartbeat: can you hear it? 



 

Chapter Fifty-One 
In the Darkness 

 

 

Vomiting, she fell to her knees as they pushed her into the prison cell, slamming the door. 
With the last of the fading light from her keepers, she crawled to the wall.  

And then there was darkness. 
Was this a dream? Could any of this be real? 
With their deaths engraved into her mind, she continually screamed. She watched Mathew 

choke for air, gasping, over and over, turning to her, his eyes, God, his eyes, falling as his 
body fell. 

“We will not live through this.” His voice lingered in her ears because it should have been her 
body lying dead instead of theirs. “We will not live through this.” 

“I’m sorry...” Isabel said before voices began echoing all around her, and she flinched 
with every remembered word. 

“Sir John told me to do something very special for you.” 
Shaking, she brought her hands to her face. 
“Don’t want me to kill him? Someone special, is he?” 
“Stop it!” Isabel choked. The voice was laughing. “Stop it!” 
“Aren’t you a pretty one...” 
Isabel pulled at her hair. “God, why have you done this to me?” 
Clear as pain, Mathew cried: “Get away from her!” 
“I love him.” Isabel begged for solace alone in her prison cell. “I loved him.” Her voice 

was beginning to fail her. “I loved him.” 
“Did you think we would leave you?”  
Isabel cringed under the weight of the voice, its harsh words spitting at her. 
“We will not live through this.” 
“There is nothing to be done.” 
“Sir John told me to do something very special for you.”  
Isabel dug her nails into her skin, scraping them violently across her arms, removing flesh. 
“Get down!” Mathew’s voice appeared. 
There was no silence, no solace. There was only screaming. The voices were screaming as 

she screamed with them. 
“Isabel Hawkins? Isabel Hawkins?” 
“Leave me,” Isabel whispered through her tears. “Please leave me.” 
“Isabel Hawkins?” the dark said again. “Isabel Hawkins?”  
“Stop! Stop it! Please...” Isabel begged. All she could smell was vomit. It was all she could 

taste in her mouth. 
“What? What? What?” the darkness mocked, echoing around her. “What? What? What?” 
Isabel punched the floor and cried out in agony as pain shot up her arm, and then again 

and again she slammed her fist down because Mathew was... Mathew was... 
She dragged her fingernails down her face. Did she still have a face? 
“Isabel? Isabel? What? What?” the darkness mocked her, making her shudder. “Isabel? Isabel? 

What? What?” 



 

 

There was nothing she could do but wait for it to stop. 
“What? What? What?” the darkness echoed around her, asking her, curious. 
“I want to die,” she whispered and then screamed until there was nothing left of her. 
 

 
 

Isabel closed her eyes, embracing the warm wind on her face. She held a rose in one hand 
and reins in the other. She looked down at the silver coat of her mare, shimmering in the 
afternoon sun. Inhaling, she never thought she’d know comfort again, but the fresh air was 
comforting. 

“Isabel...” 
She never thought she would hear that voice whisper her name again. It felt good: his 

voice in her ears. She stayed quiet, savouring the feeling. 
“Isabel,” he whispered again. 
This can’t be real, Isabel thought to herself, but once more his voice came, this time it was 

as if he were beside her. 
And there he was, riding a black horse. His hands were shaking, like they had been that 

day when she first told him she loved him. Mathew kept his eyes on the saddle, away from 
her. 

“Mathew...” She began to cry. 
“Isabel, I ––” He cut himself off. 
“I love you,” Isabel said to him. “I miss you.” 
He looked up at her. “You have no idea, Isabel, how much I love you.” 
She blushed, unable to help it, and looked at her rose. Its soft, sweet petals bore that 

blood-red warning. Was this a dream? Could this be real? Was she dead? 
“Don’t leave me,” Isabel whispered as the cold remembrance of her dark prison cell came 

creeping back into her mind. 
Mathew smiled weakly. “I just want to apologize.” 
Isabel shook her head in confusion. “For what?” 
“For anything that happens from here on out.” Mathew looked back down at the saddle. 
This was a dream. It had to be. The lines were from her past and with the realization, 

Isabel looked at her hands. Darkness was clouding over them. 
“Don’t leave me,” Isabel whispered, but Mathew was no longer there. 
“I love you,” she heard him say. “I love you.” 
She was standing alone in a field of hopelessness. “No! Don’t leave me.” There was 

nothing but a thick mist of black. Isabel could feel the cold on her skin. Her body was soaked 
in something. 

“Isabel!” A voice ran through the mist. “Isabel?” 
“Who’s there?” she whispered, unsure.  
“Isabel?”  
“Charlie?” Isabel breathed out. “Charlie, where are you?” She started running blindly. 

“Charlie! Where are you? I’m coming!” 
The mist was fading. She ran until the black was a maze behind her. She looked around. 

The sun was shining in this new place. The grass felt wonderful on her bare feet. 
“Where am I?” 



 

 

“Isabel?” Charlie’s voice came from a steady stream. She walked slowly toward it and 
came to her knees before she looked into the water. 

“Charlie?” she asked in confusion. 
“Isabel,” the voice was right behind her. She turned her head quickly, but no one was 

there. 
She turned back to the stream, screaming at her reflection. She was soaked in blood. A 

rose floated by in the water. She got up quickly and tried to run, but she couldn’t move. 
Bodies were everywhere. 

“No!” Isabel screamed. Everyone she ever loved lay dead before her. Their lifeless eyes 
open and screaming back at her. 

“Isabel?” She heard Charlie’s voice. Trembling, she moved toward it. “Isabel,” he said 
weakly as she came into view. He lay bleeding: left to die. 

“Charlie!” Isabel ran to him and held his dying body in her arms. “Charlie, I’m so sorry.”  
“I am sorry,” he fought to breathe, coughing up blood. 
“No,” Isabel whispered to him. “I’m going to save you. You’re going to be fine. I’ll get 

you out of here. You’ll see. I’m going to save you.” He grabbed her neck and brought her 
face closer to him. He struggled to breathe as blood oozed from his mouth. “No,” Isabel 
whispered. “You can’t die! I’m going to save you!” 

“You did,” he struggled to whisper, his eyes struggling to focus on her. 
“No,” Isabel whispered and looked around for help, holding her brother’s dead body in 

her arms. “Help me!” she screamed into nothing. “Someone, help us!” 
But darkness filled the air, thick and caging, making her gasp for breath. She looked 

around nervously. Where was she? Was this a dream? Could any of this be real? 
Was she dead? 



 

Chapter Fifty-Two 
Questioning 

 

 

There was light, and the way it felt upon her was a feeling that had been misplaced, lost. 
This feeling of warmth was such a discontentment –– such a distraction within the vomit-
littered cell that Isabel was barely conscious of the distant voices, now drawing near. 

How long had she been in this prison? 
“You kept everyone up last night,” a guard said before opening her cell door, before 

coughing and cringing from the smell. He placed a wooden bowl and cup in front of her, 
motioning for the second guard. 

