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Prologue

His body cried out in agony and exhaustion, pleading to stop, fall to the earth and die in the dirt that was the barrenness of his life. His tormentors would be tailing him at any moment. They would undoubtedly catch him if he did not hurry; they were compelled by money, duty and sadistic pleasure to bring their prisoner back alive. His body battered, scarred, barely moveable, he was compelled by something that money could not buy, by duty God himself could not usurp, and a purpose that would be more necessity than pleasure. So he did not stop. He bent his knees and stepped farther toward a wilderness not of trees and animals, but regret and unequalled rage. He was escaping one prison to hide in another. He didn’t know any other way. Revenge, whether attained or not, was the only prison men would willingly enter and dwell within forever.
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Chapter One

Fifteen Years Later…

Ella Delaquix noticed a split in the sole of her shoe. She’d unknowingly stepped into a muddy puddle and the gelid slush sent shivers from her toes to her eyelids. On summer days she may not have minded so much; anything to stay cool. But she had another mile to trek and the chilly fall air was already proving itself to be an annoyance even without the torn footwear. Still, Ella felt having the chance to see her friends in Kersley would prove worth it, even if it were the second time she had visited them in a week. About two miles from Gwent, the vast kingdom where Ella had been born and raised, Kersley was isolated from its neighboring nation-state in tradition as much as geography. To the elite class of Gwent, it was far too distant a land for Ella Delaquix, one of their own, to travel so frequently. For she was a child of nobility: the nineteen-year-old sole heiress to her deceased parents’ opulent and sizeable estate.

Her friends in Kersley were Gypsies.

Ella paused and reached into her traveling satchel. She withdrew both a pair of heavy socks and some heavy boots. She wished she could credit herself the wisdom and foresight to bring the additional accessories on her trip, as she’d made the passage several times already that year, but she could not. Marion Augustine, Ella’s chamber maid and closest friend, had insisted on the extra baggage and proven herself to be, as always, a woman whose years of experience had taught her well. And her much younger friend and employer reaped the benefits, as she usually did. 

Marion Augustine was a middle-aged woman with straight auburn hair, a narrow physique and a fearsome tongue. She’d lost her only child, a son, to scarlet fever many years earlier when Ella was just a toddler. Upon taking residence and employment with the Delaquix family shortly after her son’s death, Marion had become a mentor to the young Ella, even a second mother in many ways. Ella’s real mother, Isabella, died unexpectedly when her daughter was seventeen years old and after that, Marion became the orphan’s only parent. For Ella’s beloved father, the Baron Thomas Delaquix, had passed away just eight months before his wife.

After Ella had replaced her compromised shoes with the warm winter boots she commenced her expedition toward Kersley, which rested in the eastward hinterlands of Gwent. It was a long, arduous walk but she was more than willing to suffer it. Ella didn’t have many friends. On the contrary, in truth. In her short tenure as mistress of the Delaquix household she’d succeeded in generating several enemies in the aristocracy of Gwent. Her insistence on maintaining ties with the “undesirables” that resided in Kersley was partially responsible for the estrangement.

But it was not the only reason.

“Ella, my friend!” the small man named Neko exclaimed as he saw Ella make her final approach into the suburb. Neko, a white-haired gypsy with a toothless smile hollered for his wife and son. “Marsa, Gleb, come! Ella has come back again!”

In only a moment, the landscape filled with bodies, old and young, giddy with excitement at Ella’s arrival. Ella was appreciative, but felt enormously uncomfortable with the show of affection. She knew she did not do nearly as much for those people as they gave her tribute for. Certainly not as much as they did for themselves. The Gypsies did indeed have a distinctive methodology for their survival and recreation and it did not cater to their social reputation.
 
Ella had looked the other way a year earlier when two gypsy children utilized such methods and stolen a priceless bracelet from her person at a farmer’s market in Gwent’s city center. She often reminisced on the incident that had introduced her to her unique friends. Ella had noticed fairly quickly that the two children had absconded with her possessions but elected not to cause a commotion by summoning the castle guard. She did, however, follow the children to their home in Kersley where she politely but adamantly demanded they return her possession. The bracelet had belonged to her mother. It was then Ella first observed the modest and intriguing community of the gypsies, and was moved almost to tears. She’d never beheld anything so provincial and yet so awesome. Ella had envisioned, before that moment, the entire world to be like the magnificent kingdom of Gwent; the only home she’d ever known. Of course there were many depictions of varying social classes within Gwent’s walls that Ella had observed on many occasions, and many who could be called poor. Never before, however, had she witnessed so large an assemblage of people make a culture from it, their own identity. 

But they were still, in a word, “poor” and Ella felt compelled to offer the people items she kept in her home that it appeared they needed. The gypsies were not warm to her generosity. They had no reason to trust Ella nor did they want anything that they hadn’t stolen from her fair and square. But she’d insisted on both the return of or compensation for her bracelet and also that she be allowed to return to Kersley with extra blankets and medicines for a woman amongst them who was large with child and appeared to be quite miserable. Ella, at the time, was naïve to the recklessness of addressing a fiercely proud people in such a way, but the pregnant woman came to her defense and implored, quite forcefully, that her husband (who seemed to speak for the people) return Ella’s belongings and accept the stranger’s help. 

The woman, named Gonla, expressed to Ella that she’d given birth to three babies before that and had been sicker with the fourth than she’d been accustomed. She expressed that she would graciously accept anything that Ella would offer to assuage her discomfort. Even after Ella had made good on her promise and returned to their camp the next day with the items, the gypsies still resisted her friendliness. They’d prohibited her from entering their camp again and insisted she meet them halfway to deliver the materials. Ella had all but given up on ever really getting to know the people. But then Gonla, many months later, appeared near Ella’s farm to express gratitude and introduce her baby girl, lovingly named Ellie. Ella was flabbergasted. Who was this woman? How had Ella managed to reach her with such mundane and less-than-difficult material sacrifices? It astounded her. In many ways, it changed her life. 

She was not used to grown women liking her.

Now, a year since that first encounter, Ella merged through the traffic of people, each one pulling on her skirt and sharing every thought they hadn’t already shared with her three days before when she’d visited them. Ella thought most of Gonla. Her good friend was the reason she’d come back so soon after her last visit; Gonla had been too occupied with a sick child to see her the last time.

“My friend,” Gonla said kindly, hugging Ella with an uncanny strength for a woman so small, “you should not have made such a journey by yourself. It is getting cold, child. I will send Luca to escort you back.”

“It is all right, Gonla,” Ella assured, sitting on a concave boulder next to Gonla’s small, nomadic home. “I cannot stay for long. Marion already berated me near to tears for my insistence on coming back out here, but I wanted to see you. I am afraid, with the winter coming, that I won’t be able to see you again for many months. And…“She stopped. 

Gonla seamlessly completed Ella’s thought. “You fear the next time you come back, we may not be here.”

Gonla was almost a mystic in her ability to read Ella’s thoughts and fears. Ella recoiled, embarrassed to be caught in her stupor. Gonla approached her friend and knelt down in front of her, her hands resting on Ella’s bent knees. She had such countenance, Ella felt. She was as beautiful a woman as Ella had ever seen. Gonla’s hair was thick and black and fell evenly across both her shoulders. Her eyes were the darkest shade of brown and her skin was bronze and exotic.

“I don’t want you to burden yourself with worry, my friend,” Gonla said warmly, “but this time you may be right. And if that is what must happen, then it is best for everyone. Even you.”

“I thought you said things were getting better…“Ella began but trailed off. She questioned if it was worth it to burden Gonla further. But she could not unsay it nor command the implications to revert back to their restless dormancy. 

Gonla didn’t answer right away. She looked over at her two young sons playing sticks and calling out all the jargon of incorrigible, albeit adorable, pirates.

“Gonla?” Ella petitioned.

“It never gets better, Ella,” Gonla asserted, “and it never will. My people, we are accustomed to the struggle. It is part of our legacy. Please don’t let that grieve you, my friend. We would have moved on soon regardless of those bastards from Gwent that push us around. It is our way. You must know that.”

Ella did know it. Kersley was never a place that housed people for long. There were over one thousand residents of the small, rural territory that framed the forests of Gwent. Only a small percentage of them were Gypsies, but they all shared the status that the people of Gwent found quite unforgivable. They were different. 

So am I, Ella had contemplated on more than one occasion; maybe I would fit in here too.

Kersley was certainly not a land of unquestionable charity and acceptance either. To say the many inhabitants of the condensed land squabbled was putting it mildly, but they managed to keep their distance from one another quite well. Gonla’s neighbors were certainly not the bastards of whom Gonla spoke.

“When would you depart?” Ella asked blankly.

“Most likely in the spring, after the winter has passed,” Gonla replied, standing slowly, wrapping her hands around her lower back and grimacing in soreness. Ella knew Gonla had been suffering intense back pain since the birth of her last child: baby Ellie. 

“What do you need?” Ella asked, referring to Gonla’s discomfort initially, but knew it meant more subconsciously to both women. The concern was far-reaching and open ended. As usual, Gonla was privy to Ella’s premonition. 

“Your kindness is all we have ever truly needed. All else has just been the gratuity of having such a generous, and well endowed, friend.”
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As she walked side by side with her escort, a tall, exceptionally strong but awkward teenager named Luca, Ella’s mind churned with questions and worries. Accompanying them was the guilt that inevitably fell over her each time she went to Kersley. The people had so very little. And yet it was she who envied them. When they were less than a mile from Gwent, though it was getting quite dark, Ella insisted that Luca head back home. He stopped and watched Ella smile at him warmly. He’d had a romantic infatuation with Ella for as long as he’d known her. Had she even once conveyed to Luca that she had any interest at all in marriage, let alone marrying him, he’d have confessed his love to her emphatically. And repeatedly. But she did not, not even to humor him or anyone else for that matter. Luca may have been slow in many regards but he knew enough about Ella to appreciate her modesty when it came to flattery. In truth, it was more than modesty; she simply did not like it in the slightest. 

Luca saw in Ella what every other able-bodied man, young and old, saw. The other men in his village would tease each other that Ella made each of them beastly in their “improper places.” Even Luca’s father, in the darkness that was the night sky and a drunken intelligence, had shared with his teenage son his own infatuation with the white-petaled rose that was Ella Delaquix. With thick, tightly curled hair the lightest shade of yellow and blue eyes touched with violet, it was enough to remind Luca that he shouldn’t judge his father too harshly. For God’s sake, even Luca’s own mother did not banish her husband to the woods for drooling over Ella’s silky skin and lips that never ceased to be, even when she could help it, the softest shade of pink. Luca knew Ella observed his desire, but she trusted him. And for that, he kindly kissed her hand and minded her request to make the rest of her journey in solitude.

It was plenty dark when Ella arrived home; just before dinnertime. Marion was waiting at the top of the steps. She immediately began badgering Ella for her wanton disregard for her own safety, and for Marion’s ease of heart. Ella did not want to argue, like she often did for amusement’s sake, and simply apologized to her old friend for making her worry. 

“Well, dinner is ready for you,” Marion said, assisting Ella as she removed her outdoor wear. “Frome is a genius at timing your haphazard social calendar and made sure it was not done too soon. It is hot and ready for you, love.” Ella was touched, as usual.

“Ah, my dear Frome,” she said, making her way toward the dining hall, “what would I do without you?”

“Eat well!” Marion said loudly. 

Frome’s nasal voice hollered back to her, the shrill, overly tall woman who was very much his boss (whether he liked to admit it or not).

“Oh you hush, witch,” Frome retorted. “I am no more than an grumpy old farm hand who can barely break two eggs together simply because there is no other cook in this bloody kingdom who can stand you!”

Marion snorted and pulled out the chair for Ella, who was chuckling into her fist.

“I heard that,” Marion stated frankly, and Ella responded by releasing her laughter to echo unfettered through the dining hall.

“I don’t know why I try to hide it, dear Marion. You hear everything.”	

Ella had not realized how hungry she was until she devoured every morsel that Frome had prepared for her. Frome did not think himself a fine chef, but Ella felt rested and calmer, emotionally, than she had been for hours. It was the perfect prelude for her departure into the meltingly warm bath that she knew awaited her every time she’d trekked for such a distance. She could feel the water already, intensely swallowing her up in the heat of a sensuous dream. But it was not to be in that moment.

“Your ladyship,” the young servant boy announced to Ella seconds after an explosive pounding on the front door, “the lady Armitage is calling for you.”

“At this hour?!” Marion barked. 

“That lady sure has a big arm,” Frome said as he cleared Ella’s plate. “I could have sworn a bear was battering the door.”

It was whimsical, but Ella did little more than smile. There were few people that would ever call for her at such a late hour, and she could think of none of them that she relished meeting. Especially her.
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“Why, you are awfully dirty, aren’t you?” Baroness Isolda Armitage squawked at Ella, who was descending the staircase in her bathrobe. It was inappropriate to meet a guest in such a way, even if it was family. Still, Ella was too exhausted to mind.

“Rolling around with the cattle again, are we cousin?” Aislinn, a cousin of similar age to Ella, spoke. She was standing proud aside her mother, her tall body statuesque and the jade green bodice of her superbly crafted gown hugged her breasts so tightly that Ella wondered if the red in Aislinn’s cheeks was due to the heat from the fire place or the blood pooling in her face with no access to drain. Aislinn was the queen of impeccably timed and particularly thorny jabs. She could even recall when, years before, Ella had rescued a young calf stuck in a foot of thick, merciless mud with her bare hands.

“No, cousin,” Ella said, hinting a smile, “I have not had such an opportunity since we were young enough to be permitted to play in the mud. Unless I missed something. Where is Bethany tonight, by the way?”

Aislinn smirked, ignoring the polite reference to her identical twin sister. Of course Bethany wasn’t there, Ella reminded herself. Bethany had undoubtedly heard every vile thing there was to say about Ella and didn’t see the need to venture into the cold night sky just to provide an audience for her mother.

The glare on Isolda’s face was cast in anger.

“Isolda,” Ella said, reciprocating at least the soberness of her aunt’s mood if not the wrath of it, “I apologize if my appearance offends you. I was just about to bathe and then retire for the night.”

“You’ll need to do more than bathe, child, if you think you can get the stench of refuse off of you.” Isolda’s declaration was quick and cutting. Even the silence seemed to cower beneath her stare, as if it was tethered to the woman’s facial cues.

“Well, dear Auntie,” Ella said, unmoved, “I shall do my best.”

“Just what do you think you were doing today?” Aislinn demanded, a caricature of her mother. Isolda raised her hand to her daughter without taking her gaze off of Ella. Aislinn went quiet, though her face was about to fulminate with unspoken antagonism. Isolda spoke when she knew her impulsive daughter had momentarily swallowed her hostility. 

“You know very well that your actions today, and earlier this week, have severe consequences for all of us,” Isolda sued.

Ella was completely still. She didn’t need to ask how news of her sojourn into Kersley reached Isolda’s ears. Ella had known for some time that her scheming aunt had eyes everywhere.

“Your father, my brother, would roll over in his grave if he knew how you persist in dragging our good name through all that is base and feral in this world,” Isolda went on. “He may have tolerated your insubordinance when you were a child mostly to curb your incessant tantrums and humor his equally careless wife, but you and I both know we are not so lucky. How could you be so restless? How could you do this to him?”

Ella knew that her heart had long ago thickened its walls to the disapproval of her aunt, and so she felt it only logical to correct Isolda’s contention. 

“I find it baffling you would say these things, Aunt Isolda,” Ella implored, “for the last memory I have of my father was seeing him clutch his chest and cry out to my mother, begging her to hold him in his moments of anguish. He always said that when he died, he wanted to seamlessly enter the gates of eternity from the arms of one angel to another. And my mother did stay with him, for so long after his spirit left his body that she had to be physically removed from his side. All the while she professed her love for him; he was the man who’d taught her to be silly, to ride a horse, use a sword, play with a puppy, and all those noble things! He was the man who’d reminded her ceaselessly that she was indeed perfect, in spite of all her self-doubt. That was my father. That was your brother!”

Ella felt the tear flow down her nose and tasted the saltiness as it found its way to her lips. So her heart hadn’t been so thick. Where once the silence cowered in fear, it now rested in mild vindication. For Isolda’s tirade had been dammed. But not tempered. Damming the surging water only succeeded in intensifying its rage. Isolda would never approve of her niece. 	But it was becoming more than just disapproval. Ella knew it.  

Exits were made with no conversation; no customary well-wishes. Ella preferred it that way. She knew better than to assume this would quiet Isolda for long. It never did. But she hoped it would be at least long enough for her to take a bath.
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He watched as the black carriage bucked into motion and disappeared into the night’s landscape. For a chateau built with the sturdiest of stone, he’d been able to hear quite a bit of the unfriendly exchange taking place within its walls only a few short minutes ago. He’d been watching Ella Delaquix for some time. He’d even followed her on one occasion as she visited her friends in Kersley. It was almost time. It had been fifteen years and his patience was becoming unbearable. He wondered, as he had many times before, if he was wise to be so elusive in his approach to her. For he’d seen that there was potential for her to truly understand him, assist him willingly, perhaps even happily. But her happiness was the least of his priorities at that moment. Even his happiness mattered not. The course that lay ahead for him was one of sheer duty.

And revenge. 



 

Chapter Two

The next morning, Ella slept in much later than was typical for her. When she woke, however, she felt little rejuvenation. She’d been psychically exhausted from the previous day’s activities but, even more so, mentally drained. It was common for Isolda to tear away at her niece’s daily equilibrium and Ella was not yet any thing close to a master of her emotions. The previous night had proven that.

“Shake it off, child,” Marion said as she helped Ella dress. “’Tis all rooted in jealousy, the way she treats you.” Ella was listening well, but did not look at Marion, who went on. “I’d snap back at her like a badger if I didn’t feel sorry for her.”

Ella looked at Marion, baffled by the declaration. Marion promptly explained herself.

“She has nothing, child. Isolda is an old, spoiled child whose time is spent building and burning bridges just for an invitation to tea with whatever diddy is willing to throw her a crumb. And let’s not forget that her ‘marriage of convenience’ is far from convenient for her or her lazy, greasy scoundrel of a husband. Can’t be satisfying to either of them. In fact, I doubt whether they’ve shared the same bed since…” 

Marion paused and calculated what appeared to be very important numerical evidence for her argument. Marguerite, a servant who doubled as Ella’s tailor and her jester, entered the dressing room and quickly offered her own solution.

“Since they spawned the two ugly ducklings!”

“Oh, stop it, you! I was onto that one!” Marion spat, clearly displaced by the crudity and spotless timing of her cohort in family gossip. Ella grinned and rolled her eyes, sinfully taking pleasure in Marguerite’s bluntness, as always. 

“Good morning, gorgeous,” Marguerite said as she approached Ella and began fumbling with the hem of her long, lavender silk sleeve. Ella was agreeable to Marguerite and her sharp tongue. For, to put it quite plainly, more often than not Marguerite said what Ella was thinking. And what’s more, Ella saw Marguerite as possessing the kind of glamour that must have been a pleasure to own. Marguerite had fiery red hair, lustrous green eyes and just a few orange freckles that adorned her splendid cheekbones. She featured quite voluptuous attributes as well, which Ella felt she herself was lacking. Plus, Marguerite lived much of her life in Kersley, which, in Ella’s opinion, smacked of character. Marguerite’s charms were not wasted on the residents of the Delaquix household. Frome often joked he would sell his left leg for a kiss from Marguerite, much to Marion’s mockery. But Marguerite seemed content to steal away into the nighttime air until the wee small hours of the morning with a farmer from the other side of Gwent, a widower named Louis. Though Marguerite was not yet forty, she was “settled” enough not to care if it was deemed appropriate or not for her to be so brazen in her pre-marital affections. She too had been married before, while in Kersley, with a man whose death elicited tears from no one. Least of all, Marguerite. 

“Ah, bugger off. I am as privy as the next person to that dysfunctional wolf pack you call a family,” Marguerite sniped. “And why can’t I chime in my own contempt for a married man of two grown daughters who salivates openly about his own niece?”

The room fell still instantly. Ella felt her stomach turn and her eyes closed in a vain attempt to halt a memory that curdled her blood. 

“Marguerite, how could you?!” Marion barked, not even waiting to take the cue from Ella’s apparent discomfort. Marion knew all too well the many occurrences of which Marguerite was speaking. Henry, the Baron of Armitage and Isolda’s husband, had fancied Ella’s good looks since she was a child. Before Ella had even made her first social appearance at the age of sixteen, her uncle Henry had made no secret of his admiration for her facial features, and eventually, her womanly physique. Henry had not been the only man to leer at Ella in such a way. She was accustomed to it, though it killed her soul to admit as much. Henry took care never to make such innuendos when Ella’s parents were present. He’d saved it for the weekly visits that Ella made to his home when she was a child. It was part of a friendship-forging operation by Thomas and Isolda for the three cousins, born only months apart. Ella, though never threatened to keep quiet, kept the not-so subtle comments and glances of her uncle to herself. Because he never touched her. She’d convinced herself that words were nothing more than fodder that was better left un-sparked. But years later, after Ella’s father had passed away, her uncle, after having one too many glasses of wine, made a salacious comment that might as well have been his filthy hands groping her skin. Ella’s mother had, somehow, not heard it. But Marion and Marguerite heard it, as did Aislinn and Bethany.

And Isolda.

“Oh, my goodness, Ella,” Marguerite cried, “forgive me! I can’t believe how careless I am. I should be flogged for my recklessness.”

“Rightly so,” Marion said, displeased but not enough that Marguerite needed to fear she was serious. Even if Marion had been serious, Marguerite never feared her.

“No, no, my friend,” Ella said, resting her hand on Marguerite’s shoulder, “don’t fret. It is a simple mistake and I am well over it, truly. I do believe, however, that you’re wrong about the ‘ducklings.’ Aislinn and Bethany are far from ugly. I know you say that because you think it makes me feel better.”

“I say it because it makes me feel better,” Marguerite declared.

“Be that as it may, it makes no difference how my cousins look,” Ella remarked. “But since we are on the subject, I will contend that both are very handsome by every definition of the word. Why, with the gowns and jewelry Aislinn wears, it’s no wonder so many seem determined to find a place for her in the royal family. Whenever that vacancy opens up, I suppose.” Marguerite was still kicking herself for her earlier faux pas, but Marion picked up on Ella’s effort to lighten the mood.

“Aislinn, I suppose,” Marion said, back to work now on Ella’s hair, “but Bethany? I am still debating on that one. She is so plain.”

“Aren’t they, you know, cut from the same cloth?” Marguerite asked in true curiosity. She’d only observed what most bystanders had upon meeting the twin sisters. They may have very well been the first identical twin sisters that wore a completely different face.

“If you mean twin sisters, Marguerite,” Ella said, “then you are right. But they are far from identical when you really get down to it. Aislinn is quite striking in her features, what with her soft brown hair and rich hazel eyes. Her skin is so well kept, I fear even a light breeze could damage it.”

“But Bethany…“Marion began. Ella interrupted.

“Bethany,” Ella said, emphasizing the name, “has a face that is delicate more than striking. Her hair is darker, but softer and less manipulated. Even with her youthful freckles, her face is quite lovely in the way it invites the gaze of the beholder as opposed to shaming it.”

“And let’s not forget,” Marion exclaimed, “that Bethany is, as God as my witness, the only potential for honest, Christian goodness in that whole hell bound family!” Marguerite was quick to sustain.

“Amen!”
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Visiting the market was something that Marion had no qualms doing by herself. But Ella had loved to accompany her since she was a young child. She’d run up and down the rows of vendors and examine each item until she got the reddest of apples, or the fullest bag of grain. She’d argue with the vendors and fellow customers alike about how much an item was worth or the best way to get good use of it. Marion was, in the beginning, irritated by Ella’s antics. Not because she was embarrassed, but because she was efficient and the little girl was quite the dawdler. 

“Try this, Marion,” Ella said, walking towards Marion holding some kind of fruit that Marion couldn’t identify, “I don’t know the last time I tasted something so unforgivably sweet.” Marion took a bite and quickly nodded in agreement. After so many years, she was not in any less of a hurry and Ella was no speedier. 

“All right then, love, I’m moving on,” Marion said.

“Very well,” Ella said, fixated on something new. “I will catch up with you.” Marion departed and Ella continued staring at the spools of thread that adorned a small, round wooden table being held up by a barrel. There were more spools than she could count and each a color that Ella couldn’t imagine existed. How could there by so many different variants of the color blue? How could they each convey such different auras of light and possibility? She was hypnotized and thought of Marguerite. Marguerite would have loved this. In fact, Ella decided that Marguerite’s birthday would come early this year. But before she had a chance to summon the vendor, she was approached from behind.

“Ella,” the woman said, almost like a song, “how lovely to see you out and about this morning. Aren’t the concessions today just to die for?” Ella turned and greeted the woman known in Gwent as the Baroness Nicolla Delancelle. A striking woman with auburn hair, white skin, a pointy nose, robust shoulders and full breasts that she made no effort to conceal within her bodice. 

“Indeed, Baroness,” Ella said, hoping if she declared her affection for and intention to purchase the items on the round table, she could escape an exchange that, she knew all to well, would bring pleasure to no one, “I have just been admiring these beautiful threads. Who could imagine there were so many colors?”

The baroness was grinning with her lips tightly compressed. 

How entertaining she must find me, Ella thought with annoyance. 

“Truly,” the baroness said, her eyebrows rising, “they are quite…illustrious. But darling, if it is thread for gowns or tapestries you are looking for, I really must insist you accompany me to see my friend Marcus Devus, you know, the supplier that travels monthly from Drisbon, to assist you. His products have given way to my wardrobe’s new awakening and I threw every old item I used to own away.”

Ella tried to feign interest, but did not exert herself too much in the effort as her complete boredom would have made no difference to the baroness, who droned on.

“Your aunt informed me that you were looking to replace the worn out tapestries of your home many months ago. Don’t tell me you’ve waited this long and are going to pass up Marcus Devus being in Gwent this very day, are you?”

“Well, I will certainly visit with your friend today if I find the time, but I cannot promise anything. I am, however, grateful for your advice and deep concern for the care of my home. It is too kind of you.”