“What is it?” 
“She’s sick,” the first said softly, his gaze steady on the state of the prisoner. 
The second sighed. “She wouldn’t be if she hadn’t spent the night screaming and carrying 

on. Just leave her. She’ll be fine and dandy for her hanging.” 
“Not if she dies first...” the other protested. 
“What does that matter? Leave her,” the second ordered, and then darkness was what was 

left, their voices –– their noise –– gone. Isabel continued to sit blankly against the stone wall, 
like a girl burnt to ashes. 

The Isabel she’d once known was gone. That girl was no more. 
“Why me?” she asked weakly what nothing would answer. Her voice was hoarse, scraping 

up her throat, struggling to cut through the darkness. “Why?” 
She imagined Mathew’s face. Why did they kill him instead? Why didn’t they kill her? 
Why would God do this to them? 
“I hate you,” Isabel croaked about everything, about all of this. 
Why her? Why? Was it right to question? Was it right to question life? Was it right to 

question God? 
Rocking back and forth, she couldn’t believe she had tears left, but she could feel them 

travelling down her face. She remembered Charlie’s smile, his laugh, his love for a woman 
he would never get the chance to be with. He wasn’t supposed to die. Why didn’t he leave 
without them? Why did he wait there, knowing if he waited he would be killed? Did he feel 
like he had nothing left to live for when he thought his family had left without him?  

But we came back, Isabel told herself, wrapping her arms around her stomach, we came back 
for him. 

Her choices led her to this moment. 
At least, at the very least, she had had the chance to live, to know them, even if it had all 

ended up like this. 
Light was coming back, ripping away the darkness. 
The guard who had given Isabel her untouched breakfast stepped into her cell, putting 

the torch he carried with him on the wall. 
She crawled into a corner and hid her face away from the light. 
“Easy now,” he soothed. “Isabel? That is your name?” 
Could she trust him? 
“My name is Sam,” he said, coming to his knees. “I won’t hurt you. I promise.” 



 

 

With great effort, Sam took in her wide, empty eyes, and her pale, damaged skin. All of 
her was littered with dried vomit, all of her was horrific: like a creature instead of a girl. 
Slowly, he unwrapped the bundle he carried, taking care not to make much noise or any 
sudden movements. He held up a blanket. 

“Here...” But when she didn’t take it from him, he cautiously moved closer, wrapping it 
around her. The weight of it and the warmth in that weight made her want to push it off. 

She didn’t deserve this. 
“Stop that now.” Sam placed the blanket back around her, and then held out fresh food 

and water.  
She stared at it. What did he want from her? Why was he doing this? 
“Take it.” He motioned for her to take the cup in his hand. But when she refused he 

moved to sit beside her, holding the cup to her lips. “I’ll help you.” He whispered: “Drink. 
It will help.”  

She sipped slowly, hating that it was taking away the taste of vomit. She didn’t deserve 
this kindness or anything else that lived out of the darkness. 

“Easy now,” Sam ordered, forcing her to finish it. He let her rest her head against the wall 
for a moment and then brought the wooden bowl toward her. 

She stared at it. She was... She was so hungry... 
“It’s okay,” he assured her, helping her eat. When she couldn’t eat or drink any more, 

feeling energy flowing back through her, the guard got to his feet. 
“Why?” Isabel croaked. “Why did you help me?” 
“I don’t know,” Sam admitted, looking at her like there was something in her that was 

beautiful, even now. “I just couldn’t leave you as you were.” 
“I don’t understand,” Isabel said. She couldn’t speak above a whisper. 
“I had to help you. Consider it my following of our Lord’s example.” And with that he 

closed the cell door and the torch’s light slowly went away. 
Closing her eyes, Isabel pulled the blanket closer to her face. Sam’s light was not 

completely gone. And when she closed her eyes, she walked steadily into Mathew’s arms. 
When she died... 
Who was she? 
What did she want? 
When she died, would she get to kiss Mathew again? Would she be able to embrace 

William and Charlie and meet the woman she longed to know: her mother. 
Could she want what William wanted: to die? 
“Soon,” she whispered. “Soon I will be with you once more.” And she remembered when 

they first met, their first kiss, and the way his body gleamed in the moonlight. 
She could hear him say: “This will not be the last time I hold your hand.” 
“It won’t be,” Isabel spoke to the darkness. She still wore Mathew’s ring. They hadn’t, at 

the very least, taken that from her. 
“I will hardly leave your side.” 
“I trust you,” Isabel said. 
“Go to sleep,” Mathew whispered, easing her, giving her strength. 
“Will you stay?” Isabel mumbled, already falling asleep. 
“Yes,” he promised her, and she could feel his gentle lips on her forehead, bringing her 

warmth. 



 

Chapter Fifty-Three 
A Dance in the Darkness 

 

 

How long had she been in this prison? How long now had she belonged to darkness, 
wondering if she was already dead? 

Hurried voices and footsteps echoed through the prison, bringing forth bits of blinding 
light. The sting of it reminded her that she was alive, and she wondered if it was Sam coming 
back or if finally –– finally –– they would be taking her to her end. There were pieces of 
conversation to be heard, things like, “We usually don’t allow visitors,” and “The hanging 
date has not been set.” 

She jumped when someone tapped on her cell door. 
“You have a visitor,” a guard announced. 
“Dear God!” A man rushed to her side. His hands running over her sunken, lifeless face, 

bruised and blackened from spending too many nights throwing herself against the stone 
walls. Her arms were scarred, scabbed, and bloody from continually dragging her nails down 
her arms, and her entire body was stained with vomit, waste, dirt, and blood. Her hair was 
tangled and pulled out, and her face was stained with unfailing tears. “What have you done 
to her?” 

“She did it all to herself,” the guard said in defence. 
“Isabel?” Shadows danced around the cell, and the man coughed, cursing because of the 

smell. “It’s me.” The man begged for her to see him. Rats scurried across the floor. “Isabel?” 
he questioned again. His voice was familiar. “It’s me.” 

Focusing on him was difficult. It was not only because her eyes were no longer 
accustomed to light, but because his face was full of life. His eyes were shining with a 
strength that she once knew as her own. It was a strength that was alien to her now, 
completely foreign, and it hurt to look at them. She was doomed to darkness, and yet the 
world went on while she sat alone in this prison. People were still living? Her entire family 
was murdered, and yet here was life before her, still moving. Everything was still moving, 
and he was like a ghost, something cruel, come to haunt her, and she struggled away from 
him. 

“No, it is all right,” he pleaded. He pleaded for her skeleton-like form to remain in the 
surety of his hands, allowing himself to hope, even with seeing her now, that there was hope 
left. 