The baroness smiled again, this time with her right eyebrow raised. She could hardly conceal her dislike for someone who did not immediately comply with her instruction. She’d been trained to cloak her dislike in wanton charity, not hide it completely. That would defeat the purpose. “Remember, child,” she said with a chill accompanying her voice, “one must place as much care in the presentation of her living quarters as she does in the presentation of her person. That is where the true discipline of self-preservation lies. One can be born with a pretty face, but it will only be the ventures rooted in tradition and propriety that bring about the respect of her peers.”

Ella knew the end was nigh and she could hardly wait. Baroness Nicolle Delancelle would always go out on high note. And Ella felt confident that the baroness could screech no louder that day. 

It was then Ella felt the hot breath on her neck and she about fell to the ground and kissed Nicolla’s feet not to go. But it was too late. Ella knew there was only one man who loved sneaking up on her in such a way. The baroness’s face lit up and she squealed with delight at his presence.

“Captain Thurlow! How glorious it is that you are mingling with us commoners this morning.”

Ella felt the vibration of his laughter against her skin and she shuttered.

“If you’ll excuse me, Baroness,” Ella said, bowing quickly, “I really must be moving on.”

“Nonsense,” the captain proclaimed, stepping forward and placing his hand flat on Ella’s back as if he were greeting an old friend. “I don’t want to interrupt you two. Please, continue on. When I come to the market, I come to learn.”

Ella tipped her head up and looked at the man who had her skin crawling: Captain Wilhelm Thurlow DeGent, the high commander of Gwent’s army. He was very tall with dark brown hair that curled just at the ends and a mustache that was long but still did not cover his upper lip. His chest was wide and ceased to narrow at his waist and his arms were thick even beneath the loose sleeves of his military garb. His voice was deep, heavy, and his laughter made Ella think of wind striking metal. 

“Oh we are finished,” the baroness said, still hamming up each and every word like it was for sale. “You two carry on.”

“No, I insist, it is I who must go!” Ella stated emphatically, but not soon enough to prevent the baroness from vanishing into the crowd as seamlessly as she had emerged from it. Ella was alone to stave off the nausea of both fear and disdain for a man who fed off of all disdain and took pleasure in fear.

“I was not lying,” Ella said, moving away as rapidly as she could to get his hand off her body, “I must go, if you don’t mind.” He stepped into her path, not too close but a sure obstacle to her escape. 

“Don’t be silly,” he said, a wide grin displaying his perfectly straight, white teeth. “I was just noticing your interest in those spools of thread there. They are quite stunning. Please, allow me to buy one for you as a gift.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Ella said as she maneuvered away from him a second time. She scanned her surroundings and eyed another perpendicular street that had only a few vendors. She walked toward it, wishing the street had been brimming with busyness and commotion. Nevertheless, she intended to keep moving. 

He would not have harmed her.

Thurlow was too smart to risk his heroic tenure with the inhabitants of Gwent by committing any criminal act against her, and, she cringed when reminding herself, he took pride in his ability to protect her from anything that would bring her detriment.

“You are being childish, dear Ella. You know as well as I do that our union will be one of mutual satisfaction and an alliance that all of Gwent can be proud of,” said Thurow.

She was still walking. His strides were much longer. He was always just a few inches ahead of her, and his face was always frontwards. He did not truly see her and was selective of which of her protests he chose to address. Thurlow was not a man accustomed to rejection. Of course he could have any woman he wanted. But he had been as a priest in rigor while waiting for her. She was all he wanted. He had no time for cheap, instantaneous bouts of pleasure. It was not his style to sell himself for less than was rightfully his.

“You are nothing to me,” Ella said, finally stopping just so she could catch her breath and compose herself. “You never will be anything more to me than an incubus tree that is good for nothing except obstructing view and giving a false sense of security for everyone around you. Do you understand me?” She didn’t wait for a response but turned to retreat from his presence, yet again. Swiftly, his arm shot up and gripped the wall that Ella hadn’t even realized she’d backed into. She could not pass. He leaned toward her, hovering so close she could smell his breath in her nostrils.

“I understand more than you know,” he whispered lowly. “You can fight it as long as you’d like Ella Delaquix. I am a very patient man.”

Ella made no sound.

“Do you see how gentle I am with you?” Thurlow said softly, rotating his face with hers as if trying to hypnotize her into following his eyes. “I never touch you. I never force myself on you. I would inflict the worst kind of pain on any man that would even dream of harming you. I am not what you think me to be. You can believe me to be a beast, but ask yourself how often you’ve felt my arms around you. Never. And it would be so easy for me. I want it of course, but I will wait. That is all I do. Wait. There is no ‘in the meantime.’ Do you understand me?”

Ella was too paralyzed to budge. He did it to her every time. Even the hope that it would desist was an illusion. Thurlow smiled confidently and dropped his arm to his side. He then turned and walked back toward the crowds.
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It took only minutes for Ella to locate Marion and insist they go home. Marion could see something had upset Ella, but knew to wait until Ella disclosed it on her own. She always did. Hours later as Ella sat reading, Marion approached her calmly.

“You know, you’ve been reading that same page for over an hour now, love,” she said.

Ella looked up from the book and felt the warmth that only Marion’s smile could evoke. Ella described to her friend what had transpired that morning. Marion sat and stroked Ella’s hair for the next hour, bestowing all the love, wisdom, and reassurance that Ella had grown to treasure in her life. It almost always worked. Ella could go months between encounters with Thurlow and each time, the long reprieve between meetings and Marion’s encouragement were enough to sustain Ella and even cause her to forget the man; the source of her dread.

But not this time. Even the hope …was an illusion.

As the night descended on the Delaquix manor, Ella’s mind roiled with fretfulness and uncertainty. She had to leave Gwent. She wasn’t sure how she would do it, but it seemed her only feasible option. Marion did not comprehend how dangerous Thurlow was. While Gwent’s army boasted thousands of men, Thurlow had chosen his favorite hundred men to form a posse that, in name, was responsible for guarding the royal family but in reputation was responsible for instilling terror and complete servitude by anyone they desired.

Like the Gypsies, for example. To Gonla these men were ‘bastards’.

As Ella entered her bedchamber that night, the fire was low, mostly embers, and she was wrestling feverishly with the idea that had come to her earlier in the evening. Should she leave with Gonla and her family? Was it possible? As Ella stood and inspected the low fire frolicking with the black and red embers, she waited for the tranquility that would always come over her when they cracked and popped like a childish game. Instead, she felt a powerful hand cup her mouth from behind and pull her back into what felt like a brick wall. But it had to be a man’s chest, because no sooner did she feel the inflexible brattice when another hand wrapped her torso and grasped her right arm tightly and mercilessly. The intensity of his strength, and his grip, sent her heart into panic and she struggled to breathe through her nostrils. The first face that flashed in her mind was Thurlow’s, but in another flash she knew it was not he. Whoever it was who held her, his voice was so soft her heart tempered itself immediately upon hearing it.

“Don’t make a sound,” he whispered into her ear with warm breath, “I’m not going to hurt you.”



 

Chapter Three

Isabella heard the crying from the end of the hall. It was a light, weightless sound with no sobbing. Whoever it was didn’t want anyone to hear. And had it not been her daughter, the Isabella might not have heard it at all. But a mother always knew the cry of her child, from the moment she was born to her first skinned knee or broken heart.

“What is it, daughter?” Isabella asked, close enough to feel the emotive essence in the air though the little girl had stopped weeping abruptly, wiping her eyes clumsily with the back of her hand. Ella ran to her unmade bed and wrapped her face up in the covers.

“Nothing, Mama,” Ella answered, cross with herself for not being more discreet in her weeping. Isabella took a seat beside her child and rested her hand on the girl’s soft blond head, cushioned with fragile curls that poked out from the blankets.

“Very well,” Isabella said, “I will just send Marion in, then, to get it out of you!” She grinned when she felt the small girl shift from beneath the covers. Marion had such a way with Ella. Her love for the child was rooted deeply by loyalty to the family to which she’d been ingratiated but it also existed as its own identity. If Marion and Ella were to have met, randomly on some summer day at the market, it was conceded by all that Marion would have been the only adult to know the young child had stolen an apple and indeed the only person who could have compelled her to not only return it, but pay the vendor a small pittance for the inconvenience.

In fact, that was not too far from how they actually had met.

Ella knew Marion would get the truth her mother was requesting. But she would do it in such a way as to oblige Ella to find some poor soul who had a better reason to cry and offer some service like carrying their satchel or bringing them a basket of herbs. That was Marion’s way. But Mother was special. She would hold Ella and insist she cry until the moment that the sadness, whatever it was or for whatever reason, ran its course. At that moment, Ella was sure it was her mother’s method for which she longed. The little curly haired girl rolled over and gazed with spent, swollen eyes at her beautiful mother.

“Mama,” she said with a whimper, “I hate my face.”

Though his voice was somehow deeply serene, Ella still trembled in his arms. Who was he? He’d said he wouldn’t hurt her if she made no sound, but then what did he want? She questioned her first contention that it was not Thurlow, tired of waiting around for Ella’s acquiescence and coming to seize what he thought was already his. But as swiftly as before, the truth befell Ella that the two men were not one and the same. For one, the man in her bedchamber was taller, his shoulders and chest hard and intimidatingly rigid. But even more convincing, he held Ella firmly where Thurlow prided himself on maintaining control of his strength. Ironically, Ella felt safer in the tough arms of her captor.

Still, this man could be dangerous too.

“I am going to let you go,” the intruder breathed into her ear. “Like I told you, don’t make a sound.”

Ella sensed his grip loosening and felt new breath enter her mouth. When she was almost completely free from his clutches, she lunged forward, fighting her way toward her nightstand, a mere five paces away. She did not speak, per his “wishes,” but that was not to say she didn’t travel across her furniture as riotously as she could so as to wake the entire castle staff and most of the farm animals. The intruder perceived the threat to his covertness and he began to engage Ella a second time. But she had made it to her nightstand and retrieved a small but sharp dagger she’d been given by her father many years before. She pulled it from its sheath and turned back, the dagger in her right hand, pointing up. He was already there, as swiftly as a spell, gaping down at her. She made a jab for the man’s rib cage but he caught her hand in his and held it in place as she struggled.

“Just because I said I wouldn’t hurt you,” he uttered staidly, a slight anger entering the timbre of his voice for the first time, “did not mean I would let you hurt me.”

Though the glow of the fireplace was weak, Ella could see the stranger enough to confirm her suspicions (and hope) that it was not Thurlow. The man was nothing like Thurlow. His hair was dark and long, almost past his shoulders. It was unkempt and his beard followed suit, looking as though it hadn’t seen a blade in years. She could not make out much of his face but this: there was no trace of indecision. He stared down at Ella with such calculated intensity that it was clear she was the one he’d intended to see that night. 

“Who are you?” she asked, trying to temper her still rapid heartbeat. He briskly put his fingers to his lips and turned his face to the chamber door.

“Shhh,” he whispered. She obeyed. He listened for several seconds and when he was confident no one was coming to check on Ella he looked back. He lowered his finger and his other hand released Ella’s, still clinging to the dagger. 

“I need your assistance,” he said, slightly louder.

“My assistance?”

He didn’t nod and said nothing.

“My assistance with what?” Ella prodded, her composure returning. The stranger’s eyes never deviated and she felt drawn to them in a way she’d never experienced. She cursed the lack of light coming from the fireplace. 

Would this be any easier if I could see his face? Ella asked herself.

“My name is Gabriel Solange,” the stranger began. “I am a former member of the high military command that was temporarily posted in the Northern Territory of Gwent, what was once Golderleer. Almost fifteen years ago, an attempt was made on King William’s life during a coup at Golderleer. I, along with my older brother, a sergeant, was falsely accused by a comrade of having started the insurgency and carrying out the assassination attempt. I was imprisoned for my alleged crime but escaped before my sentence of execution could be carried out. My name was disgraced and numerous hunting parties were deployed to kill me. Six years ago, I led one such party to believe they had succeeded. I have been in hiding since, waiting for an opportunity to restore my brother’s name and bring severe justice to the man who betrayed him.”

“Betrayed him?”

The stranger, Gabriel Solange, had been a wall of soberness for the short time that Ella had known him. But in that briefest of moments, it changed. His eyes broke their stare and drifted down to some mysterious intangible well of pain of uninvited memories that poisoned all that was pure and life-giving. Ella knew of such a well, but was moved to believe that this man had drunk from it more than he might have had to. 

“My brother was murdered by the man he thought to be his best friend; the same man who had planned the coup and tried to murder King William. This man told everyone that he’d seen my brother preparing to assassinate the king and stopped him in the act, resulting in a skirmish where he ‘felt’ he had no choice but to end my brother’s life.”

Ella watched as Gabriel turned from her and walked slowly in the opposite direction.

“I am sorry,” she muttered, hoping that he believed her. If he did, it was not enough to perpetuate his calmness or his vulnerability. He turned back to her sharply, his eyes glazed over with conviction.

“I don’t want pity,” he said, starkly. “I want your help.”

“I don’t see how I—“

“I have been waiting fifteen years,” he almost shouted, startling her, “biding my time and soaking in hostility that both frightened and intoxicated me. I was barely twenty when my brother was betrayed and wouldn’t have known what to do with the opportunity to avenge him even if I’d had it. But when the power finally came to me, I spent every moment I had watching for that opportunity to reveal itself to me. And, finally, it has: you.”

“I don’t understand.”

He stepped toward her. “Do you want to understand?”

The question baffled Ella. Why did he suddenly care whether she wanted to know any of it? Had she been offered a choice at the start? Why did he think that she wouldn’t want the mystery of this dynamic stranger revealed to her when he had already pulled her, unwittingly or not, into the abyss that was his heart? But then she knew. She saw in his eyes why he’d posed such a query. It hadn’t been a question. It was an oath. To answer yes would be to concede that her life would thenceforth be intertwined with his ambitions and passions—his demons. 

She had no answer for him. Gabriel Solange was a person that Ella could never have prepared for. Shrouded in every variant of mystery she could imagine, he’d only been in her life a matter of minutes. But no one that she’d known her entire life had ever captivated her like he had done from the second he’d held her in his arms. She felt within herself the spirit of her mother, compelling her to close her eyes and risk falling into oblivion if there was a chance she’d get caught up in a gust of wind and elevated to the world only a few inches above the one she knew, but miles in front.

Take this chance. It is a fool who believes chances do not expire. 

But then she felt her father’s strong, warm hand on her shoulder. Her father, who had loved his only daughter enough to share with her that while chance was a gift from life, sensibility was a gift from God. 

You may compromise your sensibility for a chance to live in this stranger’s world. But you are not the only one who would be forced to forfeit their peace and security.

Did Gabriel see the wrestling that was taking place within her mind and heart? Ella would have guessed it was quite apparent. But he did not say anything. He merely watched and waited.

“Gabriel,” she said, wishing there was someway not to see him, “I don’t know how to…” She stalled.

Gabriel spoke with fervor. “Before you answer, let me tell you this: You will not be so indecisive when you learn why I chose you.”

Ella took a deep breath and listened intently.

“This task is not anything to be taken lightly,” he went on. “I have been watching you for some time, Ella Delaquix. I have watched as you inherited the role of mistress to this rather large estate and became the steward of more than most women, especially of your age, could handle. But you did, quite impressively from what I have seen.”

Ella felt the spider of hostility creep into her veins. She wasn’t sure what enraged her more: his unrepentant admission to spying on her or his ignorance that not only was the Delaquix estate overseen by women as long as Ella had been alive but Gabriel’s assumption that any man, even her father, could have done a better job of it. 

“I know I am supposed to be flattered by that,” Ella said, remembering that her father’s dagger was still in her hand, “but I ask you kindly to carry on in detail only and spare me any personal opinion of my skill, gender incompetence, or anything pertaining thereto. It is quite late, if you haven’t noticed.”

 Though it was almost indiscernible, Gabriel smiled.

“Very well,” he said, still with no emotion but perhaps a dash of humility, “I will cut to the core of it. At risk of it making you even more irate, I will tell you that I have seen many of your encounters with the commander of King William’s royal army, one Captain Wilhelm Thurlow DeGent.”

Ella felt her heart jolt and the spider of mere hostility transform into a beast that overcame her, filling her with rage and panic.

“You bastard! Who do you think you are?” Ella snapped, allowing the volume of her voice to rise. Gabriel stepped toward her, but not to insist she lower her voice. He wanted to assure her.

“I know Thurlow DeGent is harassing you at the most intolerable level,” he asserted, coolly but arduously. “I give you my word it was never my intention to let him harm you if I ever suspected he might do so. And it was also not my intention to tell you this merely to upset you. But you must ask yourself why it is I would mention him at all.”

Ella waited, refusing to fall apart in that moment of torturous vulnerability. 

“Ella,” Gabriel said, inching closer to her still, “Captain Thurlow is the man that betrayed and murdered my brother.”

When Ella had run out her last tear, Isabella took her daughter’s head and laid it against her heart.

“Do you hate my face?” she asked the small child.

“Of course not, Mama,” Ella said in a tiny voice. “You are the loveliest person of all.”

“But I gave my face to you, sweetheart.”

“How? You still have it, Mama.”

Her mother laughed.

“Well,” she said to Ella, “I suppose then that I asked God to make another one, just like mine, and put it on you. And you know, daughter, it wasn’t until I saw your face that I started liking mine as well. But yours is extra special.”

“Why?”

“Because it reflects only how you see yourself. People will tell you that it is they who determine what you are and what you are not. But they are wrong.”

“They are?”

“Yes. Your face is what you want it to be. If you do not want to be beautiful (which I am afraid you always will be), then let yourself be plain. Or crazy. Or funny looking!” Ella laughed as her mother ruffled her blond hair. Her mother continued speaking while she chuckled.

“Or mysterious, or dramatic, or—“

“Or like a fish!” Ella squealed, sucking her cheeks into her mouth and pursing her lips. Her mother laughed and mimicked her daughter, planting a wet “fish” kiss on her forehead. 

“It is your face, little Ella,” Isabella promised, squeezing her daughter tighter. “Only yours.”



 

Chapter Four

Marion didn’t bother disguising her astonishment or her emphatic disapproval. Ella had never been one to cower beneath the blanket of social decorum. She cared little for its rules or the consequences if one were to shirk such etiquette, indirectly or blatantly. Marion knew this about Ella and admired her for it. She even went so far as to encourage Ella and boast her own hand in Ella’s proprietary freedom. But now she had pushed boundaries even Marion felt were in place to protect and benefit societal structure and even Ella herself.

“He was here all night?” Marion beseeched, fluttering behind Ella as she made her way down the corridor hall toward the kitchen.

“Well, yes, dear Marion,” Ella answered, refusing to be distracted from her errand. “I wasn’t very well going to make him sleep in the barn. We spoke until the wee hours of the morning and then I escorted him to Barrow’s old quarters.”

It was a lie; she and Gabriel hardly spoke at all before she invited him to reside in her home. 

“Barrow?” Marion all but shouted, shocked that Frome’s deceased son’s bedroom was being used to house a transient. “Ella, how could you?” Marion had known Barrow since he was a strapping teenage boy who came with his widowed father to work for the Delaquix family. Some years later, he was killed in a tavern brawl that, to Frome’s severe disconsolation, the impetuous teenager had instigated. 

“Marion, please,” Ella said, halting her actions and turning toward her trusted friend and mentor. “It has been vacant for so many years. I would never allow anyone to disrespect Barrow. I cared deeply for him as well, you know.” 

Marion felt her temper calm a bit, assured that Barrow’s memory was alive, well, and respected. “I know that, love,” Marion said as Ella went back to retrieving random items from the kitchen, “but it is not because of Barrow that I worry so. You know nothing about this man. All you know is that he breaks into people’s homes and very well might have –“

“Might have what?” Ella asked, meeting Marion’s eyes with a smile. 

Marion didn’t have an answer, but her argument was far from flimsy.

“What are his intentions?” she petitioned. “You say he needs your assistance to get justice for his dead brother. But what if he is lying to you? What if he wants to hurt you or steal your property or something far worse?” 

Marion’s volume swelled as she came to the end of her list of discrepancies, clearly having saved the most horrendous innuendos for last. Ella concluded her errand in the kitchen and made her way back toward the hallway with Marion in tow. When they were at last back at the threshold to Barrow’s old bedroom, Ella stopped and placed her empty palm on Marion’s shoulder.

“Marion,” Ella said, all illusions of loving banter gone, “there are many questions that still need answering, for me as well as you. I intend to leave no stone unturned. And as for me trusting this man, I will say I do nothing of the sort. I will give him no money, no access to anything of value in my home or on my person, nor will I let him stay if I feel for one moment that he is here under false pretenses.” Ella went on, but caught Marion’s eyes in such a way as to communicate more than words, but feelings and memories. It was a connection the two women had shared most of their lives.

 Ella continued. “I know how foolish I must sound to you. But you were not there last night when I spoke to him. I have not lived as many years as you and I do not pretend that I have much experience in the proclivities of men, be they con artists or gentleman. But I must follow the instincts of my mind and heart. And when I give heed to both, I am impressed that he is telling me the truth.”

Marion was blank faced for only a moment and then shook her head, displaying a shallow grin that admitted defeat but reserved the tenure of maturity and the right to, at least confrontationally, bear arms again. Ella released Marion’s shoulder and knocked heavily on the large oak door. There was no vocal permission from inside to enter, but Ella took Marguerite’s frilly, one-sided conversational dialogue from behind the partition as admission. With Marion close behind, almost like taking shelter, Ella entered the chamber. 

Gabriel Solange was seated, his back to the doorway. He didn’t need to turn, however, for Ella to see the miraculous transformation that had taken place. Where once were dark, curly locks of wild, tangled hair was now the svelte, contained, perfectly trimmed black hair of a teenage boy trying to please his hyper-conservative patriarch. Its blackness was still striking but the rigid hold of Gabriel’s newly cropped mane made it appear almost ominous. Perhaps the auspiciousness was better attributed to his unwavering posture. Ella could not speak for disbelief but Marion was simply confused. The man that Ella had described depicted as much a vagrant as Marion had ever encountered on the muddy streets of Gwent. Whomever Gabriel Solange was, he was not as Marion had imagined he would be. She could see no more than the back of his head, but it was enough for Marion to understand what Ella was talking about. This was not a common criminal. Gabriel was still and composed, not slouched or fidgety. The man was tall with broad, inflexible shoulders and a composure that resembled the marble statues Marion had seen in the halls of Rome as a child. When he stood, however, and turned toward the women, locating Ella first and then shifting his gaze toward Marion, she found herself completely dumbfounded. Gabriel’s chest was smooth, pale-colored and unashamedly solid. His waist was narrow and it met his hips in perfect alignment. Marion did not know what to make of his face. It was not a typical handsomeness. Gabriel’s face was long, his cheekbones high and well pronounced. His eyes were a pale blue and the top of his nose wrinkled with every twitch of his facial muscles. Perhaps, Marion contemplated, “handsome” was not the best word to describe the man. All she could assess in its place was the word “stunning” in every possible variant, both engaging and austere. But his stunning looks, however, left Marion even more unsettled. This mysterious drifter was not a common criminal, all commonality having vanished entirely when he stood. But that did not mean he was not a worse sort: a true believer, the kind of villain that carried the creed of righteousness in his weaponry. Marion had known such offenders in her lifetime. She knew there was nothing more alluring than true conviction.

“My goodness,” Ella said, clearing her voice in a sincere effort to keep from stuttering, “you certainly clean up well.” Marguerite stepped out from behind him, her apron speckled with curly little traces of Gabriel’s once-long hair. She was beaming with pride at her work. Gabriel was as stoic as he’d ever been. He twitched his chin and thanked Ella almost inaudibly, as though it was a strange sensation to him to receive a compliment. His timidity didn’t bother Marguerite, though. She proceeded to brush off Gabriel’s shoulders and slide her fingers through his hair, in the back. Now that he was standing, she could no longer reach the top of his head. Marguerite’s motions intrigued Gabriel as she swept her hands over his back and shoulders. His eyes followed her movements as she went from side to side. Marguerite extended her hand to Ella, obviously ready for whatever item she’d sent her to retrieve from the kitchen. Ella did not see Marguerite’s gesture. She could only return Gabriel’s stare. He had shifted his attention from Marguerite to Ella and the awareness carried with it a strange, uncanny heaviness. While Ella found herself, for the first time in her life, relishing in a man’s concentration, she could take no pleasure from Gabriel in that juncture. He stared at her not as a man bewitched by beauty or even entertained by charm. He scanned her almost predatorily. 

“Ella!” Marguerite hollered, startling both Ella and Gabriel. “Do you have it?” Ella looked down at the item in her left hand.

“Yes, yes,” she replied, flustered, walking a white cloth and a tiny blade to Marguerite, “I am sorry.”

“Oh, it’s all right, love,” Marguerite said, physically pulling at Gabriel to get him to sit back down in the iron chair facing the window. “Who wouldn’t get a little lightheaded with such a burly, jaw-dropping man in her bed?”

“What?!” Marion shrieked, shooting her glare toward Ella, who was hiding her cherry-red face in her hands. Even Gabriel, now seated again, looked up at Marguerite in utter shock.

“Oh calm yourself, missy,” Marguerite riposted, laughing, “I was just being literal. All beds in this home belong to the lady of the house, none other than our sweet Ella here. And her handsome stranger took refuge in one of ‘em last night, did he not?”

Marion exhaled in both relief and impatience with Marguerite.

“Curse you, demon woman,” Marion said, charging at Marguerite with full design to punish her, if not physically, then verbally and right to her face.

“Marguerite,” Ella pled, her face still hot, “control yourself, please.” Having Gabriel in the room had made Ella abashed by her friends in a way she’d never been and it bothered her to be so.

Marguerite leaned in toward Gabriel and smiled, her white teeth shining with everything but embarrassment. “Pity you didn’t come to my chamber last night,” she whispered, “my bed is much too big for little ol’ me.” Gabriel leaned back, clearly not accustomed to loud women, least of all Marguerite. And the fact that she had a tiny but sharp blade in her hand did not lessen his unease.

“Oh stop it,” Marion spat, slapping Marguerite across her arm. “And what is it you intend to do with that razor?”

“His eyebrows need a trimming,” Marguerite answered, “and it might not be in his best interest to have you hitting my arm, Marion!”

 Ella was still speechless. What had just happened in that last ten seconds? If Gabriel wasn’t already regretting his solicitation of Ella’s services, he most certainly had to be at that point. Had he changed his mind?

And why would she mind either way?

“Ella?” Marion beckoned loudly, clearly repeating herself though Ella had no recollection of her ever being beckoned.

“What?” Ella answered.

“Now that introductions have been made, I would like to know just why this man is in this house and why it is so vital that he look like some kind of prince.”

Gabriel lifted his hand and gently took Marguerite’s wrist, interrupting her grooming efforts. He stood and faced Ella and she was not sure what to make of his demeanor. He didn’t appear angry, but there was a hint of displeasure in his eyes.

“Ella,” he said as he made his way to the bed to retrieve his linen shirt, “don’t you think it is best to excuse your servants?” Marion snorted in disapproval.

“I am sorry, sir,” Ella said, firmly, “but if you expect me to do anything for you, I will need the full cooperation and support of my entire staff.” 

Gabriel had donned his shirt and studied Ella out for a few seconds before turning his gaze back to Marion and Marguerite. “Very well,” he said, shortly, “but this is not a game or social expose to be put forth for amusement. “

“Out with it!” Marguerite spat, irritated at his innuendo that she could not keep a secret, even if she couldn’t. “You have a funny way of thanking someone that just spent the last hour turning you from a homeless vagabond into a right handsome gentleman. We have known Ella here since she was a little girl and we don’t need some mysterious nomad to remind us how to treat her. So just say what you need from the likes of us.”

Marion was not one who shied away from opportunities to express her own opinion, especially when it came to looking out for her Ella, but she merely nodded, seconding Marguerite’s sentiments. Gabriel was not thrown off by Marguerite’s words, but he knew better than to stagnate on preliminaries when it seemed clear that these two women would indeed be accompanying him and Ella on each leg of their journey.

“I mentioned much of this to Ms. Delaquix last night, but I will reiterate it for you now,” he said.

Gabriel told Marion and Marguerite the story about his brother and his fifteen years of waiting for the perfect opportunity to bring justice to his brother and exact revenge on the culprit: Captain Thurlow. Ella could not help but note the change in the air when Gabriel told the women about his brother. But the obvious nervousness that befell Marguerite and Marion upon the presence of Thurlow in Gabriel’s saga was as transparent to Ella as it was reassuring to Gabriel that these women had no intention of making light of anything that included the captain. It was apparent to Gabriel that both women despised Thurlow as much as Ella did. 

“Captain Thurlow is well established in his title as both the high commander of Gwent’s army and King William’s personal bodyguard. The king believes that Thurlow saved his life and will defend the man to any allegations of treason by anyone, especially the supposedly dead fugitive that played a role in his own assassination attempt.” Gabriel moved toward Marion and Marguerite, satisfied they were paying due attention to his every word.

As was Ella, as he was revealing new information to her as well. 

“To reveal my true identity would only result in my arrest and the carrying out of my original sentence: execution. As you can imagine, I have no interest in that chain of events.”

“Just kill the bastard,” Marguerite said, explicitly salient. “I’ll help you!”

“Believe me, madam,” Gabriel said, “if killing Thurlow would restore honor to my family name and my brother’s legacy, then it would have happened long ago.”

Marguerite looked at Marion, who had taken a seat in the iron chair, still staring intently at Gabriel. Ella had made her way toward her friends and stood behind Marion as Gabriel went on.

“If Thurlow dies now, he is a hero to everyone in Gwent. My brother, and myself, remain the villains. No. My only hope for true justice means that I must expose Thurlow as the murderous, opportunistic traitor that he is. That is where I need your assistance.”

Gabriel and Ella locked gazes.

“King William is an old man and though he still maintains most of his mental faculties, he is severely sick and bedridden,” Gabriel explained. “Gwent has, in the last year, been presided over by his wife, Queen Arabella. As far as I have observed, the Queen is equally amenable to Captain Thurlow. She has allowed Thurlow to take control of almost every aspect of the governing of Gwent, which, I believe, was due to William’s urging. As you already know, Arabella and William’s son Leopold will be returning this month from his military sojourn abroad and will, per tradition and expectation, marry a young woman from Gwent as soon as possible. Arabella will undoubtedly make a spectacle of this event. She will throw a ball and require every eligible maiden of appropriate station to attend. She will insist that her son choose a wife from the attendees. Leopold is independent but he does not like to upset his mother nor does he desire to do anything contrary to what his father believes is best for Gwent. He is anxious to prove his adaptability to the rigorous requirements of royal leadership. If history serves, Leopold will not go against his mother’s wishes, neither in choosing his betrothed from the maidens that attend the royal ball nor in his partiality toward the woman that Arabella favors. Leopold is the key to exposing Thurlow. He is the rightful heir to his father’s kingdom and, when William succumbs to his illness, will resume the role of King. Leopold holds no allegiances to Thurlow. He has not spent an abundance of time with the man and is so far removed from the social politics of his father, who sired Leopold when he was almost sixty years of age, that he will not ignore, for any reason, the threat that an assassin is in his midst; an assassin that once tried to kill his father and will undoubtedly try to do it again.”

“I’m confused,” Marion said. “What makes you think that if William or Arabella would dismiss you, Leopold won’t do so as well?”

“Because Leopold will not be learning of Thurlow’s treasonous history from me. He will be learning of it from Ella.”

“What do you mean?” Marion asked.

Ella felt her heart shutter. She closed her eyes, trying to transform her surroundings into a dream. 

“Ella must attend the royal ball,” Gabriel replied. “She must use the attractiveness that seems to bewitch and captivate every living, breathing member of the male sex to find her way into Leopold’s graces. Leopold is not oblivious to such appeal; he has made quite a name for himself amongst the female servants of the castle staff. His mother has tolerated his promiscuousness in the past, but now that it is time for him to take a wife, will demand he choose his companion from noble blood. Leopold is not the type to jeopardize his throne by doing anything but what Arabella desires. If we do this right, he will see Ella as a more-than-worthy mate.”

“So you are contending,” Ella beseeched, breaking her silence, “that I must attend a royal ball and somehow entice the prince into favoring me for his wife? You are mad! For one, how can I control his preferences? There will be hundreds of women for him to choose from. Second, I have no desire whatsoever of attending a social gathering thrown for the sole purpose of designating two nameless identities to matrimonial cohabitation with no regard to love and respect. Third, what if Leopold were to choose me for his wife? Are you honestly suggesting that I go as far as to accept his proposal so that you can, through me, bring Captain Thurlow down? And what happens when it is done? Captain Thurlow is disgraced and I am left to either—at risk to my own life—refuse the prince my hand in marriage, or—at risk to everything I hold sacred—embark in a loveless marriage of which I had interest or desire.”

Ella took a deep breath. She’d said a mouthful, but it had been quite liberating for her. Gabriel examined Ella closely while she vented her skepticism. He found it almost humorous that Ella would question her ability to captivate the prince, even in choosing her over all others. She was, in fact, the most seductive type of woman. Gabriel was not blind to such attributes. After all, he’d watched her closely for some time and had seen that it was impossible for a man to look on her and not find some aspect of her face or body to worship. That was why he’d chosen her. He’d observed not only her utter disdain for the men who lusted after her for such but for her own physicality as well, with which she seemed neither proud nor satisfied. It only solidified her allure. For what was more strangely intoxicating than a siren who covered her own ears when she sang?

Ella was waiting for an answer. Gabriel would not leave her wanting. He had no intention of misleading Ella or placating her by being vague or even subtle in his expectations.

“Yes,” he stated plainly, “that is precisely what I want you to do.”



 

Chapter Five

Gabriel rather enjoyed the sensation of hushing three opinionated women with so simple an utterance. Though he did not flaunt his satisfaction, he intended to savor for as long as he could the image of Ella and her two housemaids in stagnant alarm, mouths gaping in shock. It seemed the only natural thing to do when outnumbered in a small room with three vociferous and insatiably curious females: bask in silence.

“I am sorry, but did you just say ‘yes?’” Ella asked, dumbfounded that Gabriel had indeed not been joking in his proposal. 

“I did,” Gabriel responded, “but allow me, please, to continue. There is much explanation still required and I believe if you let me to finish, many of your questions will be answered.”

“I don’t really see how any explanation will validate your intentions of whoring out a virtuous, loving young woman like Ella!” Marguerite declared, bluntly. Marion gasped and slapped her palm to her lips in disbelief. Awkwardness followed quickly. 

“Marguerite!” Marion shouted, upset only by Marguerite’s choice of words, not her intent.

Gabriel realized his error when he assumed Ella’s housemaids were capable of imbibing his meticulous, albeit unorthodox, plan without jumping to conclusions about his intentions or the welfare of their mistress. He could not afford to be so indiscriminate in his campaign, even if it did ostracize him from women whom Ella seemed to respect quite vehemently. Gabriel turned and tried to read Ella’s body language. He could not risk losing her now. Not when he’d waited fifteen years for the woman, the timing, and the circumstances to fall in line as they had. He made his way across the room toward her. She eyed him suspiciously and Gabriel could still feel the untrusting stare of Marion and Marguerite etching disapproval in his back.

“Ella,” he said, his voice low and directed only to her, “please forgive me for any discomfort or frustration I have caused you. But everything I am telling you is of the most sensitive and volatile nature. With no disrespect to your friends, may I please continue speaking with you in private?”

Ella observed Gabriel meticulously; his physical proximity to her projected an unexpected intimacy. He spoke eloquently for a man who seemed uninterested in formality, at least in regards to personal boundaries. It was as if he were only saying what needed to be said just to placate her, all the while driven by a darker character: a sinister puppet master to his cold, calculating shell. Ella was as intrigued by the man, as she had been every second since he ambushed her in her private dormitory. Though she stalled for several moments before responding to his request, she had no intention of refusing him. She was already trapped in his stare…his gravity.

“Marion, Marguerite,” Ella said sweetly, bypassing her concession to Gabriel’s request and turning right toward her two dear friends, “could you kindly allow me to speak with our guest in private?” Both Marion and Marguerite’s eyes grew wide.

“Ella!” Marion exclaimed, prepared to profess her disapproval. Instead she remained silent. It would do no good. It would only saddle an inexperienced but stubborn young woman with self-doubt when affirmation might make a bad situation somewhat better. Ella would do with her life what she desired. Marion could not stop her; she could only offer her own wisdom. And as far as Marion was concerned, she’d already bestowed more than enough for one morning.

“Come Marguerite,” Marion said, taking her friend’s hand and standing, “let us go and help Frome prepare breakfast.” Marguerite, eyes still reeling, stood without protest and exited the chamber with Marion.

When the two women closed the chamber door behind them, Gabriel and Ella were still fixed on one another. Ella sensed some kind of puzzling presence between them. It was like a living, breathing understanding. She didn’t know what to make of it. She felt an urging to run away from this man and bury the memory of their short time together amongst the ashes of everything that frightened her.

But she stayed.

“Ella,” Gabriel said, “there is much more to tell you.”

“I gathered there would be,” Ella said, “but Gabriel, I will not allow you to carry on one second thinking I will marry a man—“

“Just listen to me,” Gabriel interrupted, startling Ella. “Please let me finish laying out my plan to you. Your questions, which I know are many, will be answered. Believe me. But you must listen carefully to me. Do you understand?”

Ella nodded, perilously close to feeling patronized.

“Queen Arabella prides herself on her decorum and the preservation of the finest customs of the upper classes,” explained Gabriel. “She herself was the daughter of a duke when William took her as his wife. Her attention to societal trends is devout, almost religious in nature. So obsessed with gossip and social politics, she even maintains an entourage of upper-class women who keep her privy to all varieties of salacious information. These woman, more than a dozen of them, act as though they are agents of the Queen. They are every bit as driven by social standing as she is.”

Ella recalled her meeting the previous morning with the Baroness Nicolla Delancelle. Of course! If the baroness was not already a member of the queen’s secret society, then she was surely pining for a place of her own in the organization.

Gabriel continued, fluidly. “This ball the queen intends to throw for Leopold will be for all eligible maidens. But eligibility in Arabella’s eyes has not to do with age but rests solely on a maiden’s station and her ability to personify those traits the Queen prizes above all else, even if it means Leopold will marry a woman he does not love or who fails to love him. Even with your looks and charming exuberance, Ella, you will not receive an invitation to the ball unless Arabella’s allies deem you a worthy attendee. And even if they were willing to overlook….your…um—” He stopped.

An ominous undertone seeped into Gabriel’s dialogue. Couldn’t he foresee the dangerous territory into which he was embarking? Until that minute, Ella hadn’t even known such an alliance of royalty and citizenry under the queen’s tutelage even existed. Her ignorance surely did not bode well for a plan that seemed to rely almost completely on her role in her upper-class community.

“Gabriel,” Ella contested, “I must tell you that if my invitation to a royal ball is the bread and butter of your grand design for revenge, you may have to make some modifications. I have not been officially expelled from said aristocracy, but I fear the unspoken banishment has been well underway for sometime.”

Gabriel tucked his chin toward his collar and lifted his eyes. Did she think he would have studied her every move for at least two years and not witnessed her more-than-willing public exile?

“I am more than aware of your contemptuousness for the rigors of social hierarchy,” Gabriel said, “and, though it may come as a shock, I was encouraged by such. It offered evidence of your potential willingness to be my accomplice in this—this—”

“Scheme?” Ella said.

Gabriel’s face was blank. But he nodded, faintly. “Yes,” he said, “it was indeed necessary. But now such bold and brazen indiscretion will only be a hindrance.”

“What do you mean?”

“Your re-initiation into the graces of Arabella and her social minions is crucial, indeed vital, to my stratagem. You must be invited to Prince Leopold’s ball and be in good standing when you are. I see no other way for you to make your way into his good graces.”

“Re-initiation?” Ella said, puzzled. “I can only guess you want me to undo everything I’ve ever done that isolated me from my social peers. How is that possible? I have one month, according to your timetable, to rectify a lifetime of….’tenacity’, as you so endearingly put it. I do not find such an operation achievable. The aristocracy of Gwent is not known for its forgiving nature.”

“That is why I will provide for you a means and a motive.”

“I’m sorry?”

“You didn’t think I would make you shoulder this entire burden by yourself, did you, Ella?” Gabriel posed with half a smile. “That would be less than chivalrous of me. The way I see it, your best chance to re-enter social circles is to personally introduce a fellow aristocrat, unknown to all, that has found his way to Gwent and, more specifically, the Delaquix family.”

Ella was lost for words, even those that composed legitimate questions. Gabriel went on.

“It is really not so complicated when you think about it. Follow closely. If there were a person—a family member—who, for some reason, had to reside here at the Delaquix manner, you would have the ideal pretext to ingratiate yourself back into the echelons of the upper class. It would be perfectly acceptable, even expected, that you host a social gathering of sorts to introduce said family member. Furthermore, the powers that be would not be able to resist the opportunity to meet a new aristocrat. Not when there is more potential for gossip and even scandal than they have enjoyed for a while. Superiority can, after all, be so very dull.”

“Who?” Ella tried not to shout. “You make it sound like I have a guest in my storage basement that I have been hiding away for just an opportunity like this.”

“Not quite.”

“Well, by all means, let’s keep me guessing!” Ella retorted, tossing her hand in the air.

Gabriel chuckled, finding the espionage more entertaining than he thought it could be. “Why else would I have changed my appearance this morning?” he posed. “What difference would it make what my hair, or eyebrows for that matter, looked like?”

Ella was at a loss for more than words at that point. She could hardly breathe.

“You?!”

Gabriel grinned and Ella, in her exasperation, hardly noticed how remarkably sparkling a smile it was.

“But—but—you must be teasing me! You intend to pose as a long-lost member of my family? Who exactly?”

“Well,” Gabriel said, his smile dropping and his eyes focused in thought, “that is where we must get creative. You would know better than I what scenario is most plausible. Perhaps a cousin, an estranged brother from before your father and mother were married or-—“

“An uncle.”

When Ella said it, Gabriel stopped cold.

“Excuse me?” he uttered.

That’s right Ella, her inner voice chided, just dig the hole deeper.

“An uncle,” Ella repeated, unsure how she was able to recall anything with how frantically her mind was racing at that moment. “My mother has a younger brother named Peter. I only met him once, when I was very small. I know little about him. I always assumed that Peter was a gambler and often needed help from my father to pay off a loan to some seedy people. Maybe I am wrong about his gambling vice, but my mother and father fought about Peter and it always seemed to me that he was not welcome in our home. Marion would be able to tell you more.”

Gabriel looked away, possessed by vigorous energy. Ella could not help but fear the worst.

“Perfect,” he said breathily, his hand in a fist shelved beneath his chin.

“Perfect? You are insane,” Ella objected, shaking her head in disbelief. But they were mostly just words to stall her own descent into lunacy. Of course it would work. It was perfect.

“You may be right,” Gabriel said, a spring in his step as he strode past Ella toward the chamber door, “but your Uncle Peter has amended his foolish ways and is back in Gwent to spend time with his favorite niece!”

“His only niece,” Ella whispered beneath her breath, though she had no idea why. How could it have made a difference at that point? Gabriel extended his hand toward the chamber handle and before he turned the knob, he turned back to Ella and grinned.

“I should have thrown him out last night,” Ella murmured to herself.

Gabriel opened the door and it lurched at him rapidly, propelled by the weight of two grown women, hunched over, one on top of the other, their ears pressed against the wood. Ella dropped her head into her hands as Marion and Marguerite toppled clumsily at Gabriel’s feet with a lumbering thud.
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Thurlow stared ahead at a blank stone wall, unresponsive to the two army sergeants who were carrying on about every military-minded topic one could imagine. Normally, Thurlow was insistent on details. He demanded his men be resolute in their compliance to his orders and wanted the proof of such by way of specifics regarding the army’s day-to day-activities. Miles Gamely, the army’s head sergeant, was more than suspicious of Thurlow’s distraction that afternoon. In fact, it had been a distraction that had been going on for months. Of course Thurlow was Miles’ superior, the high constable of Gwent’s army, and the king’s bodyguard. His busyness allowed for some leeway on a routine meeting with little to report. But Miles had noticed, especially in the last year, his commander’s preoccupation with strange, inexplicable things. For one, Thurlow spent very little time with the commanders of Gwent’s army, choosing instead to associate with a group of men he’d recruited from the army to form his own garrison: The Hussars. There were approximately one hundred men in the group and they acted independently of the army but also under Thurlow’s command. Miles did not approve of forming a second defensive force in Gwent, this one far more elusive. For one, the army was responsible for protecting the king and his people. They were more than capable of doing so, but it became more difficult when Thurlow insisted on poaching many of the strongest and most promising soldiers to be in his own miniature battalion. Secondly, Miles knew well several of the men that Thurlow had enlisted. He had been shocked by Thurlow’s recruitment of many of them; the men were young and gifted but defiant, headstrong, irritable, and dangerously susceptible to any words designed to enflame the mind and excite the senses. It was an impetuousness that Miles and his counterparts had been trying to curb, with time. Most young men in Gwent were thrown into military life with next to no experience and little choice for a different career path. To be accepted by their comrades became tantamount to survival for the young men, sometimes even causing them to suppress or ignore principles they were taught from birth. Most of the young soldiers, with the guidance of older, more experienced mentors, could find their way through such a quaking identity crisis. Thurlow had taken for his garrison many young men who’d never had a chance for such regulation. It worried Miles greatly.

 King William, however, was not worried. The old, sickly monarch was confident that Thurlow was acting in the best interest of the royal family and all of Gwent. The king trusted Thurlow like he would his own flesh and blood. It made sense to Miles, mostly. He was a teenager when an assassination attempt was made on King William and he remembered the story well. It was the stuff of legends. A high-ranking but disgruntled soldier had orchestrated a coup to take the king’s army for himself and overthrow the crown. Thurlow had been the one to stop the assassination, saving the king’s life. All, especially King William, considered Thurlow to be a hero.

Miles Gamely had grown up believing in Thurlow the “hero”. In many ways he still believed. But he could not ignore the nagging sensation that there was more to Thurlow than the legend told.

“Sir,” Miles said, getting a distracted Thurlow to focus on the conversation at hand, “what do you say to such a proposal? It would seem a beneficial discussion, don’t you think?”

Thurlow could not confess out loud that he knew of what Miles Gamely was referring. He’d been preoccupied with more pressing matters and could hardly feign interest in the sergeant’s ideas for diplomacy with the Earls of Hedensburg, Gwent’s neighbor. Two princes, Hubert and David, sons of the late King John II, ruled Hedensburg. Friendship with Hedensburg was not a priority to Thurlow. But it was to King William and Thurlow knew he must play along with the charade of diplomacy.

“That is all well and good,” Thurlow answered Miles.”Thank you for report, Sergeant.”

Miles’ comrade standing next to him, a man named Oli Roget, was perplexed and opened his mouth to beg Thurlow’s clarity and re-attentiveness. Miles stopped him. It would be no use. Thurlow did not often change his mind and he was not easy to persuade. Miles and Oli engaged in their customary salutes and made their way toward the exit of Thurlow’s chamber, deep within the castle keep. As the two men were almost to the double doors, a short man with a boyish face, blond hair and skin wet with sweat passed Miles with just a glance. Neither man said anything as the other passed. Miles was more than perturbed. He knew the soldier, James Halsty, as one of the newly enlisted soldiers in the army who was poached into the Hussars before his training was completed. Miles thought it a degradation that the young man, who’d once saluted Miles as his superior, was now breezing past him with little more than a cocky smile.

“What information do you bring, Halsty?” Thurlow enquired eagerly.

“Thus far, things are going smoothly,” Halsty responded, pleased to bring his superior good news.

“Excellent. See to it that you’ve cleared up any elements that would prove disastrous to our endeavors. I trust you can complete this task discreetly and effectively, Halsty.”

“Of course, sir.”

Halsty turned on his heel and strode confidently away from Thurlow, who was now reengaged in his previous thought process: his true duty.

Ella had been tattooed on Thurlow’s heart and mind since he’d first laid eyes on her, two years earlier. In the beginning, Ella was too young for Thurlow to engage without raising eyebrows. But then she grew in age, and Thurlow’s fascination by the pureness of the blossoming rose turned darker and more agitating. Ella was never supposed to refuse him. She’d turned others down, but he was different. They were made to be together. The other men only wanted the trophy of pure beauty to carry around on their arm. Thurlow prized more than her face, more than her body. He fed off of her willpower. He could not resist her feistiness. He wanted her soul. And he would allow no other man to have her.

When he’d approached Ella the previous morning, he’d worn the skin of control and composure. He didn’t need to remind her of his power, for she saw it every day, along with everyone else. No, Thurlow needed her to see that he was strong enough to manage his intoxicating ardor. He needed her to believe that he was the gentle, caring man that she preferred. For he was …. or could be.

But the self-possession was becoming more of a facade with each passing week. He was losing control. Having her body so close to his had sent a surging rush through his veins. It was an inferno that Thurlow did not want extinguished. He wanted it spread over his body and Ella’s together. Only then would their union be consummated by the same insatiable energy that propelled Thurlow every day of his life. The same force that drove him to be more than he was; an intangible entity that threatened to destroy him should he ever choose to ignore it or compromise the vision they’d created together.



 

Chapter Six

“Your Uncle Peter was a womanizing scoundrel on his best days, Ella,” Marion announced, throwing piles of clothing onto Ella’s bed with overzealous grunts. “I don’t even know if he is still amongst the living. I can’t express strenuously enough my opposition to this madness!”

Ella smiled, trying to catch Marion’s discarded clothing articles. She did not take frivolously Marion’s objection to Gabriel’s plot. On the contrary. Ella, in her logical mind, doubted that so wild an idea could bear fruit in reality. But assurance was not her motivation for cooperating with Gabriel. It was not even her sincere desire to have Thurlow removed from her life that prompted her. Her true stimulus to take such risks evaded her. But the urge to please Gabriel was indeed present and Ella could not deny it. She could also never confess as much to anyone, not even her dearest friends. To do so would reveal weakness and, even worse, recognition that a man could breach her will power at all. Instead, she would exert her energy to the persuasion of those whose compliance was imperative to the plan.

“Marion, Gabriel is assuming Peter’s name, not his reputation,” Ella said, hanging a long maroon dress on a hook from her canopy. “Even if I didn’t really have an uncle, he could still pretend as much. It is not as though anyone really knows anything about my parents’ extended family.”

“Might I remind you that have a living, tangible relative named Isolda who is quite abreast of such information?”

Ella hadn’t considered her aunt before that moment. But she didn’t see the great obstacle that Marion predicted.

“Isolda and Henry met Peter for less than a second more than twenty years ago at my parents’ wedding, or so Father told me. Henry was most likely drunk and for all we know, Isolda completely ignored Peter. After all, he was just a teenager at the time, right? Remember too that Isolda was never too keen on frequenting our home when Mother was still alive and Father would never have brought such disgrace to our name by introducing Peter to anyone outside of this home.”

“I still don’t like it,” Marion grumbled.

Marguerite entered the chamber, carrying various articles and accessories in her arms. Ella recognized several of the items and they made her nostalgic for her mother. Isabella Delaquix was the most beautiful woman Ella had ever known. She was tall, regal and ageless. She was the daughter of Sir Martin and Rodmilla Summerly, the Duke and Duchess of Ebersole. Isabella’s marriage to Ella’s father was less than pleasing to her parents. Thomas Delaquix was no more than a baron’s son. He was still an aristocrat but one of lower station; too low for their daughter. The duke and duchess did everything they could to dissuade Isabella from marrying the baron’s son, but to no avail. They had not counted on their daughter’s ability to love someone irrespective of station. Such a phenomenon was foreign to Martin and Rodmilla Summerly and they both went to their deathbeds believing their daughter had settled for less than she was worth.

“I won’t lie,” Marguerite said, taking special care to place the items gently on surfaces where they would not wrinkle, “I was tempted so often to sneak out of my bed at night and try on one or two of these dresses on myself. They are one of a kind!”