“Jacob...” Her breath was nauseating. “Mr. Churchill?” 
“Yes,” he assured her. 
“It’s still moving?” Cold sweat dripped from her forehead. She felt like she was going to 

vomit. “They’re all still moving?” 
“Moving?” He tried to put a hand on her shoulder, but she flinched away. “I do not 

understand.” 
“I can’t stand the shadows.” She wished for complete darkness, where she could be alone, 

where she didn’t have to remember that life was going on without everything she loved and 
lost. 

“Isabel?” 



 

 

“Darkness... It’s a part of me.” 
“I am trying to help you,” Mr. Churchill said slowly, seeing that her mind had faded 

greatly. “Do you understand? I’m doing all I can to get you out of here. I’m trying to 
convince them to spare your life.” 

“The light always goes away.” Did she sound insane? She knew what she wanted to say 
to him, but it felt like everything was coming out in code. Because shadows moved around 
the room, brought on by the light, bringing on her paranoia and she wanted to cry and 
scream. With the light came memories of swords through hearts. 

“Do you understand?” Mr. Churchill tried again. 
“Eyes like ash...” She started shaking. “The war cries of my heart, of a battle lost, still sing 

weakly.” 
“I don’t understand.” Mr. Churchill tried not to appear frightened. 
“Nothing to do but pick at your own skin,” she mumbled. 
“You mean ––” Mr. Churchill gasped, pointing, horrified, at her arms scabbed over, 

crusted with blood, and riddled with fresh wounds. “You did this to yourself?” 
“To replay it over and over,” Isabel mumbled. 
“To replay what?” Mr. Churchill asked, confused. 
“I can’t get the screams away from my skin. They have soaked through!” 
“The screams...” Mr. Churchill’s eyes were wide in fear at what she had become. 
“Yes. I cannot stop them. And the blood, and the darkness: it has crawled into my skin.” 

Isabel felt as if she was suffocating. She was trembling and cursing as she attacked her arms 
with her nails. 

“Isabel!” Mr. Churchill took control of her hands, holding her still until she was breathing 
normally once again. 

“So much blood...” 
“Isabel, stop,” he pleaded. 
“The smell of it...” 
“Isabel?” 
“I can still smell the smoke. Trapped. Alone with myself. Mind sometimes plays tricks on 

me.” She panted, clenching her fists. 
“You mean here in prison?” 
“Darkly peaceful.” She struggled to breathe. “No light. Cannot tell if you’re alive. Am I 

dead?” 
“No, no,” Mr. Churchill tried to comfort her. “You’re not dead. I’m going to save you.” 
“Do I still have a face?” 
“Isabel?” 
She couldn’t hear him. Was she going mad? Because when she closed her eyes, the 

screaming came back. She could hear them screaming. She could smell the smoke. She could 
smell the blood. 

“I can’t stop it!” she cried. 
“Stop what?” Mr. Churchill struggled to keep up with her insanity. 
“I can’t stop it!” 
“Easy now,” Mr. Churchill kept her from injuring herself further. “Soon you will be out 

of here and yourself again. Soon you will be out of here. You’ll come live with me... I will 
take care of you.”  

Isabel was rocking back and forth. “I am out of hopeless dreams of better things to 
come.” 

“You will be all right.” 



 

 

“I belong to the darkness. It’s a part of me.” 
“You’re ill. You don’t know what you are saying.” 
“Isabel no more.” 
“Soon you will be better.” Mr. Churchill brushed away the tears from his own eyes. “I will 

make you better.” 
“No more life,” Isabel babbled, “no more jokes, no more deserving, no more kindness, 

no more smiles, no more faces, no more flowers, no more roses.” 
“I can help you,” he tried to assure her. 
“He will never leave my side,” Isabel mumbled to herself. 
“I can help you,” he repeated. 
“The rose is gone,” Isabel informed him. 
“Isabel?” 
“It won’t be the last time he holds my hand. He will never leave my side. He will stay with 

me.” 
“Isabel?” 
If she asked him to kill her, right now, would he do it? “I need you to do something for 

me...”  
“Yes?” he braved, though he was shocked, shaken. 
“Leave me alone. Forget me. Forget my face.” 
“Isabel I cannot ––” 
“I want to die.” 
“You’re not well,” Mr. Churchill tried. “You don’t know what you are saying.” 
“I don’t care.” Isabel stared at him, blankly. “I don’t care.” 
Mr. Churchill ran his hands over his face and shook his head. He got up to leave, 

complying with her wishes, but stopped at the cell door. “I... I do not understand. What 
were you thinking? Jousting? A woman? Whoever heard of such a thing?” 

“I have.” Isabel gave a small smile. 
“It is a disgrace,” Mr. Churchill whispered. 
Isabel did not care if he understood. “Leave,” Isabel repeated. “Forget me.” 
And he left her cell without looking back, but yet the light stayed. 
“The rose is gone,” Isabel whispered as she looked down at herself. “The rose is gone.” 
“It doesn’t have to be that way,” a new voice said outside the door. Isabel could not 

control it anymore. She fell to her knees, vomiting. She shook with that remembered voice. 
She shook with the evil in it, with the pain, with the hell it brought her as he let himself into 
her cell. 

He cleared his throat in disgust. 



 

Chapter Fifty-Four 
Who and What We Are 

 

 
“Get out!” Isabel tried to stand, tried to stop her desire to vomit, and tried to speak with 
force. But she was no longer able. 

The rose was gone. 
“I would be glad to.” Sir John looked over the cell. “But I have an image of something 

that was, and something that can be, once you are back to your... lovely state.” 
Isabel laughed feebly. “What’s the matter? Do you not think my new living situation 

proper or prudent? Is the propriety lacking? If the law had a mind at all, you would be 
wasting in this vomit ridden place, not I.” She breathed the bitter taste of those words in 
and exhaled loudly. 

Some of her was still alive. 
“You, my pet, put yourself in here, not I.” 
“I dare you to take solace in those words. It would be your greatest sin.” 
“I...” He looked at her, horrified. It was not at what she had said, but at something else 

entirely. He cleared his throat and turned away, speaking to the wall. “I’m going to give you 
a choice, a chance to live.” 

Isabel could feel the mixed words crawling around her throat and she tried to push them 
back without success, “Roses, roses, roses; falling, falling, falling; petals weeping.” 

He cleared his throat again and stepped over a pile of vomit. 
“He was your friend and you betrayed him.” 
“What?” Sir John wiped his brow with a cloth. He still would not look at her. 
“William.” 
“I had no choice. William was standing between me and what I wanted. He needed to be 

removed,” he said. “What was all that jargon you were saying to Churchill?” 
“She is sitting in her grave,” Isabel whispered. 
“Yes,” Sir John said under his breath. “I can see that.” 
“She is no more than a corpse,” Isabel continued. 
“As I was saying ––” 
“Why?” Isabel demanded an explanation. “Why me? Why did you want me?” 
“Beauty was your mother’s curse as well.” He spoke with his back to her. “I would not 

let a second jewel escape my grasp.” He coughed and wiped his forehead once more before 
he continued. “I have never been denied anything. I have always received what I wanted, 
what I needed. I knew with... I knew with some cleaning up you would be a fine woman for 
me. But you turned into an obsession, an addiction. My jealousy was overwhelming. I had 
the power to make you mine, and I would have you. I will have you.” 