“You never would have been able to squeeze into any of them,” Marion chortled. Marguerite glowered at her.

“I was going to say that myself,” Marguerite retorted. “And I could have if you ever let anyone finish a sentence!”

“This one was my favorite,” Ella said, convinced that distracting the two dueling tigresses would be advantageous for all though not nearly as comical, “Mother would wear this when she would visit the duke and duchess. It is extraordinarily beautiful for something so simple. I think that was why she chose it.”

“Of course it was,” said Marion.

“It is fun that we can pull these all out again,” Marguerite chanted, holding a silver, jeweled headpiece up to her messy hair, “now that you have an excuse to wear all of them!”

Marion sighed, louder than necessary, to reiterate her disapproval of the entire state of affairs. She found it almost a disgrace that her late friend’s fine apparel would be worn with the sole intent of enabling deception and subterfuge, even if it were Ella who would be donning the garments. Marguerite did not seem to notice.

“I don’t know why you did not start wearing these gowns long ago,” Marguerite said, too distracted to look in Ella’s direction.

“I did,” Ella stated. Marguerite’s eyes shot over to Ella.

“Why did you never show us?” she asked. Ella shrugged.

“They never fit quite right,” she replied, “a little too small here or a little too big there. They did not flatter me.”

“The story of my life,” Marguerite said with a giggle. She went back to rummaging and did not notice the look exchanged between Marion and Ella. Marion knew Ella was lying. She had indeed worn her mother’s dresses not long after Isabella had passed away. They fit her marvelously! Even Isabella herself did not radiate the splendor that Ella did when she donned the stunning apparel. But Ella would not look in the mirror. She’d taken off each dress after wearing them for only seconds, crying like a lost child the entire time. But she never stopped putting them on, one right after the other.

It broke Marion’s heart. Ella had confided in her, days later, that she could not bear to see herself in the gowns. Her mother had worn them proudly, with resplendent confidence. Ella knew she could not do the same or even try. Ella saw in her mother courage to love life and love herself. Others saw no such thing. Many did not approve of Isabella’s poise and easygoingness, believing it to be the most insufferable form of conceit. Even Isabella’s sister-in-law, Isolda, was insatiably critical. But it did not matter to Isabella. What Isolda and so many others did not know, or bother to learn, was that Isabella did not even think herself pretty until she saw her daughter for the first time and was told later that the child was her spitting image. Only then did she grow to value her appearance, though it never became more than that. Isabella truly questioned why God would allow something as fleeting and objectified as the human body to be the face of a person’s soul.

“If you will excuse me,” Ella said, leaving her mother’s items strewn on the bed, and walking toward the door, “I must see to it that Gabriel, or Peter, is settling well into his quarters. Is that quite all right?”

“As long as he is as far away from the rest of us as possible!” Marion shouted.

“He is,” Ella called out, already in the hallway.

Marguerite, as if by routine, began chiding Marion for her patronization of Ella, but Marion did not hear it. She scuttled over to Marguerite as hastily as she could and took the woman’s elbow.

“Marguerite,” Marion beseeched, startling her friend, “you have to help me dissuade Ella from taking part in this fanatical scheme. She will get hurt.”

Marguerite looked toward the door, checking that Ella had indeed departed.

“Marion,” she asserted, “try to calm down. I know your fears and they are quite justified. But this is not up to us.”

“But if we both tell her what a mistake it is, she’ll—“

“She’ll what? Denounce Gabriel and go back to hibernating here till she is an old maid? Or maybe she will go back to spending ridiculous amounts of time and energy devoted to friends who might turn around and leave her at any given moment. She is not going to do that, even for us.”

“Why can’t she see the error in her judgment?”

“Because she is excited! She has seen little excitement in her entire life, Marion.”

“Excitement, yes. But what of the danger?”

“To the young there is little difference.”

Marion took a deep breath and stepped back from Marguerite. She took a seat on the adjacent window ledge. Marguerite sat down beside her.

“My friend,” Marguerite said, warmly, “you are so afraid of losing Ella, you are closing your eyes to the truth. Ella is not so very safe here, even in her isolation. You know that heathen, Thurlow, fancies her and his harassment is getting frighteningly frequent. He is capable of hurting all of us without fear of reprisal. Gabriel may not have Ella’s happiness on his mind, but he certainly has much to lose if she is harmed. Furthermore, he wants the bastard stopped and that only benefits Ella.”

“But what if it is Gabriel who intends on hurting her, before or after his plan is over? You have not been here as long as I have. You have not seen the way that poor girl has been ogled her entire life, driven almost to shame by men and women who judge her in whatever manner most served them. The men judge her for pleasure. The women do it to relieve their envy or nullify their own self-contempt. Ella has known such arrogance her entire life. I fear she would not recognize real love if it ever did come to her.”

“Even if you are right, Marion, I don’t see Gabriel affecting her recognition of love either way.”

“But I think you are wrong. Gabriel is just one more person that does not care for Ella the way she deserves. He is using her, Marguerite. How is what he is doing all that different from what the rest of them have done?”

Marguerite bowed her head in thought. Neither woman said anything for several moments.

“Marion,” Marguerite said, almost a murmur, “as I said before, all of your fears are justified. And they are rooted in nothing but love and devotion. You must know those same roots run deep in me too.”

“Of course I do,” Marion said, frustrated she even had to confirm it.

“Well, then. Let us allow this decision that Ella has made of her own free will to flow on its own current. We will be there, as we always have been. Don’t forget, we were her original protectors. We have some fight in us left!”

Marion smiled, but only briefly as anxiety racked at her mind and heart. Marguerite touched her friend’s shoulder tenderly, then stood up and sauntered back to her original project.

“Marguerite?”

Marguerite turned.

“Do you think he will try to hurt her?” Marion asked, her eyelids heavy and her lips frowning.

“I truly don’t know. But my intuition suggests that he will not. He just needs her help.”

“No, not Gabriel,” Marion said. “I mean Thurlow.”

The color in Marguerite’s face drained as she realized her misinterpretation of Marion’s question. She felt her heart tremor. There was no point in wasting a white lie on a woman who already knew the true answer to her own question.

“I’m afraid I do, Marion.”
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Bethany Armitage crossed and tucked her ankles under her knees on top of her mother’s bed. She was quiet as her twin sister modeled yet another evening gown. Bethany liked the first exhibition a great deal. It was bright yellow silk dress and it seemed to evoke a cheerfulness that Bethany did not experience often in her home. When Aislinn had spun around in the gown, it was like the room lit up in a circular glow around the flowing hem. Neither Aislinn nor Isolda seemed that taken with it. When the time was right, and Aislinn needed to rest her blessed feet, Bethany intended to try on the yellow dress for herself. It was silly to Bethany that so much pomp was being placed on an event that no one knew for sure was even going to happen. Nevertheless, she still wanted to participate in all the festivities either way. Even the idea of going to a royal ball was enough to make any girl twitterpated.

“Darling, quit dancing around and just trust your mother. Pink is not your color. The last one looked much better.”

Isolda was seated comfortably in a large, cushioned chair. She reflected on the miracle that a woman with hair as black as her own could give birth to two daughters whose hair was so rich a chestnut brown. Isolda loved Aislinn’s hair. Bethany had the same lovely color but her hair was thinner than Aislinn’s and far less amiable. Isolda had often scolded her second born (by only five minutes) that if she tended to her hair more, she could have hair like Aislinn.

“But Mother,” Aislinn whined, “pink is my favorite color!”

“Tell that to the prince when he looks right past you, child,” Isolda scolded. “Now quit arguing and try on the last one.”

“Very well,” Aislinn conceded.

“Greta,” Isolda called out to her chambermaid, “hang these dresses up carefully. My daughter does not know better than to throw them to the floor when she is finished.”

The young maid bowed and promptly obeyed.

“Wait, Mother,” Bethany said, dropping her feet to the floor, “what about me? I want try the yellow one.”

“Hah! Don’t make me laugh,” Aislinn said snidely.

“Then don’t look back in that mirror,” Bethany riposted, gleefully.

“Both of you, stop this nonsense at once,” Isolda commanded. “You are much too old to be bickering back and forth like that. It is murder on my nerves!”

“I would like to try the yellow one, Mother,” Bethany repeated, polite to excess.

“Darling, I heard you, but it is late. Besides, if you want to know how these dresses would look on you, it is simple. They would look the same as they did on your sister. Your bodies are identical.”

Bethany tried to quell her disappointment. She had become better at it over time. When she had been a young teenager and Aislinn would get to do everything first or be given the nicer items on the condition that she “share them with her little sister”, Bethany would throw fits and flail her arms until she would get what Aislinn had. Isolda assumed Bethany would be the more difficult teenager because of her tantrums, but she was incorrect. At some point, Bethany figured out that, while crying uncontrollably eventually got her whatever Aislinn had, it was not what she really wanted. Bethany had wanted to be first. She hated how secondary and almost expendable she was to her mother. Isolda spent more time doting on Aislinn’s appearance and her wardrobe then she did with any of Bethany’s artwork or her music. In the beginning, Bethany felt that Aislinn must be at a disadvantage. Their mother was constantly nitpicking everything about her. Isolda never was that way with Bethany. She would make suggestions; sometimes even scold her daughter’s aesthetic choices, but it was never more than an afterthought. Bethany came to believe it was because she was perfect the way she was and Aislinn needed all the improvement.

When the sisters turned sixteen years old, however, Bethany finally grasped the reality of her second-class citizenship. Aislinn was a stunning teenager. Physically, some would even say she was quite flawless. But it was still not enough for her mother. Isolda never failed to prod Aislinn for more attention to the specifics of beauty and decorum. Bethany, on the other hand, was becoming less and less elegant with each day. She’d spend more time outdoors and inside reading than with her appearance. One day, she noticed that her mother did not mind. And it was then that Bethany learned the truth. Aislinn was the one that needed to be improved because she was the one with potential. Bethany was simply just…present. Isolda troubled herself very little with Bethany’s wants and desires, but humored her with gifts and periodic attention simply to avoid her temper. Isolda was invested in Aislinn; she simply endured Bethany.

Bethany had not yet learned the reason for such, even in her early adulthood. She wasn’t entirely convinced she wasn’t overreacting. She held out hope that her mother was indeed, at least in the important ways, a good mother.

“Mother,” Bethany said, “before Aislinn has a chance to gloat that she is considerably more endowed than I, I want a chance to try the gown on before a royal ball that may not actually happen.”

“Yes, of course, fine, Bethany,” Isolda said quickly, tired of her daughter’s relentlessness. “And let me state clearly that there will be a ball upon Prince Leopold’s return from his service. The queen is adamant about those kinds of things. She wants grandchildren and she intends to give her son no alternative but to choose a wife from the aristocracy of Gwent. It is conjecture, yes, but in this case, and from my source, conjecture might as well be fact.”

“She doesn’t just want grandchildren,” Bethany said, “she wants a daughter; a daughter she can mold into any person she likes and live through vicariously.”

“Why do you think you know so much?” Aislinn asked while undressing.

“When you go to all those tea parties and social functions, Aislinn, do you even bother to listen?” Bethany petitioned. “I do not attend as often as you do but I certainly observe a great deal when I am there.”

“So what?” Aislinn said, throwing her dress to the floor.

“Aislinn,” Isolda shouted, “do not treat your gowns this way! My goodness, take heed at how much these ensembles cost.”

“So they are Aislinn’s gowns that she must share with me?” Bethany asked, though it was not really an inquiry.

Isolda shook her head and held her forehead in her palm. “Bethany, please,” she begged, “not right now. I simply am too tired for it. Yes, you may wear the yellow dress! Wear it to bed if it makes you happy. Just stop pestering me.”

Bethany hid the painful sting as best she could but she could not ignore the impulse to bite back. What did she have to lose? Her mother’s respect? You must actually have something before you can lose it.

“I imagine Ella will be at this impending gala,” Bethany said, sliding back on the bed until she sunk into the sea of pillows. “She is as exquisite as the day is long if I do say so myself. It seems foolish to think the prince won’t be interested in getting to know her.”

Aislinn stopped moving, the bodice of her last gown just barely over her slender shoulders. Isolda was stunned by Bethany’s tone, but was quick to buoy Aislinn’s confidence back to where it should be.

“Bethany,” Isolda said slowly, “it seems it has been too long since you have visited your cousin. If you saw her as of late, what with the audience she’s been keeping and the callousness she imparts on each person she meets, you would not be confident in the slightest that she will be welcome at any royal function. Furthermore, even if she were invited, her beauty is nothing like Aislinn’s. Ella is a cutout, a formulaic combination of desirable physical elements in a woman. But she is nothing more than that. She does not radiate light; she is not a wisp of fresh air against your skin. She is stale. We have nothing to fear in Ella.”

“We would be unwise to assume that she is not pining for the throne, Bethany,” Aislinn contended. “I’ve known since we were all children that she craves attention and believes herself above everyone.”

“I’ve known her as long as you have, Sister,” Bethany asserted, “and I’ve only ever seen her resist most attention from others.”

“She is a glutton for the approval of others. Especially men,” Aislinn countered.

“Don’t be foolish,” Bethany said frankly, “you know that can’t be true. Ella could not stray fast or far enough to avoid Father’s approval.”

It was if the room was suddenly being crushed from the inside out. Bethany’s heart began pounding. She shot up from the pillows and climbed off her mother’s bed as quickly as she could. How could she have said such a thing in her mother’s presence? How could she have even said it at all? Isolda’s face went white. Aislinn stood with her mouth gaping. Even Greta was motionless. Bethany prayed for the miracle of rewound time. She berated herself, figuring she had never really grown out of her old tantrums; they had just morphed into brutal sarcasm.

“Mother,” Bethany stuttered, “I—I don’t—“

Isolda didn’t wait to hear her daughter’s excruciating attempt at apology. She stood and hustled toward the door. Both Aislinn and Bethany called for her as she exited the room. There was no reply.

“How could you?” Aislinn chided.

“I don’t know what I was thinking,” Bethany replied, tears welling in her eyes.

“You want to know why Mother distrusts you? It is because you act as callous toward her feelings as she does.”

“Who?”

“Who do you think? Ella. Our ‘exquisite’ cousin!”



 

Chapter Seven

Ella did not typically run out of things to do on an average day. She enjoyed reading, drawing, sewing, and visiting with friends, few as they were. She woke up and went to bed early. She said her prayers and read her Bible faithfully. It was a structured existence; Ella didn’t mind it. Or at least she had thought as much until Gabriel came into her life. In two days, her routine changed from reading, walking, and sewing to educating Gabriel on every nuance of her Uncle Peter, her relationships with her family including her less-than-congenial Aunt Isolda, and reviewing the fellow members of her aristocratic community from whom she was estranged. Almost every item Gabriel had requested of Ella required, to that point, little sacrifice on her part. With one exception: instead of walking, Gabriel insisted Ella learn to ride a horse.

“No thank you,” Ella said as Gabriel trotted over to her on his own horse, whom he introduced as Seely. He towed with him one of the horses that Ella owned. Ella had named the stallion Fitzpatrick and she indeed fancied the horse. But she never rode him, only fed him and allowed others to ride him at their leisure. (Though it had been years since anyone had taken her up on the offer.)

“It is utterly insane that you have a splendid, albeit overweight, horse as this and yet you insist on walking everywhere you go, even if it is miles away,” Gabriel said, dismounting.

“Fitzpatrick is splendid, you are correct, but I prefer walking,” Ella replied, smoothing the horse’s mane. “I have not ridden since I was eight years old.”

“Oh? What happened when you were eight years old?”

“I had an accident is what happened, and broke my arm, my collarbone, and two fingers.”

Ella recalled the day vividly. Her father was riding closely behind her and, with his watchful gaze, she felt more than competent to jump over a fallen tree branch. When the horse bucked instead of leaping, Ella remembered only the sound of her father’s hollering and the inability to breathe as soon as she hit the ground.

“That certainly does sound traumatic for a small child,” Gabriel said, walking to Ella’s side and joining her as she continued petting Fitzpatrick. “Is that the most painful thing you’ve endured, physically?”

The question shocked Ella.

“Why do you want to know that?” she asked.

“Well I am just curious as to what a person in your social class endures in terms of physical pain.”

“About as much as any other person,” Ella responded, slightly perturbed by his innuendo that she knew little of what it meant to endure pain. “You would agree breaking a bone hurts no matter who your parents are or where you live.”

Gabriel laughed. “Quite so,” he said, “I am just trying to learn more about you and your kind of people.”

“My kind of people?” Ella said, taking Fitzpatrick by the bit and walking him toward the yard. “Isn’t it my kind of people that you are so keen to be become acquainted with, Uncle Peter?”

“You mustn’t be so sensitive, Ella,” he said, escorting Seely and himself behind her. “I am just making conversation. I imagine this contentiousness is one of the reasons you are not always invited to social functions.”

Ella huffed. “Well,” she said haughtily, “I suppose you are here to correct me of that habit. You best get started!”

“If such a thing were possible,” Gabriel replied, “then my tasks would be impossible as it was your complicated rapport with said societal conventions that made me choose you at all. How else would I have been able to convince you to help me? You think a debutante like your aunt would even consider hearing out a lunatic ex-soldier like me? No. Save some of your passion for the stage, Ella. All I want at this particular juncture is a small ride around the fields.”

“Why?”

“Because it is a good skill, I am dying for some exercise, and I think your being several feet away from me on a horse would keep me safe during the remainder of our conference this morning.”

Ella stopped and dropped her head. She laughed a little under her breath. “Very well,” she said, pulling Fitzpatrick to her side, “but only a stroll.” Ella pulled up the skirt of her dress and lifted her foot to the stirrup. It took her several tries to finally get her toe in and by the time she was able to lift herself into the saddle, Gabriel was mounted and revving to depart. Her skirt was bunched awkwardly between her body and the pommel. She tried to straighten it but the activity caused Fitzpatrick to lurch forward and begin walking. She was stuck in her ineptness. Gabriel waited for her to catch up and could not help but smile when he noticed her clumsiness. Ella saw his sentiment and it was all she could do not to…to…

Damn it! I am stuck on this blasted horse, Ella thought, I can’t do a blasted thing!

“You’re not too bad,” Gabriel said, “just try to relax.” Ella didn’t feel like talking so she avoided it as long as she could. After a few minutes she was a less finicky. The movement had caused her skirt fabric to untangle and she was able to concentrate on the real reason she was supposed to be out there at all.

“So, do you or do you not want me to fit in with Gwent’s aristocracy?” she asked.

“Ella,” Gabriel said, glancing over at her, “I would never presume to change you. Though I do, personally, find your combative nature somewhat…trying, I am confident that you have legitimate reasons you are the way you are.”

“Thank you… I suppose,” Ella muttered, irritated that she was never quite sure his statements were sincere or sarcastic.

“I am only asking you to play a part. Everything I need from you is predicated upon your talents as an actress.”

“And yours, let’s not forget. Aren’t you supposed to be learning more about my Uncle Peter?”

Gabriel’s face lifted, almost startled. Had he been enjoying his ride with her so much he forgot about everything he was there to accomplish? Another error on his part.

“Yes, of course. Go ahead; tell me everything I need to know about him.”

“Well, what do you want to know, exactly?”

“Let’s start with his mannerisms. What does he look like? How old is he? What are his talents?”

“Well, let me stop you there and remind you that I have little to no memory of the man. These are questions that would best be answered by Marion. But I can tell you that he was many years younger than my mother, probably only a few years older than you are now. He had brown hair, and was on the short side.”

“Well, I can manage two of those things, I suppose.”

“It shouldn’t be too difficult, because very few people remember Peter at all.”

Gabriel looked over to Ella and his eyes became pensive.“I can’t take that risk, Ella,” he said. “This isn’t a game. I must know every detail. I will talk in depth with Marion. I am prepared to do whatever is necessary.”

Ella shuttered. Whatever is necessary? She already knew as much, but why did his reiteration of that fact right then and there tingle her spine as it did? Who was this man, Gabriel? He was once a soldier, then a fugitive. He lost his brother and was driven by intense rage to avenge the man that took his brother from him. That was all Ella knew for sure. Gabriel had dragged her out there and she was damned if he was the only one who was going to emerge from their sojourn the wiser.

“Tell me about your brother,” Ella said, breaking a minute-long silence.

“What?” Gabriel was surprised.

“Your brother,” she said. “What was his name?” Gabriel didn’t answer right away. Ella wondered if she had ventured down a path on which he was not ready to accompany her.

“Benjamin,” he said, his face forward, never looking from the road ahead.

“Benjamin Solange?”

“Yes.”

“Was he older than you?”

“Yes.”

Gabriel was so mechanical in his answers to her questions that Ella dared not go any further. But with each step Fitzpatrick took, she felt compelled to know more; to do, as Gabriel so eloquently described, whatever was necessary.

“Where did you two grow up? Here in Gwent?”

Gabriel sighed, like her questions were more agitating to him than burdensome. “Yes, we were both born and raised here. He was four years older than I.”

“Were you close to your parents?”

“Ella!” he shot at her.

“What? These are innocent questions. Why are you so angry?”

“Because it is not vital for you to know these things about me. I will be in and out of your life fairly quickly, if all goes well, and I just don’t see how it is necessary.”

“How about because I feel it is necessary,” Ella declared, pulling back on the reigns to stop Fitzpatrick. “You are right that if things go swimmingly we will not have to know each other much longer. But in the meantime, I believe your vulnerabilities should be as exposed as mine simply so we can…” She stopped.

“We can what?”

Ella looked at Gabriel. She had been beaten at her own game. There was no way Gabriel would ever be equal to her in his vulnerabilities. He had them, of that Ella was sure. But, unlike her, he knew how to keep them safe.

“We can what, Ella?” Gabriel requested again with more urgency.

“Nothing,” Ella replied, defeated. She kicked Fitzpatrick softly with her left heel and turned back toward home. For the first time, as she felt Gabriel’s eyes on her back, she wanted Fitzpatrick to run as fast as his chubby legs could take him. She kicked her heel again, a little harder. Fitzpatrick took the cue and began trotting gleefully up the hill. Ella’s heartbeat quickened and she imagined falling from Fitzpatrick like she’d done more than ten years earlier. She didn’t know what would have been worse, breaking her bones again with no one to help or doing it in front of Gabriel. Ella had only traveled twenty feet or so when she felt Seely along her right side. She heard Gabriel’s voice and she felt a wave of relief.

“Whoa!” he said loudly as he took Fitzpatrick’s reigns and slowed the horse down to a complete stop. Ella felt as relieved as if her life had been saved. When she thought back to it, however, she realized the horse had barely been trotting.

Well, this was a splendid morning! she thought.

She thanked Gabriel and dismounted quickly. She heard him call her name but she ignored it.

“Ella, stop,” he exclaimed, climbing off Seely and rushing toward her, pulling her back by her elbow. “You’re right. I am sorry. We need to trust each other. That is what you were trying to say, right?”

“It doesn’t matter,” she said, trying to pull her arm free. “Just like you said: all we need to be is competent actors and soon this will be over.”

“I was wrong,” he said, tightening his grip, “it is more than that. I do trust you, Ella. I trust you enough to hold my brother’s and my own soul in your very hands. Don’t you see that it was hard enough just to ask you to do this? I struggle to tell you about my parents because I never knew them. They died when I was very young and my grandmother raised us until she died. After that, it was just Benjamin and I. My brother was all I had.”

He released her arm and stood up straight, his stature proud but his eyes almost frightened. He spoke again.

“And now you are all I have.”

Ella could never have anticipated that Gabriel would say those words to her. And she could never, even if she’d tried, have prepared for the reaction her heart and mind would make upon hearing them. She could scarcely draw breath.

As she watched him take the reins of both horses in his hands and trek back up to the house, she knew she had embarked on the most desperate kind of relationship to have with another human being. Ella’s bond with Gabriel could never cease to be the kind that, with every bit you learn, cloaks itself in even more secrecy.
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Miles stretched his fingers outward and then bent them back into a fist, squeezing as tightly as he could to stretch the surface of his black leather glove. He felt the tension travel from his gut to his hand and back again. He could see the territory known as Kersley less than one hundred yards ahead. His troops, only a portion of his total number, were waiting for his order to deploy. Miles wondered how treasonous it would be to disregard his own orders and call his troops back. It might not have been enough to have him imprisoned, but it was certainly enough to lose him his post. His second in command, Oli Roget, rode up alongside Miles’ right side.

“What will it be, sir?” asked Oli, the most loyal and honorable of any soldiers Miles had ever known. He often wrestled with the near certainty that Oli was a much better man than he was and should quite possibly be the one to command the army.

“Oli,” Miles said, stretching out and fisting his gloved hand a second time, a nervous twitch, “no horses are to engage in full sprint. Slow speeds are needed to avoid a panic in Kersley. Eviction of the residents of Kersley is our order. It must be executed thoroughly. Make sure the men know that residents are not to be harmed but be treated with respect. If there are any mishaps, attention must be brought to me before any arrests are to be made. Is that understood?”

“Yes, sir,” Oli said, riding back to his station farther down the line.

Miles would often think of his wife, Julietta, when he was nervous or anxious. Her lovely face would quell his agitation when he was unsure the consequences of his actions and instill in him the impetus to follow through on each of his acts, even through their repercussions.

As Miles gave the order to engage and the horses moved into Kersley, toward a people that were strangely independent but completely unthreatening, Miles saw more than his own family. He saw a sea of children, soon to be homeless, and knew he could go not one more day without making his concerns known to King William himself. The king was certainly not God, but adherence to his wisdom and guidance was still, for Miles Gamely, tantamount to the holiest of contrition.




 

Chapter Eight

Leopold had grown quite accustomed during his life to the pomp and downright ridiculous whims of his doting mother. It did not mean he liked it. There were, of course, several justifications for fanfare when it came to the prince and only heir to a vast kingdom such as Gwent. William Leopold Hoffeline II, known to all as Leopold, understood the necessity of image as the son of a monarch. Decorum, nobility, even grandeur were part of the package. King William had thousands of subjects. For a reason still bewildering to Leopold, they all seemed content to be governed by one man and, furthermore, have that man represent the glamour of all they did not have. It was as if to the commoner, the royal family (what with their fine clothing, exquisite jewelry, and disposable necessities) represented the dream for which they dared hope for themselves.

Queen Arabella had shown restraint by allowing her son to return from his military service without a parade or even a proclamation. Leopold had been able to ride his stallion right up the postern gates of his father’s breathtaking castle and simply request entrance into his home. But it was not truly his home, Leopold thought to himself dishearteningly, or at least it had not been for almost two years. For the last eighteen months, he had spent every waking moment with the young but proud fighting men of Gwent’s powerful army. The army was quite enormous, representing one-third of the citizens of Gwent’s middle and lower classes. The men of the upper classes were not required to serve but were often encouraged to by their parents for the sake of appearances. There had been little conflict between Gwent and its neighbors for many years and the idea of enlisting and training in peacetime was not overwhelming to most. It had been Leopold’s choice to set the example and serve in the army himself. He’d started at the bottom of the ranks and worked his way up as any other soldier would.

Well, he had hoped it would be that simple. But Leopold could not keep his identity concealed forever and the inevitable favor that fell upon him once the word of his parentage got out was something he’d dreaded. He had been discouraged by the fact that he could not even get his boots dirty without one of his superiors offering to wipe them off and resigned himself to returning home after only a few months. There was one commander, however, who had convinced him otherwise. His name was Miles Gamely and he had taught the wary young prince that deserting your comrades even when it was impossible to be one of them was still desertion.

As Leopold made his way through the tall, spacious hallways of the castle toward his mother’s bower, he smiled bashfully at the glances and pointed fingers of the castle staff. It indeed made him uncomfortable, but what else was new? There were a few smiles, however, that made him more jittery than most. Leopold wondered if one of the consequences of his rather disreputable behavior as a teenager was the perpetual awkwardness when he saw certain female members of the castle staff. There hadn’t been many and he was much younger then, but it made for butterflies in his stomach to be reminded of the scandalous events that they all shared. It was something of which he was neither proud nor ashamed. It just was as it was. He did not associate with many children as a child, either girl or boys. At that time, he did not mind the lack of peers. It was every young boy’s wish to be showered with riches and doted on by every person with whom he came in contact and the prince of Gwent was no exception. The young Leopold was spoiled beyond rotten and such prominence allowed the prince little residual energy to make equally “cushioned” socialites feel appreciated. That was not his responsibility. By the time he was a pre-teen, however, he had changed, at least in part, due to a rather frightening event in his life.

His father, King William, had almost been assassinated at the hand of one of his trusted soldiers. It was an understatement to say that Gwent was rattled to its core. Leopold had never seen his serene domesticity so fractured by fear and distrust. He’d never known his own father to be afraid. Even though one of the assailants had been killed, William became incurably paranoid and detained his wife and young son in the castle for months, believing they were in danger from a second assailant who had escaped from the dungeon before he’d been executed for his part in the conspiracy.

During the next several years, Leopold had become restless, curious, and desirous of fulfillment he could not find in expensive gifts. He also did not find it in the arms of Christine, a chambermaid some years older than Leopold and the woman who introduced him to the world of sensuality. Still, it became something for him to do; something to enjoy that was not exclusive to his station. No man, be he a prince or a farmer, could be born into the greatness of love; there was no such thing as an heir to passion nor a shoe-in to the truest, most intoxicating of all romance. Leopold had been brought up to believe he was both, but he knew better than to buy into the delusion.

So, indeed, the prince was grateful for the experiences of life that helped him mature when his own parents felt such growth was arbitrary. Nonetheless, Leopold wanted more than just the pleasure of circumstance and curiosity. He wanted to fall in love and know true companionship. But he knew better than to think it would ever happen. Just like his comrades saw more in Leopold than was really there, so would his betrothed, whoever she was, want only the prince everyone saw, not what was truly there.

Leopold knew, as much as it irked him, that he was of the age to take a wife. He was certain, as he knocked on the elegant, gold-trimmed doors of the queen’s chamber that his mother was well ahead of him on that subject.

“My son! Oh, my sweet boy,” Arabella squealed with delight, her arms outstretched to Leopold as he entered, “you’ve returned early. I did not expect you for many more days. How could you do this to me?” Leopold realized his mother hadn’t shown restraint by not throwing a circus in celebration of his return but that she had simply misread dates.

“Mother,” Leopold answered, returning his mother’s forceful embrace, “I was very clear today was the day I was returning. I sent a letter to you almost a week ago.”

“No, no,” the queen said, pulling away and returning to her chest to rummage through her many papers. “I remember you telling me….” She trailed off, unable to read and argue at the same time.

“You are right that my original return date was not for two weeks. But I sent you another letter to inform you that I was returning early because of Father’s failing health.”

Arabella stopped and looked up toward the ceiling, trying to delve into her mental faculties to recall if she remembered such a thing. Leopold could see that she did not.

“Don’t fret, Mother,” he said, walking toward her, “it is a simple mistake. I am happy enough to see you that I need no additional fanfare.”

“Nonsense,” Arabella said, looking back to her son. “You are my one and only child and we are both permitted to celebrate accordingly.”

“Then let’s celebrate,” Leopold smiled. “Let us go to Father and have a proper family reunion.”

The queen’s entire demeanor dropped and her face became sullen. It was clear the mention of his father had burdened her. Leopold did not know exactly what to make of the reaction from his mother. Arabella loved her son; King William loved his son. Never once in his entire life was Leopold made to believe his parents loved each other. Could it be that he was ignorant of an affection that had blossomed in his absence or had even been present all along?

“What is it, Mother?” he asked, taking her hands in his.

“Oh, nothing.” she said, her face lifting slightly now that her son was there to hear her sorrows. “It is just that your father is getting worse with each day. I fear it will not be long before his soul is taken to God.”

“And you are afraid,” he said, deliberately leaving his statement open for her to respond.

“I am afraid of what that will mean for you and me, Son.”

“What do you mean? You’ve been preparing me for taking Father’s place as king for as long as I can remember. You both have.”

“Of course you will! I am simply afraid that…”

“That what, Mother?”

“That it will be too much for you.”

Leopold was shocked. Where had this come from? Was his mother privy to something he had yet to learn? Did she only just then, with her husband’s impending death, realize that everything she’d dreamt for her child could come to pass?

“Too much for me?” Leopold said, repeating her declaration in confusion.

Arabella instantly regretted her choice of words. She had always believed in her son’s potential for greatness. And though she did not claim to fancy her husband in any romantic fashion, she had spent many hours with his Highness in the last several weeks. She felt sorry for him; he was weak, nostalgic, and in constant pain. And worse, it was he that was afraid for Leopold. It was as though the king himself knew of adversity on the horizon, but damned if he had revealed any details to his wife. Arabella had chocked it up to either her husband’s worsening dementia or his complete ignorance to matters of state since his illness befell him. Arabella didn’t know why William would fret. Thurlow was there. Thurlow was as dear to King William as his own son. Whenever William became anxious on behalf of his family and his kingdom, Arabella would remind him of Thurlow’s presence in his life and it always succeeded in calming the old man.

“Forgive me, Son,” Arabella said, “I did not mean to imply that you are ill fitted to inherit your father’s throne. I am just worried because I am your mother. Mothers are beasts of worry.” Leopold smiled, embarrassed by her flattery but touched by her devotion. Arabella’s fearful complexion vanished as quickly as it had appeared and Leopold knew his mother’s brain was concocting something.

“What is it now?” he asked, gearing himself for the onslaught of madness by taking a seat.

“Must you ask? You are twenty-three years old, Son. You will be king soon.”

Leopold shivered. He knew it would come. “I am way ahead of you, Mother,” he said, a stalwart, albeit dishonest, attempt to prevent the tempest. “I have already begun thinking about matrimony quite seriously.”

“’Thinking’? Who do you think you are talking to, Leopold? You are like your father and it infuriates me. Do you believe all the thinking you do in your life will do you any good at the judgment seat? Hmmm? No thank you. I will save your soul in this life or the next, Son, and don’t you forget it!”

“All right, all right!” Leopold relinquished, wishing he had indeed spent two more weeks in the trenches. “What do you want me not to think about?”

“It is quite simple,” the queen said. “You are in search of a worthy wife and future mother to your children. Therefore we will throw a party, a royal ball if you will, for the most lovely, eligible women in all of Gwent.”

“Whatever for?”

“To choose your wife, Son!”

“A ball to choose my wife? Are you crazy?”

“No more crazy than my mother or her mother before that. It is a perfectly acceptable and convenient custom in such a large kingdom. Everyone is already expecting it. It is the talk of all Gwent. And it is essential. How else will you get to meet the cream of the crop, Leopold?”

“I didn’t know it was necessary that I meet all of them, Mother.”

“Of course it is necessary. And it won’t be all of them. Just the most exceptional and refined.”

Leopold stood up, believing the time quite perfect to visit his bed-ridden father. He had known his mother was hatching a diabolical plan to pick out the perfect daughter-in-law, but he honestly could never have imagined the scope of her evil genius.

“How many are you planning to invite?” Leopold questioned tentatively. Arabella waived her hand at him as though such a detail was of little concern.

“I don’t imagine many more than three hundred,” she said, matter-of-factly. Leopold suddenly desired air to decompress. He made his way to the door. His hand was on the knob when Arabella whimpered for him to stop.

“Son,” she said, “all joking aside, this is the way I would like it to be done. Of course I cannot force you. But once your father passes and you and your bride take the throne, I will have little say left in anything you do. This is important to me, whether you understand it or not.”

Leopold had to hand it to his mother. The woman was quite adept at the skills of manipulation. Arabella knew her son well. She knew about his gallivanting past and his desire to make his father proud. She also knew he was a pragmatist, even more so than William. Leopold was the type of boy—the type of man—who believed in perspective and priorities. It was a priority for Leopold to find a wife of nobility and station. It was a priority for him to honor the wishes of his mother. And it was certainly of the utmost priority that Leopold be seen as the rightful king of Gwent by displaying royalty in every regard. That included employing the perfect queen. To the would-be king, love was not a priority; nor was privacy.

Leopold turned back to his mother. He still had every intention to flee the scene, but not without allowing his beloved mother a little of her own decompression.

“And will I be invited to this royal ball?” Leopold asked with a chuckle.
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Bethany waited outside the door of her mother’s chamber for several minutes before entering. She was not the slightest bit confident that her attempt to atone for her careless comment would not actually make things worse. Isolda was a woman who loved gossip and a titillating scandal as long as it did not pertain to her.

When Bethany entered the room, she found her mother seated in front of the fireplace, her feet elevated on a small ottoman. The red and yellow flames roared within their stone sanctuary, warming the entire chamber. Isolda was hauntingly still.

“Mother?” Bethany said quietly, approaching Isolda from the side, the fire cracking loudly in her ear. Isolda’s eyes were open but she did not acknowledge her daughter’s presence. She did need to. Bethany could sense her mother’s awareness that she’d entered the room. Isolda was looking at her daughter through the corner of her eye and Bethany felt like even the fire was leering at her on behalf of the grieving matriarch.

“Mother,” Bethany went on, “I am so sorry for what I said to you this evening. I was only trying to squabble with Aislinn for fun. I did not mean it.”

“Yes you did,” Isolda said, her eyes still squarely at the fire.

Bethany’s heart sank to her stomach. It was true she hadn’t meant it to hurt her mother. But the statement she’d made, even in its carelessness, was indeed the truth. Her father was a louse. Bethany had known it since she was old enough to speak. It didn’t matter if he was drunk on alcohol or just arrogance; Baron Henry Armitage was a philanderer. Ella was not the first young maiden that he’d been inappropriately friendly with, but she was the first one who was compelled to endure it on behalf of the family’s functionality and therefore became trapped by it. At least in the beginning. When she became a teenager, Ella had learned how to avoid her uncle and defend herself, at least somewhat. But the damage had in many ways been done. Isolda had witnessed her husband lust after Ella and instead of despising the man for his actions, she took out her frustration on Ella. For as long as Bethany could remember, she and Aislinn were taught that not only was Ella a spoiled brat that got everything she ever wanted, but her mother, Isabella, was too. If Isolda had wanted Bethany to hate Ella so much, she would have been wiser to leave the Baroness Delaquix out of it, for then Bethany would have had no problem loathing Ella just to be accepted in the clique that was her own mother and twin sister. Sadly, Bethany knew, young girls needed only the tiniest excuse not to like another girl and the loom of jealousy and hostility began weaving. But Bethany’s opinion of Isabella is what in reality safeguarded her opinion of Ella. Isabella had always been so kind to Bethany, giving her delightful outfits and fun pieces of jewelry. She even once had purchased tiaras for all three girls, Ella, Aislinn, and Bethany, on a trip to Paris when they were all twelve. Aislinn lost hers, but Bethany kept her tiara safe. Whenever Bethany’s feelings were hurt, by anyone including Isolda, Isabella would comfort her and make her laugh until her young niece was no longer crying.

“I did not mean to hurt you, Mother,” Bethany cried. “I promise!” Isolda’s hands suddenly grasped the armrests of her chair and she snapped her head to her daughter, her eyes seething in anger.

“You never mean to hurt me, child, I know! But you do. You do because you choose to debase yourself with my mortal enemy.”

Bethany became petrified. “Your mortal enemy?” she sued. “What are you talking about, Mother?”

“I have told you again and again that Ella desires to hurt me, to hurt our family. You choose not to believe it. So be it. But what about God’s commandment that you honor your father and mother? Even if you do not see Ella as the villainess she is, isn’t it enough that your own mother begs you not to consort with the very person who pains me to my core? It is enough for your sister, why is not enough for you?”

Bethany could hardly breathe. She was crying now but from shock and despair as much as guilt. What was she missing? What great crime had Ella committed?

“I do honor you, but I don’t understand what Ella did that has hurt you so much. Is it because of Father and—“

“Don’t mention your father,” Isolda spat. “It is more than that. You think I care about your father’s debauchery? He is an imbecile. I knew that when I married him. I am talking about Ella’s belief that because she is so physically alluring, she is better than the rest of us!”

Bethany opened her mouth to argue, but stopped. She wanted her mother to know how loved she was by her daughter. Bethany had to convince her. She could not do that and plead Ella’s case. She was finally beginning to see that.

“It began before you were ever born, child,” Isolda went on, “before I even married your father. Isabella was born to privilege, the daughter of a duke. When she chose to marry my brother, your Uncle Thomas, her parents were horrified. They all but disowned Isabella for marrying below her station. They told their daughter over and over how unworthy Thomas was. Don’t you see, Bethany? By condemning Thomas they were condemning me. I tried to tell my brother this. I tried to explain to him that Isabella would ruin his life and destroy his happiness by constantly reminding him of his ‘inferiority’ to her. He did not believe me and he married her anyway.”

Bethany continued to listen, snared by her mother’s unwavering conviction.

“I know what you’re thinking, daughter,” Isolda said, “that Isabella always appeared so sweet to your uncle and they seemed so genuinely in love with one another. Well, looks can be deceiving, I tell you. But even still, Isabella didn’t need my brother to be the brunt of her harassment, Bethany. She had me!”

Bethany felt like twine had been looped around her heart and was strangling the air from her body. She was so confused. She wanted to believe Isolda and was desperate to trust her own mother. Wasn’t that what love was? Wasn’t that the honor that God had intended when he commanded Moses to perfect the people of Earth? Bethany felt such conflict within her breast. It became too much to bear and she fell to her knees and laid her head on her mother’s lap. Isolda leaned forward and wrapped her arms around Bethany’s head.

“I would have given anything for Isabella to be kind to me, daughter,” Isolda whispered into Bethany’s ear, “but it mattered not how hard I tried. Isabella only ever scoffed at my efforts. She even tried to turn my own brother against me.”

“I’m so sorry, Mother.”

“Just remember what it is that I say to you, child. When God gives the wicked beauty, it is because he intends for the righteous to withstand it. My daughters are beautiful, but it is because I made them that way. It was made from my hard work and persistence. And God will reward my efforts, child.”

“How?” Bethany asked.

“By giving us a kingdom.”
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Aislinn stood at the base of the large staircase, holding a thick, gold-encrusted parchment in her hand. It was a lovely invitation, but Aislinn could not get over the shock of having received anything like it from the Delaquix household. It was considered poor manners that Aislinn had opened a parcel designated for the baron and baroness, but she’d done far more unmannerly things in her life and gotten away with it.

The invitation was very curious. Why was Ella throwing a party now, after all the years of hibernating in her little castle, feeling superior to every other person in Gwent? Did it have something to do with Leopold’s imminent return home? It had to. And who was this Peter Summerly, the Duke of Ebersol? How in the world had Ella met such a man?

Aislinn was eager to give the invitation to her mother but knew she must wait. Her mother was otherwise engaged with Bethany. Aislinn huffed. The walls of the Armitage estate were thin and all sound resonated through the cavernous interior like a theatric soliloquy of sorts. As much as Bethany might have wanted to keep her meeting with her mother private, the house simply had another thing in mind.

Aislinn would wait a few minutes longer before ascending the steps and handing the document to her mother. It was more than enough time for the second-born to make peace with her mother over a conflict Bethany hardly knew existed. Aislinn knew. She had learned early that it was more than a conflict. It was a war; a war her mother had no intention of losing.



 

Chapter Nine

“I know it will probably infuriate you to hear me say this,” Marguerite said to Marion as they perused the table of hors d’oeuvres for that evening, “but I am a little excited about tonight.” Marion looked up at her friend, bearing deep, ruminative thought.

“Why should it infuriate me?” Marion asked, surprisingly unruffled for what Marguerite had expected.

“Well, because of our discussion earlier this week,” Marguerite contended, “or do you not remember the events of Sunday morning?”

“Don’t tease,” Marion scolded, moving to look over another table of appetizers. “Just because I am trying to be optimistic about this entire charade does not mean I have forgotten all of its negative elements.” Marguerite laughed lightly and followed Marion.

“Well, good for you. And I am pleased your trepidation is not encumbering your good spirits like it once did. It is no doubt because of the time you’ve been able to spend with ‘Uncle Peter’ as of late.”

“Keep your voice down,” Marion censured Marguerite. “The less people know about our deceit, the better. Remember, there are only a few of us here who actually know who Peter is and, most importantly, whom Gabriel is not.” Marguerite did not have a chance to reply when Frome entered the kitchen, exhausted and irritable from having had to cook for more guests than he had done in the last two years. He’d had assistance, but that did not prevent his incessant grumblings.

“You can stop your whispering on my account, ladies,” Frome said, shoving a large copper pot to the side so he could set down smaller items that he lugged in his deceptively strong arms, “I may be old but I’m not deaf. I know all about our special mystery guest.”

“Oh, I was not referring to you, old man,” Marion said cantankerously, looking past Marguerite’s shoulder to Frome, “so why don’t you just mind your own business?” Frome raised his hand and waived it around in gentle mockery of Marion.

“I would like to,” he said, “so why don’t you scuttle on out of my kitchen so that I may!”

Marion huffed loudly. Marguerite laughed and all but threw her arms around Frome in an embrace for making her own job so delightfully entertaining.

“This is entirely too sinful a delight to watch,” Marguerite remarked, “and I pray you two don’t end it any time soon by admitting you’re madly in love with one another.”

Marion was so flabbergasted by Marguerite’s declamation that she stumbled, hitting the large wooden table with her hip. An earsplitting clamor of breaking dishes followed and Frome’s nasally protestations completed the cacophony.

“Marguerite!” he exclaimed as he ran toward the devastation of much of his afternoon’s labors. “Either make yourself useful or stay out of the way!” Marguerite felt remorse for causing Marion to tumble. She wanted to extend help but feared taking even one step toward her flustering friend would cause her bladder to weaken from laughter and turn a rather small mess into a much more unpleasant one.

“I am so sorry, love,” Marguerite said through her jollity. “I will make no more glaringly obvious observations from this day forward. I swear it!”

“Oh will you please shut your mouth?!” Marion spat, happy to know Frome was more interested in aiding her then trying to salvage the lost dishes. As she finally got up to her feet, Marion glared at Marguerite. She intended to tear into her but was too startled by the person standing at the doorway to speak.

“I hope I am not interrupting anything,” Gabriel said, his eyes drawn in sincere inquisitiveness. Marguerite turned when she heard his voice and smiled at Gabriel as she straightened out her apron. She was not remotely indifferent to the allure of a handsome man in no more than black trousers who wore a loose white undershirt with an untied v-neck that displayed his smooth, pale chest. Though she was more than satisfied in her appetites by Louis, her longtime lover, she would not shy away from the opportunity to draw any man’s eyes to her.

Marion, on the other hand, felt her cheeks redden in and wished more than anything in that moment that she could murder Marguerite with her bare hands.

“What is it you need, sir?” Marion inquired with overt politeness.

“I apologize for the lateness,” Gabriel said, “but I was hoping you could assist me in something before the guests arrive, Marion.”

Marion took in a deep breath to regain her equanimity after her unpleasantly humiliating debacle with the hors d’oeuvre table.

“Yes, that will be fine,” she said. “Please allow me a few moments and I will join you in your chamber.”

“Of course. Thank you.”

Gabriel departed.

“Believe me when I tell you,” Marion said to Marguerite, aggressively brushing crumbs from her apron and skirt, “that it will be a blessed day when your sour tongue rots and forbids you to ever speak again.”

“What do you think he wants?” Marguerite asked, looking at the entryway and then back to Marion.

“Undoubtedly, he wants more information about Peter,” Marion said, scanning the rest of her ensemble for food morsels clinging to her bodice, “though I can honestly think of nothing more than what I have already told him.”

Marguerite sighed in wonder. Marion, her cheeks still flushed and pink, was too humbled to face Frome, who remained behind her. She knew she was obliged to thank him for assisting her. Before she had a chance, however, she felt a whack to her buttocks like they’d been struck by a mallet. Horrified, she turned to see Frome, who bore the most oblivious, innocently proud face that Marion had ever seen.

“You missed a few on your bum,” he said to Marion, clapping his hands repeatedly and watching the crumbs descend slowly to the floor.
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Ella’s father must have also been a tall man, Gabriel thought to himself as he fumbled once again with his cravat. He grew more annoyed in his third failure to tie the stubborn fabric and cursed out loud.

“You will tear that fabric if you pull any tighter,” Marion said from the chamber doorway. Gabriel saw her reflection in the full-length, oval mirror and exhaled a sigh of relief. Marion entered the room and walked briskly to Gabriel, who still hadn’t given up the fight. Marion reached and took the cravat in her hands and forcibly pulled Gabriel’s head down so she could reach it with ease.

“Ella, nor I, would ever forgive you for destroying these garments,” Marion said, “for they are quite valuable. The Baron never skimped on his wardrobe, as you can tell.”

“Yes,” Gabriel agreed, looking down at Marion’s busy fingers, “I see now that distantly observing aristocrats in their day-to-day activities does not mean that I can manage their wardrobe. It is quite humbling.”

“You watched this world for so long and you probably know less about it now than you did fifteen years ago.”

Gabriel was taken aback by Marion’s presumption. “What do you mean?” he asked.

Marion used her distraction at tying the cravat to excuse her from answering the question. She’d meant what she said to Gabriel. Having watched people from a distance would give anyone the confidence that they were all the more knowledgeable for it. But it was a false confidence. There was only one way to know a person…and it was to know them. Gabriel didn’t know that but Marion did not have any desire to teach him.

Gabriel didn’t press Marion. He stood tall and turned back to the mirror. He was very pleased with her work. He adjusted the rest of his shirt and made sure his black trousers were straight and crisp.

“It is quite a miracle this clothing fits me like it does,” Gabriel said, reaching for the doublet that was hanging from the back of a nearby chair. Marion assisted him. She was quite impressed with the way Gabriel presented himself. His posture was pristine, his brown hair immaculately combed. She began to wonder what Ella would say when she saw him. She would indeed be speechless, Marion was certain. Gabriel had become the man he said he would be. He was an aristocrat, nobility in its finest, and irresistibly handsome.

A feeling of dread entered Marion’s stomach.

“Is there anything else you want me to know about Peter?” Gabriel asked, fiddling with the golden buttons on his cuffs.

“I can’t think of anything right now,” Marion said, irked that Gabriel’s entire facade was based on her shoddy memory of a man she had never cared to remember at all, “and I must get back to the kitchen to see to it the esquires are properly instructed on this evening’s formalities. Most of them are not even a part of our staff but have been hired only for this evening. Our own servants are, as you can imagine, somewhat out of practice.”

Gabriel smiled and turned back to the mirror. Marion made her way to the exit when she was startled by Gabriel’s voice.

“Hold on,” he said, “there was something I did want to ask you.”

Marion turned and waited.

“When it came to women, what kind of man was Peter?”

“I’m sorry?”

“How did he act around women, particularly attractive women?”

Marion contemplated the question quietly to herself. What did Gabriel expect from her? How was she to have known about the man’s proclivities to women when she hardly knew him? Marion thought of an answer that, while not being enormously helpful, was not a lie.

“He liked them,” she said as she turned on her heel and resumed her steps out of the room. “Quite a lot, in fact.”
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The dinner went by swiftly for Ella. It had lasted over an hour and yet she remembered little of it. Perhaps it was because no more than three words had been spoken to her the entire time. Gabriel, who was now Peter, the Duke of Ebersol, held his audience in awe.

He regaled them with tales of his business ventures in Paris and lands farther east than any Ella had heard of. He amused them with witty anecdotes and social commentaries and then, when the listeners were riveting in suspense, he was able to move them to tears with a narrative on redemption and the need to reconnect with his roots. He had looked over to Ella when he spoke of family and his convincibility gave even her chills.

As Peter went on, hardly having a moment to consume his venison and fine wine, Ella took in the landscape. There were more than twenty people sitting at the great table, all comprising six different families. Ella would have never imagined it possible to accommodate so many even after she had seen her parents throw lavish parties that trumped even that. It was ironic to Ella that rooms would be functioning in her home that very evening that had not been utilized in years. When she saw how glorious an event her meager staff had been able to create, she felt a tinge of guilt that she had not given them any chances to do so in the time she’d been the mistress of the estate.