“You’re a sick man.” 
“I can get you out of here,” Sir John added. “All you would have to do is be mine.” 
Isabel snorted. Was she some beautiful object he could own? Something wild he needed 

to tame? Something he wanted to control, make modern, normal? “I would rather let you 
drown in your own lust,” Isabel said coldly. 

“It is me or death,” he threatened, enraged. 



 

 

She stood, using the wall for balance, and took a step forward. “You killed my father. You 
killed my husband. You killed Charlie. You burned my home and everything I have ever 
loved ––” 

“Yes, sorry about that,” Sir John added. “You weren’t supposed to see them killed.” He 
paused and tried to turn toward her, but could not. “Husband?” 

“You ripped and burned everything I have ever cherished, everything I was. Everything I 
am, you destroyed.” 

Sir John glanced at her, and she took another step toward him. In a panic, he cowardly 
stepped back, and Isabel knew why this spoilt man was frightened now. He was trying not 
to see the thing she had become: ugly. He was disgusted with her, with what she looked like. 
That was all she was to him: a pretty object and now that object was damaged, hideous, ugly. 

“Is it almost maddening?” Isabel asked. “Seeing what you created?” 
“What?” 
“Am I revolting?” Isabel took another step closer to him. 
His face wrinkled in disgust as he moved away from her. He whispered, “I will make you 

beautiful again.” 
“Am I unsightly?” Isabel hissed. “Am I repulsive?” 
“I can help you,” he stumbled on the words, struggling to keep his distance from her, 

trying not to step in the dried piles of vomit. 
“No! Look at what you created!” She fought past her angry tears, drawing out and 

savouring each vile word. “I am ugly. I am foul. I am gross. I am nauseating.” 
“It doesn’t have to be this way.” 
“Am I disgusting?” Isabel asked. “Am I dreadful? Am I... hideous? Answer me!” 
“Yes,” Sir John finally whispered. 
“These are my stunning days,” Isabel rejoiced. 
“I can make you beautiful again.” 
“Smash, smash, smash.” Isabel let her tears fall triumphantly. “The pretty objects smash.” 
“Isabel?” Sir John whispered, frightened. 
“No. Isabel is gone.” 
“Be mine and you can have everything,” Sir John pleaded. “I will make you beautiful 

again.” 
“Smash, smash, smash. The pretty objects smash,” Isabel said loudly. 
“I can help you,” he stuttered. 
“Smash, smash, smash,” she continued to rejoice. “The pretty objects smash!” 
“Stop saying that!” Sir John ordered. 
“Smash, smash, smash. The pretty objects smash!” Isabel cried. 
“Stop,” Sir John warned. 
“Smash, smash, smash!” Isabel screamed. “The pretty objects smash!” 
“Enough!” Sir John struck her, and she stumbled to the wall, falling, panting, to the floor. 

“Enough,” he whispered again. “Enough.” 
“Roses, roses, roses; falling, falling, falling; petals weeping.” Isabel breathed. “Smash, 

smash, smash. The pretty objects smash.” 
“Where ––” Sir John took a heated breath. “Did you get that ring?” 
Isabel glanced at Mathew’s ring she wore proudly on her wedding finger. “You murdered 

my husband. More petals fall.” 
“I will ask you one more time,” Sir John declared, “to be mine.” 
“I would rather spend eternity in this darkness,” Isabel spat at him, “than one more life 

with your hate.” 



 

 

“So be it.” And Sir John kicked Isabel hard in the stomach. She screamed in pain and 
threw up again, everything about her stinging as another scream ran through her insides and 
out through her mouth. Sir John turned to leave, but then walked back slowly. 

“The pretty object is smashed,” Isabel whispered to herself. 
“He was right, you know?” Sir John said coldly. “You are a disgrace.” 
“The pretty object is smashed,” Isabel whispered again. 
“You are nothing,” Sir John said, scornfully. “You are hideous, disgusting, nauseating, 

revolting, and you are vile.” He stood over her. “You deserve to die. You belong in this 
prison. You are unsightly.” 

Isabel cried out as he kicked her hard in the stomach once more. The pain spread wildly 
over her body and breathing became impossible. Gasping, she felt as if she was going to die. 

“You are a humiliation. A shame,” Sir John whispered coldly. “And you are ugly.” He 
turned and left the prison. 

Was she revolting? Had she always been unsightly? 
“The pretty object is smashed.” Isabel cried. “The petals are weeping.” 
“I will hardly leave your side,” a voice spoke through the darkness. 
“It will not be the last time you hold my hand,” Isabel cried faintly. 
“Go to sleep,” Mathew whispered to her. 
“Will you stay?” Isabel mumbled. She could taste the blood in her mouth. 
“Yes,” he whispered, and she could almost feel his gentle lips on her forehead before 

wondering if she was already dead. 
And then there was nothing at all. 



 

Chapter Fifty-Five 
Time 

 

 

“Is this a dream?” Isabel ran her hands across his face. “Am I dead?” 
“You might be,” Mathew said, taking hold of her hands, making her feel lovely, as if 

nothing bad could ever happen to her. 
I am long ready to die. 
Her hair was down, moving carelessly in the morning breeze. Dressed in her old white 

nightgown, she was no longer stained or tortured. Instead, she was clean and fresh. Her skin 
was smooth and warm. There was the feeling of being safe, loved, and she thought this must 
be heaven. She thought how she must be dead. 

“I am dead,” she whispered to herself. 
Mathew kissed her forehead, wrapping his arms around her. “We will see.” 
She couldn’t find the strength to question Mathew’s comment because what was there to 

see? She was in Mathew’s arms. This had to be heaven. That had to mean she was dead. 
“Don’t leave me,” Isabel begged as Mathew moved his hand over her cheek, his touch 

being something she thought she’d long lost. 
“I have never left you,” he whispered into her ear, letting her rest her head on his chest. 
“I am so sorry,” Isabel said, starting to cry. 
“No. Do not be sorry.” 
“Why?” Isabel asked through her tears. “We’re dead because of me.” 
“You might not be dead.” Mathew tightened his hold on her. 
“I am dead,” Isabel said. “I’m dead here. And I’m dead there.” 
“Isabel,” Mathew soothed as he moved his hands through her hair. 
“Isabel?” a new voice came. 
“Isabel,” Mathew continued to soothe. 
“Mathew...” Isabel gripped at his shirt. No. She wouldn’t leave him. 
“I will never leave you,” Mathew whispered. 
“No,” Isabel cried. “Mathew!” 
“Isabel,” the new voice commanded, and she began falling through mist and shadow. She 

could still see Mathew, standing alone, holding a blood-red rose. 
“No!” Isabel screamed. “Mathew! I won’t leave you!” 
“You are ugly,” Sir John’s voice echoed around her. 
“Isabel!” that commanding voice said again, more urgently. 
“You are a disgrace,” Mr. Churchill’s voice cut through her ears. 
Falling, falling, falling: into nothing, into screams, and into darkness. The mist smelt 

heavily of vomit and filth. 
Just let me die. Something, just kill me. 
“Isabel!” She was getting closer to the voice. “Isabel!” 
She gasped for air, her face stinging and her body in agony. 
“Isabel?” Sam asked and she blinked, raising a hand to the side of her face. “Sorry about 

that.” Sam defended his action, “When I couldn’t get you breathing, I poured cold water on 



 

 

your face, and when that didn’t work... When I thought you were... You were... I thought 
you were... I slapped you.” 

“Sam?” Isabel tried to get up, but her bones, her insides, were broken. 
“Easy now,” Sam said, slowly and carefully helping Isabel to the cell wall. He wrapped a 

blanket around her. “What happened?” 
“How long have I been in this prison?” 
“Over a week,” Sam said. “Isabel ––” 
“It feels like an eternity.” 
“Isabel, what happened?” 
“I had a visitor.” She felt as if she was going to pass out. Why didn’t he let her die? 
“Oh God...” Sam was horrified. “You weren’t ––” 
“No,” Isabel said. No one wanted her body. Not now that she was ugly. “He just hit me.” 
“Here,” Sam said, grabbing the cup he’d brought, “drink this.” 
“Why didn’t you leave me?” 
“What?” 
“I am tortured and tormented by happy memories and good dreams,” Isabel cried. 
“Easy now,” Sam tried to calm her. The struggle between who Isabel once was and what 

this prison was making her out to be was something Sam was used to seeing. Insanity found 
people quickly in this grief-littered darkness. Still, it didn’t make it any easier seeing a child 
like this. 

“My eyes open to darkness.” Isabel struggled to stay focused. She clutched her stomach, 
suffering, and Sam rushed to help her drink. “Why didn’t you leave me?” 

“What?” Sam asked again. 
“You should have let me die,” Isabel whispered. “You should have left me.” 
“I couldn’t do that,” Sam said, trying to force her to drink more. “Not to a beautiful girl 

like you.” 
“I was never beautiful,” Isabel informed him. 
“Now, now...” Sam gently moved Isabel’s face with his hand so that he was looking into 

her eyes. “You are one of God’s diamonds and every diamond is beautiful.” 
“I do not feel beautiful. I can hardly feel anything.” 
“I know,” Sam whispered, helping her, again, to drink. “I know.” 
She grabbed a hold of Sam’s wrist before he could set the empty cup back down. “Thank 

you,” she whispered. 
Sam moved his hand gently over hers and nodded. “Isabel, I need to tell you something. 

I don’t know if I should. I don’t know if you can handle it.” 
“There is nothing else I can lose,” Isabel whispered. 
“Yes, there is,” Sam said sadly. “The most remarkable and treasured gift of all: life.” 
“I’m going to die?” Isabel laughed slightly, but then cringed from her body’s pain. 
“You shouldn’t laugh.” 
“I’m already dead, Sam,” Isabel said calmly. “I died a long time ago. Isabel is gone.” 
“I’m sorry.” Tears streamed down his face. “They have announced your hanging date.” 
“Finally,” Isabel said. “When is it?” 
Sam lowered his eyes. 
“When, Sam?” Isabel asked again. 
“Two days from now,” Sam whispered. 
Isabel didn’t know if she felt horrified or relieved. In fact, she didn’t know if she felt 

anything at all. She nodded slowly and said: “So long?” 
“I am sorry,” Sam said after a moment’s time. 



 

 

“It is all right, Sam,” Isabel whispered. “I am long ready.” 
 



 

Chapter Fifty-Six 
Waiting for Sunrise 

 

 

“I will fight every battle you throw at me, 
I will laugh my loudest so you may see, 

That life is not wasted on me. 
I shall look at every leaf in that maple tree, 

I will dance every dance as the snow comes down 
On me 

I will love like no other, 
I shall read every lip, 

Like poetry 
And when I fall like a tear, 

Never fear, 
Life is not wasted on me.” 

It was a lullaby sweetened with loneliness. It was William’s lullaby, and while she waited 
for them to come for her at a sunrise she couldn’t keep track of the days counting down to, 
she stared at the wall. She could make out Mathew’s dark eyes perfectly, as if they were 
staring back at her. Humming the familiar lullaby was distraction enough from her broken 
ribs, but the quick footsteps, the rustle of voices, and the slight movement of light were too 
much of a distraction. The dark eyes that had been there, disappeared.  

Scraping at the cell wall, she struggled to her feet. 
“Isabel?” Sam was unlocking the door. 
“Sam? Have they come for me? Is it time?” 
“No,” Sam said, hurriedly. “You have a visitor, and I strongly recommend that you take 

him up on his offer.” 
“What?” 
The cell door opened, and James stood, hesitantly. “Hi, Isabel,” he whispered. 
“James?” She pushed herself from the wall and tried to run to him. Stumbling over her 

weaknesses, she would have damaged herself further if James hadn’t rushed to her aid. 
“Steady now...” He sat her down, keeping her in his arms. 
“I’m afraid I won’t be any fun at all today, James.” She smiled tenderly. “I’m suffering 

from extreme fatigue.” 
“Be quick,” Sam ordered to James. 
Isabel sighed in the relief that came with him and clutched hard to his clothing. “James,” 

Isabel whispered, breathing him in. 
“We don’t have much time,” James said calmly. “I was lucky enough to find Sam. He let 

me in. He will help us.” 
“You know Sam?” Isabel asked, not comprehending James’s intentions. 
“No,” James explained. “I told him why I was breaking in when he caught me, and he 

was quick to want to help. There are horses waiting for us. Can you walk?” 
“What?” Her mind was starting to become unfocused, unclear, and she couldn’t hear what 

he was saying. 



 

 

“I suppose not. That’s all right. You’re not heavy.” 
“Petals falling,” Isabel whispered her coded words, fighting to get her mind under control. 

But it was useless. “Petals falling.” 
“I know,” James understood. “The petals fell.” He held her hand tightly. “But I can pick 

them back up.” 
Isabel started to cry. “The rose is gone.” 
“No. A rose can never leave.” 
“I have.” 
James wiped the tears out of her eyes with his fingers. “A rose can never leave,” he 

repeated, still seeing her like he used to, as if nothing about her had changed. He moved his 
hand over her cheek, whispering her name. 