Ella knew most of the guests at her dinner table. Several of the young adults had not been of proper age to attend the parties that Ella’s parents had thrown and she did not recognize them. None of the families had refused her invitations and Ella wondered if it had more to do with their curiosity at what the young mistress was capable of by way of entertainment or because it promised to deliver a new specimen to their social zoo, a duke no less. Of course it was the latter reason, Ella knew. And why wouldn’t it be? Peter was the son of a duke and duchess. He was young enough to be eligible for a maiden’s hand in marriage yet old enough to bear the experiences of life and have wisdom and money to show for it. What’s more, Peter was a feast for the eyes. Ella had not thought him, Gabriel, handsome when she first met him. He’d been dirty, unshaven and holding her against her will. But with time, and his miraculous transformation, she could not help but be enamored with his physicality. Prince Leopold had been the standard of male perfection set in Gwent for the last few years and he remained so, as far as Ella was concerned. But it didn’t change Gabriel’s immense magnetism. He did not have the face of a prince. He was not dashing nor was he elegant. He was simply striking; most of it due to his intoxicating blue eyes.

“Ella!”

Ella didn’t realize she was daydreaming until the shrill voice of her cousin Aislinn resonated off of the silver goblets and rattled in Ella’s ear. She looked up and saw all eyes were on her, including Gabriel’s.

“I’m sorry,” Ella said, embarrassed, “what was it you said?”

“I asked you if seeing your uncle for the first time in so many years caused you to reevaluate your own place in high society,” Isolda said smugly, baffling Ella who had expected it was Aislinn who’d addressed her initially.

Ella should have known only her dutiful aunt would bother to single her out at such an occasion. No one else there gave a lick about Ella’s opinion or the possibility of her change of heart. Interestingly enough, Isolda did not care either. At least not in the way she pretended. The only reason she ever concerned herself with her niece was if it served her own vanity or her justification for despising her.

Or when she had an opportunity to draw attention to Ella’s social defects.

“Well, I have always believed each new day brought with it the opportunity, even the responsibility, to reflect on life and our place in it,” Ella announced, looking directly at her aunt. “My uncle’s triumphant return was indeed another excuse to reevaluate that which is truly important.”

The guests appeared pleased but Isolda’s eyes all but filled with fire at Ella’s response. Even more infuriating to Isolda was that Ella wasn’t even seeing it; she was smiling at the other diners, particularly the guest of honor.

Peter looked to be pleased with his niece’s words and went into another commentary on the importance of seeing each day as a gift, living life to the fullest, and…. Ella knew if she listened too carefully to Peter’s much rehearsed, bombastic diatribe, she might become sick and opted instead to focus on the dessert plate that had just been set before her.
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The dresses that skimmed the newly buffed ballroom floor that evening did not fail to astound Ella. Her own dress was simple but elegant. Made of black velvet, the bodice boasted a square neckline with silver trim along the top and at her waist. Her sleeves were full until they reached her elbow where they split and fell to the side, revealing a bright red satin lining. Her skirt was also split down the center from her naval and opened up to more of the red lining. It had been one of Ella’s favorites for years, but she felt as though it paled in comparison to the others, especially Aislinn’s.

Aislinn’s gown was royal blue with a similar style to Ella’s. But where Ella’s dress bore no design or print, Aislinn’s bodice was adorned with gold ribbon and a floral print. It was quite breathtaking, Ella felt, and she wondered if Bethany, whose off-white ensemble was simplistic in its elegance, would agree with her.

Ella made her way across the ballroom to Bethany, who stood by herself in the corner. Bethany had always preferred to be have her own space and Ella did not worry that her cousin, and friend, was feeling left out. Still, Bethany was almost always happy to see Ella. Their friendship had been bound in both blood and experience, as Bethany had also never been treated too well by Aislinn or even Isolda.

“Well, Aislinn certainly has done it again,” Ella said with a grin as she approached Bethany. “I can’t imagine she is very comfortable though.”

Bethany giggled.

“Of course not,” she contended, “how is one supposed to breath with their breasts crushed under a tiny tapestry of chrysanthemums?”

Ella laughed though she felt somewhat in the wrong for mocking Aislinn. Bethany looked back out on the crowd, ready to target another unsuspecting debutant for her witty retort. Instead, she saw her mother. Isolda looked at Bethany and Ella together and her face grew sullen. Bethany was still deeply upset about the argument she’d had with her mother days earlier. She did not know just how she was going to re-enter her good graces, but standing there conversing with Ella was not going to do it.

“I’m sorry, Ella,” Bethany said abruptly, “but I just remembered I promised to visit with Baroness Eldon and her daughter. Please excuse me.”

It happened so quickly that Ella did not have a chance to respond. She watched Bethany walk away and felt as though she’d just been hit in the stomach. Bethany’s excuse to depart was more than acceptable, yet Ella had felt as surely as she’d ever felt anything that Bethany was particularly anxious to get away from her. Ella stayed where she was and continued watching the crowd from the solitude of what had previously been Bethany’s hideaway.
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Isolda was pleased with Bethany’s display of obedience to her mother’s wishes. She scanned the room and saw Aislinn busy with another young maiden in a hideous orange frock and her idiot husband was mingling with another equally idiotic and adulterous baron. When she saw Peter across the way, calmly sipping a glass of wine while one of the female guests and her daughter yakked away in his ear, Isolda could not help but chuckle. She had met Peter once, many years earlier at the wedding of Thomas and Isabella. He had been only a teenager and of the most insatiable sort. The years had been good to him, even too good. Was it possible that a person could change so much from boy to man? He was hardly recognizable.

Isolda was beginning to regret not having given a young Peter more notice at the wedding than she had. But at the time she was engaged to be married to Henry Armitage. Isabella, even at her own wedding celebration, was very mindful of her little brother. Isolda had no choice but to notice the attention that Isabella was paying to every person with whom the young Peter conversed.

Peter looked nothing like his niece. That was not shocking to Isolda, as many people bore little or no resemblance to their family members. Ella, for example, carried few physical traits of her father. All Isolda could see when she looked upon the girl was the spitting image of Isabella. Why, Isolda wondered to herself, could she not resist looking at the man and trying to unearth something that might not have even been there? She decided to let Peter answer the question himself, indirectly though it may be.

When she reached him, the two blathering females were still going strong. Isolda could see that Peter was trying to stay politely focused on what they were going on about, but even she, a woman whose entire day was spent musing on the inane whims and nuances of her peers, knew he could bear no more.

“My dear sir,” Isolda said over the words of the younger woman, “I was wondering if I might speak with you a moment in private. It pertains to our mutual niece, ladies, and is therefore of utmost importance.” The older woman conceded, whether pleased or not Isolda did not know nor did she care, and pulled at the sleeve of her daughter. Both women walked away promptly.

Peter did not appear overly grateful for Isolda’s having rescued him from death by trite conversation. Still, she was pleased to have the private time with him.

“How are you this evening, Baroness?” Peter said kindly, taking Isolda’s gloved hand in his own and kissing it gently.

“Better now,” she replied sweetly, “for it has been almost intolerable to have a relative so close by and not be allowed to speak with him. We are family, you and I.”

“Indeed we are.”

“And I must say that it is such a relief to my senses to know that you are here now to restore order to this lovely estate. You have no idea how difficult it has been for me to sit back and watch inexperience gnaw away at the foundation my brother and your sister worked so hard to build.”

“Oh? Well, that is very kind of you to say, Baroness.”

“Call me Isolda.”

“Of course.”

“Do you not remember me?”

Gabriel looked into her eyes. “Of course I remember you. You were quite the loveliest of all maidens at the wedding of Thomas and Isabella. If I had been only a few years older, perhaps I would have asked you to dance.”

“But didn’t you ask me?” Isabella said with a flirtatious giggle. Peter smiled in return but remained completely unmoved by her silliness.

“No, Isolda,” he said, “you know it would have been quite unacceptable for me to have asked you to dance. You were already engaged.”

To Henry Armitage, Isolda thought to herself, a man hardly worth anything.

“Well, then” Isolda said, “you must promise to dance with me sometime tonight and all will be forgiven.”

“It would be my great pleasure,” Peter said, taking Isolda’s hand for the second time and kissing it. As he did so, he glanced up and saw Ella watching him from the farthest corner of the room.

Peter made no reaction to her look of puzzlement and even sadness. It was not his job to cater to the insecurities of his long lost niece. Gabriel, on the other hand, hated that Ella was displeased. She had facilitated a perfect evening at great time and expense for the sole purpose of helping a man she knew so very little about. Part of him wanted to go to her right then and express his gratitude to her. But that is not what Peter would have done, and so Gabriel could not. Peter, the man Marion had carefully described, was a man of many words and little integrity. He used people without a second thought and, as Gabriel learned, had no problem exploiting women in his fraudulence. With all of that, Marion seemed to pity the man somewhat. Gabriel could not waste the time to do likewise. Few if any of the guests that evening knew anything about Peter, so Gabriel might have been free to create the facade exactly as he desired. But he could not take the chance that someone there knew the real Peter. So Gabriel remained where he was, holding the hand of a woman whose disdain for their “mutual niece” was written all over her face. What was he to do then? How valuable was Isolda’s role in Queen Arabella’s societal network? Was it essential for Gabriel (or Peter for that matter) to cater to the compulsions of a woman who reviled the one person who had so far been his only champion?




 

Chapter Ten

After the last child finally closed her eyes, Gonla stepped outside and took a seat alongside her husband. The night air cooled her face from the perspiration of wrangling four children who were either too overtired to process their mother’s threats of the most excruciating discipline or the children were experienced enough not to quiver over something they knew would be neither excruciating nor deterring.

Gonla scooted up to her husband, Ante’ and nudged him with her forehead, hoping to titillate the man into snuggling up to her in kind. Ante’ simply burped and took another swig of his brandy. Gonla huffed in frustration and skimmed several inches away down the wooden bench that rested several feet in front of a roaring fire. Ante’ was not yet drunk and read his wife’s less-than-subtle communiqué in confusion.

“What? What did I do?” asked Ante’, a stout man with a black beard and a band of salt-and-pepper hair that curled like a horseshoe around the surface of his bald head. 

“Nothing,” Gonla said, perturbed. “That is the problem. We get so few moments to ourselves and you would happily spend each of them drinking and scratching your arse instead of spending it with me.” 

“What are talking about, woman?” he said, leaning back in preparation for a heated argument with his spouse. “Every time I do want to return your advances, you seem to be so wary that you will get pregnant again and then you remind me that your last baby almost killed you and suddenly, much to your surprise, a cold beer seems much more romantic to me than a tussle with you.”

“Well forgive me for not wanting to almost die again and risk leaving my four children to a drunken louse for a father!”

“You’re forgiven,” Ante’ said, patting the wooden surface next to his seat invitingly. He then took another enormous gulp from his dented silver tankard. Gonla’s lividness peaked in her veins but dispelled quickly. She was exhausted already from four children; she did not need to burden herself with a fifth. Furthermore, she adored Ante’, in spite of his numerous imperfections. Truer words, to Gonla, would have been if her husband had articulated: “I’m forgiven, again…thank you.”

Gonla rolled her eyes, smiled, and slid back along the bench until she was nestled against him, quite contentedly. But happiness did not alleviate her stress and as much as she longed to enjoy the respite from their children, she knew their privacy was the best setting for her to voice her nagging worry.

“What are we going to do, Ante’?” she whispered, her face still tucked into the wool of his winter coat. “It is getting too cold to leave now and what if—“

“We will not leave until we are good and ready,” Ante’ declared, his voice elevated enough to attract glances from other residents, who were engaged in the menial tasks of daily retirement. “I have always taken care of my family and no royal edict, from the king, the pope or even God will change that. We are staying right here!”

“Ante’,” Gonla entreated, sitting up, “I will never doubt your devotion to me and our family but you know more than anyone the danger these men impose. They have terrorized us for nothing more than our existence! They destroy our crops, beat our children and imprison us for crimes they assume we will commit. What do you think will happen now that they have an excuse signed by the king himself?”

“We stand our ground. We are a landless people, Gonla, we always have been. We are evicted from society with each breath we take. By edict or by decree, by scowl or by fist, we are bullied and prevailed upon to vanish from the face of the earth. This is no different. We will leave Kersley, next spring, as we, and our people, agreed from the start. That is the last I want to hear of it.”

Ante’ was not a domineering husband; Gonla was not a submissive wife. The discussion was over though neither spouse felt placated. Still, Gonla knew her husband’s words represented her own life, his life and the lives of all of their people. She had married his wisdom, bound herself to it. She had never felt it ineptness on her part to heed her husband’s counsel; on the contrary, she felt the courage that only comes from faith in another human being. One she loved so very much. Gonla rested her head back against Ante’s body, his carriage now rigid and alert, and whispered her love into his ear. 

When the first scream pierced the darkness, Gonla had been close to falling asleep on her husband’s shoulder. It was a heart wrenching shriek and Ante’ jumped from his seat, nearly knocking his wife to the ground.

“Go get the children and hide, now!” he commanded his wife and ran toward the clamor, now accompanied by an ensemble of yelling, crashing, and the distinct cry of horses fully engaged. The gypsies had no horses; the Hussars did. 
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King William had been a healthy man until one morning, many months earlier, when he was unable to stand from his bed. On that horrific morning, his chest felt like it was being stomped upon and the left side of his body lost all strength. He cried out for someone to help him, but he failed to create any sonance. Some elusive force strangled his heart and whenever he moved or even imagined uttering a sound, the noose became tighter. It was sometime before his nursemaid looked upon him in distress and summoned his physician, for King William had always preferred to sleep alone. By then, death was already taking room inside his body and merely waiting for the cue to strike. Until then, it was lounging within him and depleting his livelihood like an unwelcome guest consuming amenities. 

Now, right as his son had returned home, King William was bedridden. His mental faculties were still in place, but his body was an albatross to both his mind and his kingdom. He managed some affairs from his bed, but delegated most of his authority to Thurlow, the man who was his protector, his friend, and deliverer. William knew how much dubiousness it caused many of his subjects that Thurlow, a man who’d been raised in poverty and rose through the ranks of the military with brazen, even suspicious methods had become second to only the king in supremacy. Thurlow was like a son to William and everyone knew it; still they were not resolved in the overt misplacement of class and the distilment of power. William did not take the counsel of his advisors and trusted confidants flippantly. He did not consider himself an arrogant man, especially in his age and health. But his relationship with Thurlow was one the king defiantly maintained. The man had saved his life, yes, but it was more than that; it was more than any living soul even knew.

Miles Gamely waited patiently to speak with his king but his patience could scarcely even be deemed a façade. He was restless and paced the hallway like a cat in the midst of the hunt. Gamely did not rattle easily but going over the head of his direct superior to the supreme ruler of the land, and the one who with a lift of his chin could end Miles’ life, was not a routine task. He was nervous, even a little afraid. He was not sure of his actions in that moment though he’d been more than resolute hours earlier, when it became clear that Thurlow was more interested in oppressing a small, inconsequential population of people than maintaining diplomacy with Hedensburg. The alliance between the two sovereign nations was not fragile, but it was destructible. It was supposed to have been Thurlow’s duty to see to it, along with a great many things, that the political marriage was sound. Even more disconcerting, Miles was losing confidence in the captain and that was not an easy thing for him to admit.

Thurlow was the hero; Thurlow was exceptional. If it had not been for Leopold, William’s flesh and blood, Thurlow may very well have been the man who would be king.

Miles was summoned to the king’s chamber. He entered slowly and was sobered by the king’s withering countenance. It broke his heart to see his noble monarch that way.

“What is it, Son?” William inquired, being helped from resting position to sitting by his dutiful nurse, a middle-aged woman named Anna.

“My Lord,” Miles said, bowing for many seconds, “forgive my intrusion of your privacy. I bring you tidings of love and devotion from your troops and from my own family.”

“Thank you,” William replied, his guttural voice almost inaudible.

 “Your Highness, if you will forgive me, I fear for your glorious kingdom and its alliance with the Earls of Hedensburg. Hubert and David are certainly not angry with us as it were, but they have made several gestures of generosity and good faith and…” Miles hesitated for a moment. “Thurlow has not shown any interest or intention of reciprocating. Furthermore, it seems the residents of Kersley are currently being evicted on Thurlow’s command and, seeing as there are many families that are being forced from their homes with winter approaching and no specific place to go, it is damaging to the soldiers’ morale. I mean no disrespect to the captain, but I was wondering if you might shed some light on the long-term expectations of such a campaign so that I might reassure my troops.”

Miles took a deep breath. He was aware that he’d said a mouthful to a very old, dying man without a pause, but he feared that if he stopped or wavered in any way, he would not have had the gall to continue. Now the gall became doubt and Miles waited, agitation tingling his nerves. King William looked to be ruminating deeply on the commander’s words and while Miles knew there was the possibility of him being sorely reprimanded for questioning Thurlow, he sensed by the king’s eyes that nothing of the sort was going to happen.

“Commander,” William said, weighted with discomfort, “your dedication to your army and this kingdom is commendable. Truly. But I have looked to Thurlow for fifteen years to carry out my wishes for Gwent with fortitude and diligence. As I am now greatly encumbered by my ailing body and grieving spirit, I preserve that trust as tribute to a man that risked his own life for mine and a man that has established a stellar legacy by his hard work and integrity. Perhaps Thurlow is distracted at this time, perhaps even misguided, but his record earns him more than a scolding from me every time he does something unpopular or even bizarre.”

“My Lord, if I may, there is something more I wished to discuss with you.”

“Carry on, Commander.”

“As you know, Thurlow maintains his own garrison—a band of brothers if you will.”

“Yes.”

“It seems the citizens of Gwent have come up with a nickname of sorts for these men: the Hussars. I am ignorant of the name’s origins or relevance to their duties, but they are becoming well known throughout the land.”

“Go on.”

“Yes, Highness. There is an air of notoriety when they are spoken of, my Lord. There have been countless rumors of aggression, misuse of power, and even terrorism toward the poorer and more provincial territories of Gwent.”

“Rumors, Commander?”

“Well, yes, my Lord, but from sources I deem reliable and trustworthy.”

“Once again, Thurlow’s reputation speaks more to me than rumors. Now please, Commander, I am most tired. Thank you for the information and I bid you good night.”

Miles wanted desperately to go on; all night, if necessary, to convince the king that rumors were more than just imaginative concoctions of bored minds. They were warnings. But it would be to no avail. If anything, it would bring about the reproof that Miles had feared in the beginning.

“Yes, my Lord. Good night to you.”

Miles bowed, turned on his heel and made his way out of the king’s dormitory. Once he had exited and traveled many paces down the hallway, he cursed in defeat. Why couldn’t the king see it? Since when did saving a man’s life, even a king’s life, entitle a man to unfettered action with no accountability? Miles curled his fingers into a fist, positioning himself to hurl his arm against the wall. Instead, he simply thrust it forward until it was mere inches from the partition and stopped, letting it hit the ornate surface with slow, restrained force. There he stayed, as though prepping to combat the wall. When he straightened, he felt the unmistakable sensation that he was being watched. He turned his head briskly and saw, down the hallway many paces, Prince Leopold, gazing at Miles with curious eyes.





 

Chapter Eleven

Thurlow did not get many opportunities to socialize and, as much as it belied his reputation, he rather enjoyed it. He had donned his finest uniform, a white tunic of boiled leather that depicted a resting falcon in gold thread across the breast, and felt overwhelming pride to have been instrumental in the garment’s conception. It was an emblem of Gwent’s resilience and supremacy.

The captain had yet to attach the holster for his sword. He debated whether to do it at all. He had created an indomitable bulwark to secure Gwent in its entirety. So effective were the Hussars that it was not vital he take any weapon at all with him that night. His Hussars, his real army, were always standing by, never more than stone’s throw away. Thurlow had groomed them to be like the falcon in keenness and stealth. He did not worry in the slightest for his safety. Furthermore, he would not be attending this particular event as an armed soldier. That night, he was just a man. A gentleman, just for Ella Delaquix. Thurlow had, by his many resources, been able to glean that not only would Ella be attending the event that night, she would be bringing a guest: her uncle. Thurlow was confident, assured in fact, from his most recent conclave with Halsty, that he and the uncle would share a rapport that transcended polite formality. For the Hussars were also excellent spies. Thurlow grinned. Ella’s uncle would be the key to making her Thurlow’s wife at last. It no longer mattered her resistance to his advances. Perhaps her perpetual protest would even provide for Thurlow a spot of much needed fun.

There came a loud knock on the door of Thurlow’s dormitory. He was expecting it. Thurlow turned and waited for the visitor to enter.

The man, named Karl, entered the chamber and acknowledged his superior, his teacher. Like all the Hussars, Karl was not only indebted to Thurlow, the man who gave him a purpose; he was in awe of him.

“What news?” Thurlow inquired.

Karl smiled at the privilege to please his mentor. “It is done, sir,” he replied gleefully. “Everything you asked. We have secured more than enough prisoners for you to choose from.”

“Excellent, Corporal,” Thurlow said as he returned to the mirror to tweak his ensemble. “Where is Halsty now?”

“In the dungeon, securing the prisoners, sir.”

“Go and tell him that I am busy tonight, but will come on the morrow.”

“Yes, sir.” Karl bowed and departed from Thurlow’s presence.

Even with such good fortune, Thurlow’s face was staid. He had not come as far as he had to become cocky or flippant about the elements most vital to his happiness; that which would all but grant him a place in the pantheon: a wife whose beauty exceeded all and a kingdom that he’d tilled and gentrified into a dynasty. A dynasty he’d been denied for so very long.
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Ella inspected the home of the Baron and Baroness Ritzlare Delancelle. Their enormous ballroom was a garden of color and light. The Baroness Nicolla Delancelle had been right weeks earlier at the market: whoever had manufactured her amazing tapestries was truly a gifted artist. The borders of the large wall-hanging were a lustrous shade of green, darker even than jade, and depicted in the center were cherubs in some kind of orgy of mischief and experiment. Ella did not like the scene but acknowledged the craftsmanship of its conceiver.

Ella searched out her co-conspirator. Gabriel was a fine actor. When he became Peter, he smiled and laughed, talked and joked. Every so often, he would glance in Ella’s direction and wink when he was sure no one would see him. In spite her dislike of such a condescending gesture, her heart still leapt in delight whenever it happened. Enraged with the conflict of both liking and hating something at the same time, Ella discreetly made her way from the crowd and toward the darkened halls that hugged the ballroom. Gabriel was swarmed with partygoers and did not seem to notice Ella disappear from the assemblage.

The Delancelle mansion was slightly larger than the Delaquix estate. Ella didn’t mind that her home was smaller; what difference did the size make when all that mattered to her was the space and the light. The Delancelle household employed many lanterns along its walls, but Ella still felt like darkness was eclipsing every candle flicker. Perhaps the gloominess had less to do with light than it did with company.

As Ella descended a staircase and approached a lit room at the end of one of the hallways, she heard laughter and wondered—hoped—she could possibly irradiate her evening with a different kind of company.

There were approximately ten servants in what appeared to be a laundry room of sorts. Most of them were women, some as young and younger than Ella, some as old as Marion and even older. When they caught sight of the woman at the threshold of their own soiree, each one of them stood as rapidly as prairie dogs and their parlay halted as though it had been severed from the atmosphere with a blade. Their visitor dumbfounded the workers.

The young woman that stood before them appeared shy and unmistakably nervous. She must have wandered by accident from the gala and become lost in the maze of hallways and rooms. There could be no other explanation. She certainly did not belong with the laundry. Her dress was made of red velvet with a bodice that gathered just above her bosom. The hem was lined with gold trim and her sleeves mutton-chopped at her shoulders, revealing a sliver of pale skin. The gold trim of her bodice looped her slender waist several times before ending at the top of a tiered bustle skirt.

And she was spell-bindingly beautiful.

“Are you lost, Madame?” an older woman asked, as sweetly as if Ella had been a trembling ten-year-old child.

Ella, who might as well have been a trembling ten-year-old child, answered in the most truthful way she could. “Yes and no,” she said.

Oh wonderful, thought the older woman, she’s drunken as well!

“I’m sorry?” another servant, much younger, remarked. Ella scolded herself. Why couldn’t she just speak freely like she did with her own servants, the gypsies—even Gabriel? All she was doing was causing uneasiness for everyone and she hated that something so promising was not coming more naturally to her.

“I apologize,” Ella said with a snicker, “I don’t know what I meant by that. In truth, I am not lost. It became quite stuffy up there in the ballroom and I wanted a change of scene.”

No one moved or said a word, but their faces were cast in puzzlement.

“I give my word,” Ella went on, “I chose to come down here when I heard the laughter and I was hoping I had not missed some hilarious anecdote or perceptive jibe at Baroness’s Delancelle’s perverted tapestry.” Ella giggled and immediately felt like an imbecile.

Still, no movement and no reply.

“Please,” Ella said, “I dislike most of those people as much as you do and desperately just want some place to go while my … uncle schmoozes every last one of them. Just go on. I swear you will get in no trouble from me. I don’t even have to remain with you. I will just go sit out in the hall on this chair here and secretly agree with everything you say!”

Ella did not realize until the end how desperate she sounded. She hadn’t even noticed the dejection entering her tone. She was embarrassed and turned to leave the workers to their more than deserved respite.

“What if everything we say happens to pertain to you?”

The voice was distinctly male and Ella turned back to see almost every person in the room aghast at one particular young gentleman, their mouths gaping. Ella grinned at the man she’d never seen before in sheer gratitude.

“That’s even better!” she exclaimed.
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Gabriel could not find Ella’s face in the crowd. It had been almost an hour since he’d last spotted her and his frustration at her truancy turned to inquisitiveness and then worry. Had she gone home? He looked and beheld Isolda watching him unabashedly. He did not particularly relish speaking with the woman, but knew she was the next likely person who would trace Ella’s footsteps.

Isolda watched as Peter made his way toward her. She slapped her husband’s arm and the short, barrel-chested man with a full head of brown curls grunted in displeasure of being torn away from his own conversations.

“Ah, Peter,” Isolda said, her arms wide as if inviting the man in for a hug. “I was afraid you would never find your way to me. You don’t mind if I call you Peter, do you?”

“Of course not, Baroness,” Peter said with a smile, “we are family, after all.”

“Peter, do you remember my husband Henry?” 

Henry Armitage turned toward Peter and shook his hand.

“My memory is as reliable as a sand castle,” Peter said, his hand still entwined with Henry’s. “I ask your pardon that I can’t recall your face, Baron.”

“Not at all,” Henry replied stoically. The Baron’s eyes were drawn slightly and he examined Peter carefully. Gabriel could not discern the motive behind the man’s scrutiny, but it left him unsettled. Henry bowed politely and turned to resume his previous relations with another guest. 

“Baroness—” Peter began but was interrupted.

“Isolda,” the baroness insisted. 

“Isolda,” he complied, “have you seen Ella as of late?”

“Not in the last hour. I imagine she scampered off to the gardens for a stroll in the cool air. She is like that, you know.”

“Yes, I do. I would just like to be sure, as it is now my duty to look after her.”

“And you are performing the task marvelously! Between you and me, Ella would never have been invited to attend this event if it were not for you and your restorative influence.”

“How do you mean?”

“The Baroness Delancelle has been disenchanted by Ella’s frequent dismissals of her sincerest counsel. The baroness is very sensitive. As her friend, it is often up to me to make amends for my niece’s careless actions.”

“You have been good to Ella. I thank you on her behalf.”

“It is I who must thank you on Ella’s behalf, Peter. Everything you do and the way you do it is in our niece’s best interest. It is your good nature, kind rapport, and staunch observance of family and tradition that aided me in convincing Baroness Delancelle to invite Ella tonight. And this will be the first of many invitations. It is all because of you, Peter.”

Gabriel nodded, but felt uncomfortable with Isolda’s praise. Why was Ella’s aunt so complimentary of a man she’d only met a few times? Had he just been portraying Peter so well that she could not help herself but swoon? If such was true, it had come far too easily for Gabriel to reconcile. He mulled over the ramifications of each possibility in his mind. 

Until he saw him.

It took only a fraction of a second for Gabriel’s line of thought to be eviscerated by the firestorm of wrath that had been kindling for some fifteen years in his soul. He felt as though his skin had been turned inside out and his heart run through with a dull sword.

Wilhelm Thurlow Degent.

A demon that had lain dormant in his heart for years awoke and teased away at Gabriel’s thoughts.

He betrayed your brother after pretending to be his best friend. You could kill Thurlow right here in this ballroom. You could rip his limbs from his body with your bare hands. It would be so easy for you.

Thulow had entered the gala and gone through the pleasantries of greeting his hosts and countless others. He searched for Ella’s face but was unsuccessful. It was no great concern. He was there to locate Ella’s uncle, Peter. He had not an inkling of what the man looked like. It created no hindrance for Thurlow, however, as Baroness Nicolla Delancelle, who’d already groveled over the handsome Duke that evening, pointed him out with ease.

Thurlow watched the man for several minutes, discreetly. This was Ella’s uncle? The man was much younger than Thurlow had believed he would be. He was tall, displaying a mien of mystery. There hovered around him almost a menacing quality.

And the man looked nothing like his niece.

He looked very familiar to Thurlow. He could not quell the nagging urge to stare until the uncanny resemblance to … whomever was finally revealed. But it was not happening fast enough and Thurlow began walking toward the gentleman, who, until that very second, had been fully engaged in discussion with a pleasant looking woman in a golden dress. 

As he neared, the duke made eye contact and Thurlow got a chill down his spine. He did not know why such a thing would happen, but it displeased him greatly. He did not get chills. 

“You must be the Duke of Ebersole,” Thurlow said, extending his arm, “it is a great pleasure to meet you. I am Captain Wilhelm Thurlow Degent.”

Gabriel did not instantly raise his hand to greet the captain. He heard the voice in his head buzzing at him like it was not enough just to think the thoughts; he had to be bludgeoned by them as well. 

Shake his hand. If you are not going to kill this man, you are going to be his friend.

“Likewise,” Gabriel said, returning the handshake.

“I hear you are settling here in Gwent after a long sabbatical,” Thurlow went on, unknowingly delivering his own blows to Gabriel’s brutal assault. 

“Well, I don’t know how settled I intend to make myself, but you are close enough, Captain.”

Thurlow laughed boisterously and set his sight on Isolda, who stood behind Gabriel. “I am sorry,” Thurlow said, taking Isolda’s hand and kissing it tenderly, “I don’t believe I have had the pleasure.”

Isolda blushed and turned to Peter with a pout. Gabriel knew what he was expected to do. “Captain,” he said, shifting his body so that Isolda could step closer, “this is the Baroness Isolda Armitage.”

“How charming,” Thurlow said warmly. He was an excellent liar. He knew precisely who the woman was. It was his business to know. She was Ella’s paternal aunt.

“Thank you,” Isolda said. “Peter and I were just discussing the niece he and I both share.”

“Oh?” said Thurlow.

“Yes,” she replied. “Her name is Ella Delaquix and we both are troubled that she has wandered off.”

Isolda was far from satiated from her and Peter’s discourse and hoped to entice Thurlow to go after Ella. She was well aware the wild obsession that the captain had for her niece. She would have been hard pressed to find someone who didn’t know. Thurlow did not take the bait. He felt assured that Ella was quite safe, wherever she was. The Hussars guarded him; they guarded her.

Gabriel remained silent.

He wants to take Ella against her wishes. If you kill him now, you won’t just be avenging your brother, you will be ensuring Ella’s safety and her peace of mind. Even her happiness.

“Yes, she has indeed,” Gabriel added, “and seeing as she and I must depart soon, I will go and find her. Good evening to you both.”

Isolda and Thurlow watched as Peter stepped away and began navigating the ballroom, seemingly in search of Ella. Isolda was disappointed. She turned to Thurlow. He did not return her gaze. His eyes did not waver as they followed Peter around the room. She opened her mouth to speak but Thurlow departed with little warning.

Gabriel tried not to appear frantic. He was failing.

“Pardon me,” Thurlow said to Gabriel, who had made his way to a deserted area of the ballroom, hopeful Ella had chosen to sit quietly in solitude and he had only overlooked her. “I was wondering if I might have a word with you in private.”

Gabriel stood erect.	

Breathe. It is not time yet.

“In private?” Gabriel questioned, standing toe to toe with Thurlow…the man, the villain. 

“Yes, and I think right here will do just fine.”

“What is it you would like to discuss with me, Captain?”

“Well, it has been my intention for a quite sometime now to woo your niece and take her hand in marriage. Her father passed away before I could request his blessing. It looks as though that privilege falls to you.”

“You want to propose marriage to Ella?”

“I do. I can promise you it will be a union that will provide for her every luxury she can imagine. She will never want for anything, I assure you.”

“I am certain she won’t. But I am a modern man and I would not be acting in my niece’s best interest if I did not consider her feelings.”

Thurlow peered deeper into Gabriel’s eyes.

Breathe.

“Does she fancy you?” Gabriel asked, matching Thurlow’s stare without blinking.

Rage followed, for both of them. Thurlow counted the seconds in his head until his blood cooled and he relaxed enough to speak without his temper erupting.

“In truth, sir, I am overwhelmed with matters of state every hour of every day,” he said with pained pleasantry, “and I have had very little time to spend with Ella. Any doubt she may have about me will be put to rest after we get to know each other better.”

Time is something you have little of, Captain.

“I understand, Captain,” Gabriel replied with neither pleasantness nor pain. “Once you have had more time and Ella’s doubts are indeed at rest, call on me again. Until then, good evening to you.”

Gabriel intended to step away from his enemy quite gracefully, but found himself locked into place by Thurlow’s fixed, reptilian stare.

You are not the only predator, Captain Thurlow. 

“The Duke of Ebersole,” Thurlow stated boldly, readjusting his footing but remaining casual in stance. “I wonder what it takes for the son of a wealthy, reputable duke and duchess to flee from a life of luxury just to explore the nuances of this brave new world.”

Gabriel did not budge. 

“I mean,” Thurlow went on, “it is almost like you were running away; like you had something to hide. But what do I know? Rumors are mere conjecture. You don’t need me to remind you how our pasts can catch up to us.”

You will be reminded soon enough.

“Why don’t you speak plainly to me, Captain,” Gabriel replied stolidly, “for this seems a one-sided dialogue for which you have the only script.”

“Touché. But I don’t want it to be that way, truthfully. I would just like to get to know you. We will be family someday, will we not? You must trust now that I have only Ella’s best interests at heart. I would, and will, do anything for her. I need you to see that.”

“I do see.”

“Well, I should hope so. I am inclined to worry about your niece when it appears her main guardian—you—might be…how do I put this…in too deep?”

“Well said, even for a cliché,” Gabriel retorted. “Might I inquire as to where you obtained your intelligence on my less than reputable history?”

“Don’t fret over that, Peter,” Thurlow said, dismissing Gabriel’s request. “You may rest easy in your popularity. It is not in jeopardy.”

“As long as I bless your betrothal to Ella with sincerest of heart, that is.”

“Just the first part is required, sir. Don’t feel obliged to go the extra mile.”

Gabriel felt his bones quivering against his flesh. It was almost too much to take in. It was too much. Thurlow was audaciously trying to blackmail a man whose worst offense was something as asinine as absconding with thousands of dollars from a corrupt banker and had most likely already been killed or beaten to a pulp because of it (according to Marion’s most educated assumption). So Gabriel had thus far succeeded in his espionage. Everyone, including Thurlow, believed him to be none other than Peter, the Duke of Ebersol. He could have laughed out loud if it wasn’t for the blood scalding the inside of his body.	Gabriel cooled his temperature with the reminder that Thurlow would soon be gone.

“I will speak to my niece very soon, Captain,” Peter said, pleasantly and with not a hint of ire. “You can count on that.”

“Excellent. Now if you will excuse me, I must return to the castle for urgent business.”

“Gwent is lucky to have a man like you to protect it.”

Thurlow did not reply, he only nodded. He bowed to Peter Summerly, the Duke of Ebersole, and turned on his heel. In seconds, he was gone from Gabriel’s view.

Breathe. It is not time yet.
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“Don’t feel pity for the Baroness Delancelle,” a servant named Thadeus said. “She has taken many lovers in her thirty year marriage to Ritzlare. Just because her husband has been satisfied with the same mistress for almost that entire time doesn’t mean he is any more an adulterer than she is.”

Ella heard the staff’s bantering voices and could hardly contain her shock. Or her pleasure. She’d lost track of how long she’d been listening to them. Only a few times had any of them directly addressed her in their chitchat, but Ella didn’t care. She was more than content to eavesdrop. She was excited just to be admitted into their clique, if only temporarily. 

“Miss?” said a teenage girl to Ella.

“Yes?” Ella answered.

“What is it like to be so pretty?

Ella was stunned.

“What?” she implored, hoping she had misheard the question or the woman who looked to be the girl’s mother would interrupt the exchange and rescue Ella from the bizarre inquiry. But it never happened.

“What does it feel like to be so pretty, Ella?” the girl repeated.

“How can I tell what something feels like when I do not actually feel it?” Ella answered with her own question. Why not be honest or at least try to confuse the girl into choosing an alternative line of questioning?

“You are being silly. You have one of the most breathtaking faces I have ever seen.”

“Thank you. Truly, I am touched. But I was not lying nor was I rummaging for a compliment when I declared that I feel no such thing. I wish people would believe me when I say that.”

“How can we believe you,” Thadeus asked brazenly, “when you are so clearly mistaken? And don’t say beauty is in the eye of the beholder. I could be blind and your looks would still entrance a room.”

Ella looked down at her lap where her gloved hands rested.

“Maybe to the world I am a formulaic representation of prettiness,” she said, her head still bowed, “but if I am, I am not the happier for it.”

“Why not?” the girl asked.

Ella could not answer; she did not know what the solution was. All she could guess was that she’d have rather been given at the least a choice to be pretty or to be something else. Anything else. She lifted her head and looked deeply into the young girls green eyes. 

“’Beauty’ hasn’t served my life that well, I suppose,” she declared.

“Try not having it,” the girl’s mother stated, curtly.

Ella’s heart thumped, once again stunned. 

Thadeus opened his mouth to speak, his eyes displaying little fulfillment in the direction of the conversation. He did not utter a sound however, and instead peered over Ella’s head. He stood quickly. Each of the servants copied. Ella turned around in her seat and looked up to see what had put everyone on alert.

“Gabriel!” Ella exclaimed, stunned to see him standing behind her. He looked down at her, pursing his lips together and staring into Ella’s eyes like he was trying to communicate in a silent language. It took only an instant for Ella to ascertain the justification for his concern. Gabriel!

“Er, I mean…” Ella stuttered as she stood and turned back to the puzzled faces of Baroness Delancelle’s laundry staff, “Peter! This is my uncle, Peter the Duke of Ebersol.” She giggled girlishly like it was a common, understandable mistake but no one else responded in kind. 

“Sometimes,” she said, still smiling as she fumbled about with her hands as well as her diction, “I call my uncle by the name Gabriel! I’ve done it since I was a young girl, I guess because he reminds me of the Angel Gabriel.”

Well done, you stupid girl! Ella reviled herself in thought.

Gabriel was equally dumbfounded by her “quick thinking.”

“Come along, Ella” he said, reaching and taking hold of Ella’s wrist, “it is time for us to retire for the night.”

Ella resisted only a little to say a proper farewell to the company that had made her evening bearable. Gabriel pulled her quite forcefully and Ella was only able to speak the words as she was almost half way down the darkened hallway. 

Even when she caught up to Gabriel’s gait, he maintained his grip on her wrist and brusquely escorted her through the maze to an exit, any exit that would provide passage into the freedom of the cold night. Ella looked over to him as they walked and immediately sensed that he was struggling to keep calm, and was losing the struggle. Ella regretted her actions that evening. She had not told him where she was going. She had not bothered to think that he might have needed her there with him. 

The only other man that Ella had ever feared in her life was Thurlow. And such fear had been rooted in disgust and revulsion. She was afraid of Gabriel in that moment as well. But where there had been aversion with Thurlow, with Gabriel there was only the enigma of disappointment—in herself. She was certain Gabriel would not bring physical harm upon her. But his power over her mind and heart paved the way for a more devastating kind of abuse. He did not need to say a word. He had already established his expectations and even his faith in her potential. And she’d let him down. 

Ella had stated only minutes earlier that her soul wanted more from life than just the whims of attractiveness. How could she have forgotten that Gabriel had been the one to offer such a thing? Had she just sabotaged her chance to truly obtain something she’d always coveted…with him?




 

Chapter Twelve

Though the night air was bitterly cold, Marion still waited anxiously on the outside terrace to hear the clopping of horse hooves. Ella’s carriage could emerge from the blackened landscape at any time, as Marion did not know what time of night it even was or when Ella and Gabriel were supposed to be returning. Still, she waited.

Marion revealed to no one how much Ella reminded her of her late son. Daniel had died when he was seven years old from scarlet fever. Before that, the only true despair Marion had ever known was when her husband died, two years prior. As much as she had loved the man, it paled in comparison to losing a child. For months, Marion withdrew from every element of society to grieve in the literal and figurative darkness that was anguish. Because of her depression, Marion was dismissed from her employment for a duke and duchess in Goldeleer, a region in the northeastern part of Gwent. She had worked for the duke for almost ten years when she was discharged from their service and swore she would never again take employment within the home of an aristocrat. It was hatred unlike Marion had ever felt for such “noble” people that declared they could not tolerate a grieving mother’s unproductive melancholy when they had already endured so much two years earlier, when Marion became a widow. She considered herself a God-fearing woman but came perilously close to offering her soul to the devil for a way to avenge her pride. For without a husband or her son, pride was all Marion had left. 

Even if she could not admit as much to him, or anyone, Marion knew in part what Gabriel was feeling. She’d felt the pain of loss and the sting of cruelty. She was more than keen to the lure of retribution and how even imagining it coming to fruition was like placing the sweetest, lightest morsel of warm bread on your tongue and letting it melt in your mouth like butter. She got it. She understood Gabriel. But that said nothing of her trusting him with Ella. 

As she inhaled the soothing nocturnal air, anxious to gossip with Ella about any and all details of the Baroness Delancelle’s party, Marion reflected on the mysterious workings of the God she had been so willing to dismiss fifteen years earlier. For a God who demanded forgiveness, meekness, and a contrite heart, he had an uncanny way of delivering the fruits of redemption without the devastating verdict that came with revenge. Marion had been able to glean such mercy when she met a mischievous little girl named Ella Delaquix and her generous, fun-loving parents. The reintroduction of love and kindness into her life rekindled the joy Marion thought was dead and eventually renewed her hope. She was soon able to relinquish the bitterness of having lost her husband, her son, and even her dignity to her former employers. Though she did not know it at the time, it was Ella that had taught Marion that hope and revenge could never coexist.

Ella was like Marion’s second child. She loved her that much. Ella could never replace her son; she could only compliment the sweetness of his lingering spirit.

“It is cold out here,” the man’s voice came from behind Marion, “are you sure you don’t want to wait inside?”

Marion was startled by Frome’s gentle voice. She turned to see the old man standing in the doorway to the terrace and wondered what mean little crack he was going to make to his favorite sparring partner. But Frome’s face displayed nothing but sincere concern. 

“That is very sweet of you, Frome,” Marion replied, “but I am too anxious for Ella to get home.”

“You can hear the carriage on the road just as easily from inside here, you know,” Frome said, meandering toward her. “Then you won’t catch your death.”

Marion smiled and gave a tiny laugh. She said nothing and continued to watch the courtyard.

“You do good work,” Frome said without warning. Marion was stunned.

“What?”

“With Ella. You’ve done well with her. She is a choice young woman.”

Marion was unsure how to respond. She knew she should be touched by his compliment, but her shock still stultified her ability to speak. She attempted to thank him, but just stuttered.

“Just say thank you,” said Frome. “I know you don’t want credit for raising her cause you’re not her mum and all. I know. Still, just say thank you.”

Marion pulled the wool shawl tighter around her shoulders.

“Thank you,” she muttered. Sheepishly.
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When was he going to say something?

Ella was sick to her stomach. Gabriel was sitting across from her in the carriage, facing forward but never meeting her eyes. It was like he wanted to look right through her. If she had done something to upset him, Ella wondered what it was that could have been so terrible to merit his complete withdrawal. She had not known Gabriel for long, but still had observed enough to know that he could not keep his angst and disapproval a secret. 

But now he was a statue; his eyes deep and forlorn and his body unyieldingly staunch. Ella had opened her mouth to address him several times, but each time abandoned the effort. At times, she was too disappointed in herself, positive that nothing she said could make amends. Other times, she was too nervous that she might spark anger in Gabriel like awaking a sleeping beast. Mostly, she was downright perturbed that he was acting in such a childish way. All she’d done was duck out of a torturously boring party to have a few moments of freedom with some hilarious and intelligent individuals. What crime had she committed?

As the carriage approached the final drive toward home, Ella elected to remain silent and simply retire for the night with the hope that Gabriel would be willing to speak with her like an adult. Without warning, Gabriel leaned out of the open window and hollered out to the driver.

“Stop here for a moment, please!”

“Why are we stopping?” Ella asked, fretful. She wondered at what point she could make a safe getaway from a moving carriage. The driver shouted for the horses to slow and within several seconds the coach was at a complete stop.

“Gabriel,” Ella exclaimed, “why are we stopping? You haven’t spoken since we left the party. Stop playing games with me!”

“This is no game, Ella,” Gabriel said, rougher than she had anticipated. “I told you that from the beginning.”

“Is this about my skipping out of the ballroom? Why was that so unforgivable of me? And if it is because I accidentally called you by your real name, let me assure you that —“

“Thurlow was there tonight, Ella.”

Her words screeched to a halt, tagging her pulse, which began racing. “He was?” she asked, her voice saturated in fear. “When? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I am telling you now.”

“Did he speak to you?”

“Yes. He believed me to be your Uncle Peter.”

“He did not recognize you?”

Gabriel didn’t respond. He wanted to be confident when he answered Ella but how was such certainty possible? For all Gabriel knew, Thurlow, Isolda and every other person there that night knew the truth and were all engaged in as maniacal and covert a scheme as he was.

“I don’t think so, Ella,” Gabriel replied, tepidly. “He spoke to me as your uncle and tried to threaten me as Peter.”

“What do you mean he tried to threaten you?”

“He wanted my consent for your hand in marriage. When I did not give it to him right then and there, he threatened to expose my—Peter’s—past indiscretions.” 

Ella’s breathing became heavier. She did not know what to make of Gabriel’s declaration. How would things have been different if she had not left the ballroom that evening? Would she and Gabriel have had to speak with Thurlow together, as uncle and niece? Ella questioned to herself how three such opposing forces could dwell in the same place at the same time and not bring about the calamity of the natural earth.

“Ella?” Gabriel interrupted her stream of mad thought. “Did you hear what I said to you?”

“Yes, of course I heard you! What does that mean? What did you tell him?”

“He believes I have every intention of complying with his ‘suggestions.’” 

“What are his suggestions?”

“Nothing more than giving my irrelevant blessing for your betrothal.”

“Irrelevant?”

“Let’s be honest. He doesn’t need my or anyone’s blessing.”

Ella looked down into her lap. “Even mine,” she said morosely. “So what does that mean for us now, Gabriel?”

Gabriel looked out the carriage window and watched as a chilly breeze ruffled several leaves from a branch high above them. It astounded Gabriel how even the simplest of forces could displace those things that were much stronger by birth but had grown brittle from time and submission to the elements of life. Was that same phenomenon happening to him? Were the elements that surrounded him causing him to lose focus on what he’d set out for in the beginning? His commitment to avenging Benjamin had become the very roots of his existence. Why did it feel like he was about to collapse by nothing more than a fragile gust of wind? 

Ella said his name a second time and he tried to formulate in his mind the perfect answer to pacify her fear. But he could not do it fast enough and Ella spoke what was just another surge to the formidable storm within his core.

“You want me to go to him, don’t you?” said Ella.

“What?!” 

“Thurlow. You want me to pretend that I favor him. You want me to lead him on.”

Gabriel felt the feeble walls of the carriage car closing in on him. If she truly believed—if he had ever made her think for a second that he would sell her out, even in falsehood, to the likes of Wilhelm Thurlow DeGent, he had already begun collapsing and didn’t even know it.

“Ella,” Gabriel replied gutturally, remaining unmoved but capturing her eyes with his own and sending a chill through her bones, “listen to me very carefully. I will never let that man think for even a moment that he has won you; that I will allow him to take you as his wife or his mistress or in any form his sick, demented mind can conjure. He will never harm you, he will never touch you. Do you understand me?”

Ella was trembling too violently to speak.

“Do you trust me?!” Gabriel nearly shouted, his voice frighteningly powerful. 

She believed him and felt more fearful than ever. She had no choice but to answer him.

“Yes.”
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Gabriel did not go inside the house with Ella. Instead he walked the estate grounds alone. Ella pled with him to accompany her inside to eat and rest. But he could not, even as much as he longed to ease her distress. She was worried about him; he could see it in her eyes. It gave him fleeting comfort but the only thing that relieved Gabriel’s intense anger was the crisp air and the glowing moonlight. Even still, his nerves were restless and he cursed himself over and over for not obeying his instinct and just dispatching Thurlow when he’d had the chance, in front of all the bystanders who worshipped the ground he walked on. 

Even more, as difficult it was for Gabriel to admit, he cursed Ella. What was that woman doing to him? Of course, Gabriel had cared for her in the beginning, just as he would for any human being that by all indications seemed a decent person and willing to sacrifice for a soul in need, especially if that soul was his. He never wanted Thurlow to hurt Ella; it had infuriated him the times he witnessed the bastard accosting Ella and blatantly ignoring her pleas for him to leave her alone. But now… For God’s sake, he cared for her! Deeply! Why couldn’t that be sufficient for his peace of mind? He could in good conscience offer nothing more. 

It was no longer enough. Gabriel could hardly draw breath without picturing Ella in his mind. When he slept, he would imagine her beside him and a burning ache befell his body. He loathed her for doing this to him. He loathed himself for enjoying it. 

Gabriel heard a horse grunt and men’s voices in the distance. He looked toward the clamor and saw three men on horseback at the end of the drive, watching him closely. Gabriel had sensed he and Ella were being followed on the way home from the Delancelle mansion. His hostility grew and he looked toward the farmhouse. It would only take him a moment to prep Seely for a ride. Gabriel knew he would be able to catch up with the three riders: Thurlow’s spies. Ever since he’d been a small boy, Gabriel had been an exceptional rider. He and Benjamin would race daily and when the younger brother eventually out-rode the older, it was the greatest accomplishment Gabriel had ever experienced. Overtaking the three spies would be no great feat. 

Gabriel made his way swiftly toward the farmhouse. As he began to lift the wooden log that secured the large barn doors, he turned back and saw that the three riders had vanished. Gabriel stood in place, the wooden log still partially lifted, and debated whether or not to go after them. What would he do when he caught up to them? Gabriel was strong and sufficiently imbued with seething adrenaline, but three to one would prove quite trying. Still…he could do it. He wanted to do it.

Before he could make a decision either way, he heard movement from behind a large tree directly in the center of the pathway between the house and barn. Gabriel squinted and, even with the night sky, could make out the silhouette of a man against the moonlight. Gabriel released the log and sprinted the thirty yards toward the intruder. When he reached the large tree, the trespasser made no attempt to flee. Gabriel grabbed him by his jacket collar and threw the man violently to the ground. Gabriel saw Thurlow’s face on the trespasser; he saw him running a sword through Benjamin’s heart. He saw him weeping to the King that he’d had no choice but to kill his friend in the name of honor and duty. He saw Thurlow pointing at the young brother of his victim and swearing that the two brothers were acting together to commit high treason and regicide.

Gabriel saw Thurlow pushing Ella toward a stone wall and trapping her in place so that she had no choice but to watch his dark eyes lust after her like a snake to a mouse.

The man cried out as Gabriel struck him in the chin and nose several times. The stranger was not putting up a fight, but simply trying to shield himself from the merciless blows of a man much taller and obviously possessed by some demon.

“Please, stop!” the man cried out. “I mean you no harm. I am here to see Marguerite. Please, get Marguerite!”