James... 
“This won’t be the last time I hold your hand,” Mathew’s words came out through her 

mouth. 
“I will never let go of your hand, Isabel,” James said back to her, but something wasn’t 

right, those whispered words were wrong. Something was missing. 
Mathew was missing. 
He wasn’t Mathew. 
“What are you doing here, James?” Isabel asked. 
“I am here to set you free,” James answered. 
“Are they letting me go?” 
“No. We’re escaping.” 
“What? James, look at me,” Isabel ordered, pulling on his shirt. Couldn’t he see that there 

was no reason for her to think of what she would miss out on when the days surged on 
without her? “I can hardly move. I can’t escape.” 

“Then I shall carry you,” James whispered like a lover, like a friend, like a believer in hope. 
“There is no escaping from this.” 
“Come with me,” James pleaded. His blue eyes heavenly: with life, with adventure. “We 

can be free.” 
“We...” Isabel tasted the word. 
“We can be free,” James repeated. 
“Mathew...” She turned away from him. 
“No.” James ran his hand over his face. “What do you think Mathew would want? Do 

you think he would want you to die? No. Isabel, he would want the one he loved to live and 
live free.” 

But it was not about what Mathew wanted. It never was. “This is what I want,” Isabel 
whispered. 

“Live,” James pleaded. 
“James ––” Isabel shook her head. “There is no escaping from this.” 
“We can live, Isabel.” 
“I could never love you, like I loved him.” 
“I don’t expect you to.” James struggled to keep control of his emotions. “But I love you, 

too.” 
“James...” She couldn’t bear to see him cry. 
“I will love you enough for the world, Isabel, and maybe, in time, you will come to love 

me as well.” 
“I do love you, James,” Isabel admitted. “You’re my friend.” 
“Then leave with me as friends.” 



 

 

“My answer would be the same,” Isabel confessed. Though, she couldn’t pretend that she 
wasn’t afraid to die, afraid of what the world would see as she walked out of this prison and 
into the light for the last time. Would her life flash before her eyes? A lifetime in one flash? 
It seemed like a waste. “I am ready to die. I want to.” 

“No.” James got to his feet. “No.” He struggled to speak with his broken heart. “We will 
run, ride as fast and as far as we can, far away from here and live. Live where we can be safe. 
Live. We can have a farm or whatever you want.” James swallowed before speaking his 
deepest desires. “And we can have kids and be married, and live a long and happy life 
together.” He came to his knees, and Isabel cried with him as he begged her. “We will go 
somewhere where no one knows who we are. Come with me.” 

She looked down at her wedding ring. 
“Please, Isabel,” James whispered. “I love you.” 
She shook her head. 
“No.” James took her hands in his. “You can be free again.” 
“There is only one way I can be set free now, and that is not by running away.” 
“No,” James cried, and this time it was Isabel who was holding him in her feeble hands. 
“I’m sorry...” 
“I remember the first time I saw you,” James said, his head down. “You were wearing a 

white nightgown. I knew I would never again see anything so beautiful.” 
“I’m not beautiful. I’ve never been beautiful.” 
“No. You are beautiful.” Still in awe of her, he said: “Alex used to say, ‘Be who you want 

to be, James. Take the magic that runs through your veins and live. And never let fear hold 
you back.’” 

“James.” She would not be persuaded to leave with him by anything Alex had to say. 
“This is not about us. This is about you. My lady who has lived so beautifully. My lady 

who was never afraid. My lady who has always been irresistible.” James kissed her hand and 
got slowly to his feet. There was no need to hide his tears. “At least you know how much I 
love you.” 

He turned, and Isabel watched as he walked away from her, never to come back. She 
wished she had told him that if she could have loved anyone else, it would have been him. 
She wished she had told him how much his friendship meant to her. She wished she had 
loved him. She wished he knew that. 

“James,” Isabel whispered after him, but it was no use. He was gone and he didn’t turn 
back. 

 

 
 

During her last days, she could picture the empty farm as she stayed in the darkness. She 
could picture the horses running wild in the fields, their manes flowing as they galloped. The 
sound of their beating hooves would be fierce and strong, as their bodies gleamed in the 
falling gold of the sun. She could easily picture Phantom swinging her head and racing to 
the front of the herd. Her silver coat shimmering as she ran free. 

They were running free.  
Their lives would go on.  



 

 

All the while she stared at the wall. Mathew’s gemmed eyes were staring back at her, their 
light never leaving her in all this darkness. 

 



 

Chapter Fifty-Seven 
Their Hearts 

 

 
“So?” 

Alex’s voice pierced the darkness as James got off his horse. He looked around for him, 
but could not see him. 

“How did it go?” Alex got up from where he sat and walked over to James. James didn’t 
notice his friend flexing his fingers under his coat. His green eyes were burning with the 
sharp intensity for what he was sure was coming next. 

It was almost time. 
James studied the stars above. He did not want Alex to see his red, swollen eyes. “She 

wants to die.” 
Alex nodded. There it was: the truth. The thick layers of emptiness had destroyed her to 

the point of recklessness, and now, to the point of despair. Grief. Her grief: stretching across 
the body’s canvas, beyond the borders of belligerently fresh bruises; raw and purple; like 
wisps of grey clouds against an ivory-coloured sky. Grief. Her grief. Had fate played cruelly? 
Had time bewildered the boundaries of insensitivity? Maybe. Maybe you could say that, if it 
wasn’t meant to be. But still... He wished it wasn’t her. He wished it didn’t have to be her. 

By now everyone knew the story. Everyone knew what had happened, what she’d done. 
The people who were fighting to clear her name had stopped. A man named Jacob Churchill 
and a Sir Walter Hut seemed to be advocating her release the most. But that had stopped. 
Silence spoke to the world now. She wanted to die. James didn’t understand, but perhaps 
one day he would. Perhaps one day everyone would. “I can see why.” 

“You mean you can see why she would rather die than be with me?” 
Alex watched the stars, breathing in the surety of them. They were so alluring tonight. 

Could James understand that his heart was broken as well? A beautiful woman, who had 
lived so fiercely, wanted to die. Though, unlike his friend, Alex took comfort in her decision. 
It was unpredictable, just like she was. Would anyone be infatuated with her if she took a 
different way out, if she chose a path that wasn’t so like her? And for that, Alex respected 
her. 

“I think,” Alex said calmly, “her decision had nothing to do with you.” 
Tying his horse’s reins to a fence post, James wiped his nose with his sleeve. “It had to 

have something to do with me.” 
“No,” Alex corrected. “I think she made her decision long before you got there.” 
James cursed wildly and fell to his knees, breaking down completely. Why? God damn it. 

Hell and its demons, why? “Come with me,” the words seemed to burn, “and live.” He ran his 
hands over his face and whispered, “Why doesn’t she love me?” 

Alex walked over to his friend and put a hand on his shoulder. “She does love you.” 
“Then why did she say no?” He felt like he was going to explode, this hurt so much. 
His heart was broken. 
Their hearts were broken. 
“Because she loves you,” Alex answered. 
“That doesn’t make any sense!” James hissed, wiping his eyes with his fingers. 



 

 

“Yes, it does.” Alex watched his friend carefully. Maybe one day he would understand. 
“I don’t want her to die,” James whispered to the heavens, hoping that something out 

there would hear his prayer. 
“I don’t either,” Alex admitted. “I don’t want anyone to die.” 
For the first time in James’s life, he felt powerless, completely out of control. The woman 

he loved was going to die. There was nothing he could do to stop it, and all he could think 
about was how much he loved her, about how much he already missed her. “I shall walk the 
world alone,” James said under his breath. 

“Not alone,” Alex corrected. “With friends: a different kind of love.” 
James closed his eyes. The pain was overwhelming. Dead? No. He had to stop it. Why 

couldn’t he make her love him? There was no way to save her now. No way to convince her 
that he was the one she needed, the one she wanted. No way to set things right. 

To set things right... 
“No,” James whispered, “someone still has to die.” 
“What?” Alex asked, flexing his fingers under his coat. His green eyes burning with the 

sharp intensity for what he was sure was coming next. It was almost time to let the Ghost 
loose. 

“To set things right.” James got to his feet. He would need Alex’s help. 
And Alex smiled. 



 

Chapter Fifty-Eight 
The Beginning of  –– 

 

 

Isabel was lying down, focusing on her breathing and her heartbeat. She never knew there 
would be a time she would ever come to miss those two simple things. She was dreaming 
of the taste of food. She had been given food in prison, but nothing she missed eating. How 
she wished for strawberries. That was her last wish: strawberries. 

Isabel could feel the light on her face, but she did not get up. She could hear them talking, 
but she did not care. She stayed silent, still, unflinching as they flew open her cell door. Their 
hands were rough and cruel as they pulled her to her feet. She staggered, slowly opening her 
eyes. There were four guards including Sam. 

It was time. 
She was too weak to walk. So the guard’s pulled her by her shoulders, dragging her out of 

the prison, her legs stinging as they scraped against the cold prison floor. 
She shied away as they opened the large, overbearing prison door to the world, to voices, 

to whispers, to disbeliefs. The ground was cold on her bare feet, and she shivered violently, 
but how she had missed the fresh air. 

The sun had just started to rise. 
In the back of her mind, she could see Phantom cantering through snowdrifts, the falling 

snow vibrant on her silver body. But then Isabel realized she was no longer watching the 
world from the eyes of her walking form. She was standing under a tree that was covered in 
ice. Dressed in a white ball gown, she was watching her friend –– pure, love –– gallop toward 
her. The mare tossed her head courageously, her brown eyes wild but kind as she came to a 
walk, coming up to face Isabel. Smiling, Isabel stretched out her hand. Phantom came closer, 
and Isabel stroked the horse’s neck gently. The mare’s fur left Isabel’s hands sparkling. 

The guards nodded to one another and dragged her on, letting her legs and feet smash up 
the wooden steps. The crowd was cheering, mocking death’s coming. The wooden stage 
sent her blistered, swollen feet into screams. She feared she would not be able to stand on 
her own. 

“The rose can never leave,” Isabel whispered under her breath as the guards steadied her 
and left her to stand. She staggered and swayed in the absent wind, letting out a breath. She 
watched as it travelled through the cold air like fire and it started to snow. She looked up at 
the sky, watching the flakes fall as a man wrapped a noose around her neck. The crowd was 
large, looking up at her in silence as she shook her head, cold snowflakes falling out of her 
hair. 

She sighed in... Pain? Relief? Someone squeezed her hand, so that once again she stood 
under the tree of ice. Phantom was gone, but someone entwined his fingers with hers. 

Isabel wanted to sob, to cry out, but the boy put a finger to her lips. He gently took her 
other hand, and they began to dance. He was dressed all in white, as she was. His black hair 
was grazed by the falling snow and his dark eyes sang into Isabel. 

Suddenly music was whispering all around them: an old and remembered lullaby. Isabel’s 
lips were slightly parted as she followed Mathew’s every careful step. They laughed together 
as they moved. There was so much in the dance. 



 

 

Like a bird, opening its wings for the last time, Isabel let out another significant breath, 
standing on stage as the snow and its falling promises calmed her. 

Their entertainment, she looked over the crowd. Who were these people? Why were they 
here? But there were some she recognized. Sir Walter Hut, with tears in his eyes. Granny 
Ester and Jenny. Sir John Scotch and his despicable face. A soft-hearted Sam, who had 
rejoined the crowd. And a swollen-eyed James. 

Isabel was ripped out of thought, shrieking when a boy threw a cabbage at her and the 
crowd started to laugh. At first, she didn’t understand what happened next, but the crowd 
was slapped into silence. Some of the people who were laughing were on the ground, and 
the little boy who threw the cabbage was cursing in pain. Someone in a black cloak was 
gripping hard to his wrist. 

He was nothing like the figures in white, dancing in the falling, feathered snow of her 
mind. He was dark, aggressively so. 

“There will be none of that,” the cloaked man said, and the boy nodded and ran home 
once the hooded figure released him. Isabel watched as the unmistakable king straightened 
up and removed his hood, smiling at her: a sweet, sad smile. It was Alex. They were all over 
the crowd, keeping her safe: his army of followers. The Ghosts had come to protect her, to 
see her safely into death. 

“Thank you,” Isabel mouthed. 
He nodded once and walked to stand beside James. 
The sun was rising slowly and Isabel blinked away the snow from her eyelashes. She knew 

the executioner was talking, but she couldn’t hear him. There was calm about her mind. But 
then the dark-faced man deepened his voice. “Any last words?” 

It startled her, the remembrance of the atmosphere. She had thought so hard of memories 
she had almost forgotten where she was. She had thought how it was worth it: the love she’d 
shared, the friendships she’d cherished, and the dreams fulfilled. 

Her story would be told. Maybe not in ink, she thought, and perhaps her story would not 
be remembered forever. Perhaps all that was known of her would be gone as soon, and as 
assuredly, as she was to be. But she was sure that someone would remember her, if only for 
a moment, after she would be gone, and to touch a life, if only for a moment, would not let 
her die in vain, but would let her live another moment more. 

The question ran through her mind, settling on an answer. An answer that she was sure 
she had accomplished, and yet, she fought back tears. 

She watched as two figures danced on behind her eyes, gracefully, in the protection of 
snow. 

“May you,” Isabel prayed for the world as tears streamed down her face, “appreciate life.” 
It was what she wished her poetry to be, sparkling with black ink as if it were being written 

on them all, singing over the crowd as the sight of the words sang over her own heart. 
She closed her eyes and focused on Mathew’s face. He was smiling at her, holding out his 

hand. 
“May God have mercy on your soul.” 
Isabel heard the words, but she did not open her eyes. Mathew was singing William’s 

lullaby and asking her to take his hand. 
She grasped it strongly. 
 



 

 

 
James turned away, vomiting. Alex fought back tears as Isabel’s neck broke. The crowd 

went away to their normal, everyday lives, leaving two boys to mourn the girl they could 
never forget. 



 

Chapter Fifty-Nine 
His Hand of  Fate 

 

 

The liquid scraped down his throat and moved through him like nails. He took another shot. 
The liquid fire burned, but somehow its raging destruction felt comforting. Soon he would 
be numb and would forget that he existed and, though the alcohol left no mercy, it would 
mercifully make him forget that she existed as well. 

The expression on Sir John’s face was forbidding. He sat alone in his office, drinking his 
hatred away. At least no one could have her now, he thought, taking another shot. The drink 
glistened, adding to his deep and dangerous darkness. His eyes held something hostile, and 
with every drink they no longer repressed what the mask hid so well. His sinister heart had 
come out. It had killed and tortured: damaging lives, and skilfully so. He had plotted and 
removed what was no longer valuable and he had enjoyed every dim, blissful moment of it. 
It was like art, poetry, an expression of himself, and although it was rather shameful that he 
was without his prize, it was no matter. He would have another. In time, the same plot would 
be played once more, and the spoils would taste even sweeter. His prize would be ever 
greater. He’d make sure of it, and this eased his mind, letting it shade out every other aspect, 
every detail. He could concentrate, numb his body with drink and be reassured that that 
indignity would not happen again. He had learned from that embarrassment and, taking 
another drink, he decided that next time, like the drink, he would show no mercy. 

Sir John raised the bottle to his mouth and hissed as the bottle’s helpful promises came 
up empty. He cursed, throwing the bottle against the wall where it shattered into a thousand 
forgotten pieces. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, looking over the study. 
The undisturbed dust, bound books and bits of parchment were stuffed into shelves. 
Overbearing, the study owned a toxic, empty shiver that ran up the spines of all who entered. 

Sir John swayed on his wooden chair. He clutched hard to the desk, trying to steady 
himself, holding on as if his life depended on it. 

“Simon!” He blinked hard, trying to stay focused. Getting his mind and body under as 
much control as possible, he yelled again, “Simon!” He cursed when there was no answer. 
He knew that he was in no condition to leave his study, but he wanted more drink. Stupid 
servants, he thought to himself, so incompetent. “Simon!” 

“Simon,” a voice said at his study door, “is currently detained.” 
Sir John sat up in confusion. He didn’t recognize the voice and he didn’t hear anyone 

approach. He must be drunker than he thought. “Detained?” He tried to focus. “That’s 
impossible! I need more drink!” 

“I very much doubt that,” the voice said. “And I noticed your rudeness in not offering 
me any. That just will not do.” 

Sir John searched endlessly for the voice that seemed to belong to no one. “This is my 
house!” he roared, furious for thinking for a moment that he was preposterous enough to 
believe that he was hearing ghosts. “I will not be subjected to this insanity. Leave at once!” 

“Your house?” the voice mocked. “I am afraid I must correct you.” 
“Who are you?” Sir John demanded, searching the top of his desk for a knife, for anything. 



 

 

“We will get to that,” the voice continued calmly, expectantly, as if he knew everything 
that was going to happen and everything that was going to happen next. “But first, you have 
been a problem.” 

“Found it!” a new voice announced. “Care for a drink?” 
Sir John moved his head violently to see them, but nothing. They were blurred, a mist, 

almost invisible. 
“Thank you,” the first voice said. Sir John could hear the bottle being passed over, 

splashing a bit. “Forgive me for not offering you any,” the voice said to Sir John and took a 
swig. He hissed as the burning liquid passed down his throat, and then took another swig. 
“Here,” he said, passing it back to the second voice. 

“How did you get in here?” Sir John asked angrily. Was he going mad? Was this the drink? 
Were there really people in his house? People he had never met before? 

“Well,” a new voice said, moving along the study wall. “It was easy. Most fled and the few 
that were stupid enough to try to fight were disposed of.” 

“I know that voice,” Sir John whispered and strained his ears to hear more. 
“Yes,” the third voice agreed. “I’m afraid you do.” 
“You came to me,” Sir John said. “You gave me information on her.” 
“Yes, I did,” Ben confessed. 
“You betrayed them.” Sir John grinned crookedly, deciding to try to use this information 

against his intruders. 
“He told you nothing that came to any value in the end,” a new voice entered. 
Sir John trembled with fury. “Hello, James.” 
“Greetings.” 
“Where is Simon?” Sir John asked, curiosity getting the better of him. 
“He was one of the few who, sadly, gave up his life for you,” Ben said. “I think there were 

two?” 
“Yes,” the first voice agreed. “They probably thought if they won against us, you would 

increase their pay.” 
“It was a lost cause,” the second voice said with amusement. 
“Poor bastards,” Ben said. 
Sir John tried not to panic. He still could not see his intruders. They were using the 

darkness, moving through the shadows, mastering them. “What do you want?” Sir John 
tried to keep his voice steady. 

“To set things right,” Ben said. Sir John flinched. His voice was getting closer to him. 
“I can give you money. I can give you anything you want,” Sir John tried to reason. 
“That is very kind,” the first voice said. “But I am afraid we have already taken everything, 

except for what we came here for.” 
“You do not want to do this,” Sir John told them. 
“I am pretty sure we do,” Ben said. 
“How could you go there after what you did?” James demanded. 
“What?” Sir John asked in confusion. 
“How could you watch her die knowing it was by your hand?” James clarified. No one 

could see the tears in his eyes. 
“I didn’t kill her,” Sir John defended. “She killed herself.” 
“You killed her!” James screamed. 
“Enough!” the first voice called for order. “As I said before, sir, you have been a 

problem.” 



 

 

“I am very powerful,” Sir John threatened. “Do you think these towns could run without 
me? Do you think this world can live without order? It will be chaos!” 

“I think this world wouldn’t miss you,” Ben said. 
“I don’t think the world can live without order in particular,” the first voice said calmly. 

“But I do think that it is time that it stopped running under yours.” 
“This world could do without your evils,” James agreed. 
“I didn’t kill her,” Sir John yelled. “These towns cannot run without me! The king will 

avenge me. You have no idea how powerful I am. I swear you will regret this!” 
“Well ––” the first voice stepped forward. “My army is very powerful, too, and I think it 

is about time we handled things from now on.” 
“Who are you?” Sir John shuttered, feeling as if he was speaking with the devil himself. 

Who else had no fear of kings? 
“I am the Ghost.” Alex smiled. Sir John heard the movement of steel, the rush of a sword. 

He gasped in pain as a cold blade was plunged into him without warning. “Sorry,” Alex 
whispered in Sir John’s ear, “but the world belongs to me now.”
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And thank you, to Brad Edwards, my high-school English teacher. Without whom I 
would, and could, never have picked up my pen to begin any story, let alone this one. 
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