Gabriel finally, by some miracle, could hear the vagrant’s pleas over his own madness and stopped his barrage of punches. He looked down and beheld a man with a large nose, big eyes and what looked like dark hair that went down to his shoulders.

“Who are you?!” Gabriel demanded.

“My name is Louis,” the man said, his hands still trying to guard his bloody face, “I am here to see Marguerite. I come here all the time. She and I…we are lovers. Ask her if you don’t believe me.”

Gabriel knew at that moment, as he stared down at an innocent man he’d pummeled for no good reason, that with or without Thurlow’s spies to chase down, he needed to escape that very night. 

“I am sorry,” Gabriel said, pulling the man up to standing position and trying to brush the dirt from his jacket. “Truly I am. I thought you were someone else. Please forgive me. Go inside. You will be well taken care of.”

The battered man said nothing but watched as his assailer walked briskly back toward the farmhouse and lifted the giant wooden log from the massive double doors. He walked in and was out of sight. Louis surveyed the darkness for only a few seconds before he heard the distinct whinnying of a horse and the tall man who’d pounced on him like a cougar riding into the night.
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Gabriel raced Seely so rapidly through the night air that it felt as though the wind was cutting the skin of his face. If it was, Gabriel knew, it was no less than he deserved for his shameful actions. He saw his Benjamin’s countenance in his mind as he rode; he saw Thurlow.

He saw Ella.

There was only one place that Gabriel knew he could flee where he would be left alone to think, plan, and sift through the grueling elements that had transformed the last four hours into a nightmare; the same place that had concealed him for fifteen years. 

Kersley. 




 

Chapter Thirteen

Isolda stared our from her bedroom window at the rising sun creeping up the eastern mountains. She had not slept well that previous night. How could she with the breathtaking Duke of Ebersole hovering over her dreams? She longed for Peter’s arms to entwine her body with his and carry her violently to the bed to make love to her. Isolda wanted to know the sensation of having her arms pinned down beside her head, her hair fanned out against the silk pillow. She yearned for the power of desire to consume her body and leave her breathless, her fingers clawing away at the fabric of her bed sheets.

Desperate for air to quell her irresistibly carnal images, Isolda stepped out onto her balcony and felt the frigid morning air dissipate the heated surface of her skin. Peter had been only a teenage boy with protruding shoulders and scrawny arms when Isolda first made his acquaintance. Now, he was the stuff of fantasy and the allure of sin.

Was it possible the two were not the same person? They seemed as distinct to one another as night was to day—or, more accurately, evening to dusk. The differences were minute. Isolda wanted to laugh out loud at the presumption that Ella could concoct such a scam as to parade a man on her arm that was supposed to be her uncle but wasn’t. The girl was incapable of the wiles of deceit. She simply did not have it in her.

Still, Isolda could not shake the mental nudging that Peter had changed too much. She opted to veer from the whole prospect, resolved that the satiation of her deepest, most arcane urges would be more than enough to overlook any discrepancies, if there were any. 

How much longer would she have to wait? Isolda had made a habit of patiently watching each sunrise and sunset, skilled at breathing in the aroma of her inevitable glory. Like fine wine that fermented in the dark caves beneath the vineyards, Isolda’s patience would yield the finest, most tantalizing elixir there ever was.

“Mother! Mother!” Aislinn’s high-pitched shriek nearly sent Isolda over her balcony.

“God in heaven, Aislinn!” Isolda protested, turning toward her daughter with her palm pressed against her chest. “Are you trying to murder me?”

Aislinn did not apologize. She knew once her mother caught a glimpse of the item that Aislinn waved above her head, she would have returned from the dead.

“What is it, child?” Isolda prodded, desperate to know why her eldest child was squealing like a baby kitten.

“Leopold!”

“The prince?! What of him?”

“He has returned and…” Aislinn handed the stunning gold invitation to her mother. Isolda snatched it and scaled the formal item with her eyes over and over again, then held it to her breast so tightly it creased in her fingers.

“It is finally here!” Isolda exclaimed, wildly.

“A ball?”

“A royal ball!”
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Miles away, Ella held the same invitation in her hands. She let it drop to her lap. What good was a royal ball? Would she even attend now that Gabriel had vanished into the forests of Gwent, leaving behind him only a bruised and flabbergasted old man and a weepy young woman? Ella felt more aimless and infantile than she’d ever felt in her life.

This is what is best, she heard her father’s mellifluous voice in her ear. Let it be, daughter.

Let it be. 

Ella knew she had no choice but to heed her late father’s ghostly appeal. Still, she waited for—ached for—the voice of her mother to befall her as hauntingly; the call of the woman who’d taught her beloved daughter to believe in miracles and stand proud in foolish optimism.

Would Gabriel return? What if Thurlow had discovered the truth and killed him? Ella dropped her head in sadness and uncertainty. Was it too much to hope for a miracle?




 

Chapter Fourteen

Miles was not a heavy drinker but took pleasure in fraternizing with his friends and army comrades. So he imbibed slowly his tankard of beer and listened to the badinage of his compatriots. They were, for the most part, quite merry in their drunkenness. Miles, on the other hand, was heavily burdened. His men had no idea what kind of mission lay ahead for them and Miles himself was plagued with uncertainty. Most of his soldiers had wrestled with the order to evict the residents of Kersley. The consensus amongst the military was that those who dwelt in Kersley were plebeian to say the least; such was even the opinion of the whole of Gwent. But the derelicts were staying put and Gwent’s army wondered what threat such a people could even pose. The Gypsies and the other inhabitants were minding their own business and even the most pragmatic soldier knew better than to fix a system that was not broken. Miles took another swig of ale. It was not helping alleviate his distress. Thurlow was still supreme commander of Gwent, his Hussars were still incorrigible and undisciplined, and King William was still unreachable. 

The rustling of the tavern crowd had been continuous for the last several hours. When it subsided with no warning, Miles knew why. There were only two men who could have entered such an establishment and stilled such a riot with only his presence. One of the men, the older one, had not been able to leave his royal bedchamber for many months. The other was Captain Thurlow. 

Miles set his drink down and stood slowly from the bar counter. He turned and made eye contact. On any other occasion, Miles’ acknowledgement of his superior with appropriate salutation would have been instantaneous. This time, due either to his slight inebriation or his more than mild disapproval, the formal gestures were slow in coming. 

“Commander,” Thurlow said, accepting the corporal’s salute though he was not blind to its laboriousness, “I require your presence in private, immediately.”

The evening air was as intoxicating to Miles Gamely as his libations had been. The sting of the wind aroused his body and his mental faculties. Once they were clear of the tavern’s entrance, Miles stood erect and gave his complete attention to Captain Thurlow, who was being flanked by James Halsty and one more of his Hussars. Miles looked upon the two Hussars and shook his head.

So much for harmony between the army and the Hussars. Halsty’s scathing fixation on Miles, the man who had once been his mentor, made quite evident that unity had no part in their coterie. The Hussars indeed adhered to their own doctrine.

“What is it you need, sir?” Miles inquired of Thurlow, though he watched Halsty cautiously.

“The hinterlands of Kersley are now, for the most part, evacuated,” Thurlow announced. “It is time to reengage your troops. Within a week’s time, I want each man in your outfit stationed in specific areas along the border to Hedensburg. Commander Halsty will instruct you on the coordinates of each station.”

Miles was speechless.

“I am sorry, sir,” he implored, “but—“

“Furthermore,” Thurlow continued with no heed to Miles’ protest, “all battalion equipment will be dispensed throughout the region just in case our actions put the Earls of Hedensburg on alert and they set up their own fortifications.”

“Sir, please,” Miles interjected, “you foretell the aggression of our long-standing allies when it is us who will set up full battalion defenses right along their border? That makes no sense. What’s more, why are we stationing along the Hedensburg border at all? They have posed no threat to us and will only be baffled and greatly unsettled by our actions. Our offensive and defensive materiel will only worsen their angst. I am afraid I do not understand our objective, sir.”

“It is not your job to understand, Sergeant,” Halsty interceded, “it is your job to follow orders.”

“Go to hell, Halsty!” Miles spat. “Don’t forget I am still your superior.”

“And I am yours,” Thurlow declared staidly, “and we all act in accordance with his majesty’s wishes. Listen here, Gamely. You think because you steal away into meetings with the king that you have any idea what he really thinks or cares about. He humors you. I am the one who knows his true ambitions.”

Miles was more than irked that his private meetings with King William had become such common knowledge to Thurlow. He chided himself that he did not recognize sooner just how ingrained Thurlow’s spies were in the architecture of Gwent. Thurlow had eyes everywhere, even the castle walls themselves. 

“And King William has ordered this?” Miles implored.

“I order it! That is good enough for you,” Thurlow snapped, “But because you are a good soldier, Gamely, and your loyalty to the king is sound, I will let you in on a little secret. The Earls of Hedensburg are far from William’s allies. They consort with his enemies. They plot and scheme to usurp Gwent’s power and full potential.”

Miles did not believe it. But what did it matter what he believed? He’d pledged his unwavering loyalty to Gwent. And Gwent was no longer the land he loved. It was Thurlow’s land and nothing more. 

“Very well, sir,” Miles conceded, “but I ask that you allow me to do my job and carry out the King’s orders myself. I will see to it that our borders are secure, that our defenses are standing by, and that no impudent and reckless actions by anyone will cause unnecessary violence. I would hate to see a contained, solvable conflict become warped into a bloody, unnecessary, unforgivable war by the rashness of a few miscreant hotheads!”

Miles had not even directed his gaze specifically at Halsty, but he might as well have. The first hit came promptly. Miles was able to deflect most of the momentum of Halsty’s punch but he still took a considerable strike to the right side of his eye. Before Halsty had a chance to regain his footing and his composure, Miles rained a brutal left jab to his chin and the man fell to the earth. Miles lunged on him and for several moments, the two former comrades engaged in a brutal skirmish that rallied the attention of many bystanders, who were mostly fellow army men. By the time the fighters were separated, by the command of a relatively calm Captain Thurlow, both Miles and Halsty’s faces were red with blood. Oli Roget had not been in the bar that evening with Miles, but out of nowhere the man appeared and tried to calm his frantic friend. Oli placed his hand on Miles’ shoulder but his friend was quick to reject it.

“You just keep stealing candy from babies and leave the important matters to me, Halsty,” said Miles, aware that his proximity to Thurlow was enough to deem his outburst perilously close to insubordinance. Still, he did not regret saying it. Halsty was itching to respond, but Thurlow beat him to it.

“You’ve made your wishes and concerns quite clear, Sergeant,” Thurlow said, still as stolid as he had been since the start. “Now please get to work as I ordered you. Remember, time is of the essence.”

Miles turned and strode angrily back to the tavern to give his libations another go. 
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“Can you believe it, darling?” Isolda squealed giddily, “you could be the princess of Gwent! It is too much excitement to bear!” 

“Mother, please,” Aislinn exhorted, “you are making me feel very anxious. What will you do if Leopold does not favor me?” Aislinn was, like her mother, haughty about her appearance, but she did not exude the same enthusiasm. Isolda was smitten with confidence, Aislinn was nervous in spite of it. 

“I don’t worry about that so why should you? Besides, you will have plenty of time to work out your jitters tomorrow night at our party.”

Aislinn grinned when she envisioned the social gathering that was to take place the following night at their estate. She loved any kind of festivity where she would get to don a splendid gown and rub elbows with the noblest of families in all of Gwent. Oftentimes, Aislinn felt it was not even necessary that she inherit the crown by marrying Leopold. She would be quite content with a duke or possibly even a baron. Still, the prospect of another maiden, especially Ella, winning the prince’s heart over Aislinn’s sincerest endeavors was a pang at her pride and she knew settling for mere contentment would not be an option. So she carried on with her extravagant fashion show and held tight to the promise her mother had recited to her every night before bed: God will give us a kingdom.

“So then we are in agreement,” Aislinn said assuredly. “I will wear the turquoise satin gown with the pearls at the party tomorrow night, and at the ball…”

“I am not yet sure on that, child,” Isolda remarked.

“What do you mean? I thought we decided on silver with sapphires for the ball.”

“Yes, but silver does not mesh with your cat eyes, Sister.”

Bethany’s remark startled both Aislinn and Isolda and both women huffed in annoyance. Bethany laughed and entered the bedroom anyway. Draped over her right arm was the bright yellow dress that she’d fancied from Aislinn’s discarded articles weeks earlier. Her left hand was concealed behind her back.

“Don’t start, Bethany,” Aislinn snarled, “just because I shine in these gowns and your flat-chested, untidy figure can scarce do any of them justice.”

“Enough,” Isolda exclaimed, “from both of you.” She scrutinized Bethany closely, paying careful attention to the yellow gown and the fact that her daughter appeared to be hiding something behind her person. “What do you have there behind your back, child?”

Bethany grinned proudly and revealed her secret. It was a sparkling diamond tiara that she had been holding onto for almost ten years. Isabella had given one to her, Aislinn, and Ella. 

“I thought you lost that thing,” Isolda said with little emotion.

“I lost mine, Mother,” Aislinn chimed in. “That or Bethany here stole it.”

“Oh be quiet, Aislinn!” Bethany retorted. “Mother, I wanted you to see for yourself how beautiful this ensemble will be with the tiara as its accessory.” Bethany held the gown up against her body and clumsily set the tiara a top her head.

“See,” she said gleefully. Aislinn and Isolda both stared at the display and remained silent. Bethany was puzzled. Was her eye for fashion so unrefined that even her best efforts to dazzle left the audience too mortified to speak?

“Well? What do you think,” Bethany tried again.

“If that is what you want, darling,” Isolda said after her shaking her head quickly, as though her nose had just been tickled, “then I think your ensemble is just…delightful.”

“It really is sweet,” Aislinn added. Bethany felt a bulge in her throat. She let the dress fall back over her arm and caught the tiara as it slid off her head. Were they mocking her? She expressed gratitude and departed from the chamber as gracefully but rapidly as she could. She felt tears well up behind her eyelids. Had Isabella ever made Ella so insecure that she could never tell sincerity from ridicule? Was that commonplace for mothers and daughters; was Bethany just expecting too much? What would it have been like to have a mother like Ella had? Bethany did not know. She hung the stunning yellow gown in her own wardrobe and tucked her tiara away in her jewelry box. Tears poured down her cheeks.

She would never know. 	 
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Gabriel and Seely sped across the landscape until they could see the crest of the Delaquix estate breaching over the treetops. Gabriel pulled back on Seely’s reins and the horse’s hooves grinded to a halt. How could he possibly tell Ella what he’d seen in Kersley? Would it do any good to burden her? Nothing had changed. Not really. Their charade would go on as planned. Thurlow would be brought to justice and his many indiscretions exposed. There would be justice for Benjamin and Gabriel as planned. Everything else… 

The Hussars. Gabriel never knew just how far their indiscretions ran. He would not allow new revelations to badger his fortitude nor his equanimity. It would only encumber the efficacy of a brilliant operation; one that only benefited the world, or at least the people of Gwent and now the residents of Kersley. Ella herself stood to gain a great deal in her compliance with Gabriel’s madness. He had to remain focused on the agenda. There was no other alternative.

He kicked at Seely’s side lightly and the horse reared astirly. They would not stop again until they stood at the precipice of destiny.

As planned.



 

Chapter Fifteen

“I wish that no-good vagrant had never stepped foot in this house,” Frome announced from his place in front of the stove. Marion glanced over to Marguerite and the two women shared an unutterable communiqué. It was of no use to wish that Gabriel had never come into Ella’s life. He had come and Ella would never be the same because of it. Both women knew as surely as they knew they were standing there in that kitchen that morning: Ella was in love with Gabriel.

“I never claimed to like Gabriel,” said Marion from her seat on a wooden stool in the center of the room, “nor did I approve of his mad scheme for even one second. But I am still confident he will be returning. And soon. If poor Louis’ experience has told us anything, it is simply that coming face to face with his brother’s murderer was more than Gabriel could ever have planned for; more than he could bear.”

“How does pummeling poor Louis have anything to do with Thurlow?” Frome implored vehemently.

“It has everything to do with it,” Marguerite answered, from the table bench adjacent to Marion. “Ella said Gabriel was inconsolable that night. He was edgy and irritable and primed to pounce like a jungle cat. He did not want to attack my sweet Louis. He simply could not see anyone else standing there in that moment but Thurlow. And I agree with you, Marion.”

“About what?” Marion asked.

“He will be coming back. Of that I am sure.”

“Even if everything you are saying is true, Marguerite,” Frome contended, “how does such a volatile man benefit Ella or any of us by residing in this home and carrying out this ridiculous farce? Gabriel is violent and unpredictable. We have established that. How do we know he won’t next target Ella for his aggression?”

“He won’t hurt Ella. Not ever,” Marguerite stated, looking down at her thumb and index finger manipulating a loose thread from her garment. “I don’t fear for her at all. At least in that respect.”

“How do you know?” Frome asked, his rage desisting ever so slightly.

Once again, Marion and Marguerite shared a look that spoke volumes.

“Because all I want to do is stop the man that will hurt her.” Gabriel’s towering presence echoed like a drum to his startling declaration. He stood in the entryway of the kitchen from the back courtyard. The sun carved out his tall figure and shone like a spotlight against his tousled hair and intense eyes. Frome, a proud man his whole life, felt timid in Gabriel’s presence but stood his ground in front of the “no-good vagrant”.

“What are you doing back here?” the old man demanded.

Marion stood and pulled Frome back by his shoulders. “Frome, stop please. Gabriel come in here and eat something already, will you?”

“I’m not fixing him anything to eat!” Frome blurted. Marion rolled her eyes, though she made sure Frome did not see it.

“I will, then,” Marion replied. “Just go outside and take a walk.”

“Don’t order me around, woman,” Frome snapped. “I don’t feel much like walking.”

“Then sit down! In another room! Anywhere else. Just go. Please, Frome.” Marion begged. She wanted to be so careful that Frome did not feel his concern for Ella was being hurled back in his face. She also could not risk being too kind. Marion and Frome had a system of rudeness and contempt as surefooted as the coliseums of Rome. It was and always would be the lifeblood of their… relationship.

Gabriel was motionless as Frome took a deep breath and exited the kitchen by way of the dining room.

“Well, come in here,” Marion commanded Gabriel with an air of malevolence. She shuffled dishes from the counter and retrieved a pot to boil eggs. “You look as though you have not eaten or slept in two days.”

“I haven’t,” Gabriel replied, stepping forward.

“Well, whose fault is that?!” Marguerite snapped. 

“My own,” he said coolly. It infuriated Marguerite that she could not get any kind of emotion from the same man who’d almost beat her lover to death. 

“How is….?” Gabriel paused when he could not recall the name.

“Louis? You mean how is the man that you beat to a pulp? Well he is doing just fine, no thanks to you.”

“I’m sorry, Marguerite.”

“Yes, yes. I know that,” she replied. “Gabriel, a little temper and hot blood never hurt a man; you just need a woman to temper it. Either find that or find yourself a cage.”

Gabriel was shocked. Marguerite fought to keep from grinning in gratification. She felt much better.

“Where were you?” Marion inquired as she placed several eggs gently in the pot. “We didn’t know if you had left for good.”

“It was wrong of me to worry you like that,” Gabriel said, refusing to take a seat. “I hadn’t planned it. I just was overcome with fury and guilt for what I did to your—er—friend, Marguerite. I thought he was one of Thurlow’s spies. Two of Thurlow’s men had followed us home from the Delancelle estate. When I saw someone I did not recognize in the shadows, I reacted hostilely. In the darkness of the night I thought it was Thurlow I was striking. It is no excuse. It was utterly unforgivable.”

“Quite right,” Marguerite declared. For several moments, no one muttered a word. Gabriel could not postpone his angst any longer.

“Where is Ella?” he appealed. “Is she all right?”

Marguerite was about to answer, but Marion beat her to it.

“She is upstairs contemplating whether she wants to attend a gala tonight at Isolda’s home. It is an unofficial prelude to the royal ball on Saturday eve to celebrate Prince Leopold’s return from his military deployment.”

“I must go see her,” said Gabriel. “Right now. I have to explain myself to her.”

“Just wait right there,” Marion ordered, “I will tell her you are here and she will come and meet you. For now, sit here and wait for these eggs to cook and then eat them.”
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Ella hardly left her room more than thrice in two days. In the beginning, she tried to carry on like she was relieved to have Gabriel gone. But her façade was short lived.	How had this happened to her? How could she have been so featherbrained as to permit Gabriel Solange to enter her world? It may have been a stale, uninspired world, but it was predictable and free from … whatever plague he’d had set upon her. Ella tried to convince herself that it was an innocent mistake to get swept up in the momentum of his story. It had promised excitement and intrigue and what girl wouldn’t want to escape the boredom of ordinary life for a spell? An innocent mistake. But it had been no such thing and Ella could no longer deny that. From the moment he’d taken her body in his arms, she had compromised her integrity and her wherewithal to linger there in his embrace, whether by his arms or by his enterprise. She could have screamed that first night when he ambushed her. She should have shrieked and carried on until he fled back into the dark abyss from whence he’d come. That would have been the end of it. But she stayed in his arms; she’d never left. Not even then was she free. And that was not a mistake but indulgence. There was nothing innocent about desire. By its very nature, desire was the personification of innocence lost. She had never felt longing until she met Gabriel. And now his enticing power over her was enough to afflict her every thought and consign her to the hell set apart not for sinners, but for fools. 

Marion knocked twice before venturing into Ella’s seclusion. She’d done it over a dozen times in the last two days to bring Ella food, help her prepare for sleep, or just to check in on her. This time, Marion was a little trepid. How would she tell Ella the news that Gabriel had returned?

“Hello, love,” Marion said to Ella, who sat perched on the interior window ledge, “It looks like Marguerite and I win the bet. You know why? Because—“

“Because Uncle Peter has returned,” Ella interrupted without looking away from the window. “I know, Marion. I saw him ride up several minutes ago.”

“Oh,” Marion said. “Well, he wants to speak with you; I suppose to explain himself. Do you want me to send him up?”

Ella did not promptly respond but continued gazing out the window. “No,” she said, turning toward Marion at last and trying not to appear too bent in melancholy, “that won’t be necessary. Please tell Gabriel to get cleaned up and to meet me down in the foyer tonight so that we may attend Isolda’s dinner party on time and in style. Thank you, Marion.” 
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When was she going to say something? 

Gabriel could not help but feel a sense of déjà vu as he sat across from Ella, who only gazed out the carriage window as Gwent’s streets rolled by. Ella wondered if perhaps the coach where she and Gabriel sat was completely still and the outside world was what was moving. 

“Ella,” Gabriel said, “if you don’t want to say anything to me, so be it. Just listen. I apologize for not telling you where I was going the other night. I had to go and I don’t regret doing it, but I should have let you or Marion know that I would be returning shortly. I am sorry.”

“Very well,” Ella replied curtly, still lost in the quandary of whether it was she who was unmoving or the rest of the world. “I’ve listened. You are sorry. Let us just get this evening over with.”

“That is all you have to say?”

“What else do you want me to say, Gabriel? Oh sorry, Peter.” Ella said, severing her hypnotic view of the outside and looking back at him fiercely. “You are sorry for leaving me guessing. I get it. I forgive you. Trust me, there are worse crimes that have been committed than not leaving a note or something else equally trite when you go on a vacation.”

“Stop behaving like a spoiled child, Ella. Either except my apology or don’t. But stop acting as though I have imprisoned you in some perpetual limbo where you don’t know if you can trust me or not.”

“Can I trust you?”

“Don’t ask stupid questions. You know that you can. You knew damn well these last two days that I would return. God forbid, I step away from this insanity just long enough to prevent me from almost beating yet another innocent man to death.”

“I knew you were returning? Who do you think I am? Your soul mate? The person that can read your mind and your erratic intentions? I am none of those things, Gabriel. But even if I were, why do you think I would have defaulted to your need to escape ‘this insanity’ as the reason for your disappearance, when you and I both know that there is a dangerous murderer out there who already killed your brother and may or may not know who you really are?!”

Gabriel was blindsided. How had he missed something so blaringly obvious?

“Gabriel,” Ella went on, “it was not a matter of fearing whether or not you would return. It was being afraid that you were dead.”

His heart dropped into his stomach.

“Ella, I…I…” 

“Don’t. You’re alive and you’re here and now we get to go back to work. Remember, we are simply playing parts. Like you told me earlier: everything is predicated upon my talents as an actress.”

Gabriel could hardly utter a sound. She’d defeated him, finally. Ella had been able to thwart his sure-sightedness, his hubris. And she had done it all by exposing the most fragile and vulnerable elements of her own heart. She was twice the person he could ever be.

The carriage bucked and they came to a slow stop.

“Look, we’re here,” Ella proclaimed with overzealous glee. “This should be fun!”



 

Chapter Sixteen

The Duchess of Timmelin was the guest of honor at Isolda’s banquet. It had been nothing short of a miracle that Isolda had been able to persuade the woman to attend the event, but the promise of thrilling insight and delicious gossip regarding who would and would not be attending the ball two nights later was more than the duchess could resist. Isolda had secured more than a cohort in tittle-tattle however, for the Duchess of Timmelin was one of Queen Arabella’s closest confidants. She was many years older than Arabella and, in her widowhood, ignorant of any other way to spend her time and money than blathering about the hierarchy of Gwent’s society (and mocking clandestinely or even outright when those who wanted her approval so desperately fell over themselves to get it). Isolda coveted the duchess’s position more than she did anyone else’s, even the Queen. For the queen was still desperate to prove herself and do everything right. The Duchess of Timmelin was retired from such titular ambitions.

Isolda spent the beginning of the party waiting her very own guest of honor. Peter and Ella had arrived promptly and even for two people who had never appeared that interested in one another, a discernible coldness exuded from the space between them. Isolda took a moment to infer quietly what might have brought about the frigidity but gave up when it bore no significance to her intentions that evening. Ella smiled and greeted each guest who approached her. For almost an hour, she maintained that quiescent grin across her face. Isolda was certain her niece abhorred every second of it. 

Ella looked quite dazzling in her mauve gown and silver jewelry, her thick curly hair pulled up behind her ears. Isolda would always assert that Aislinn was more stunning than her cousin, but that did not mean she was blind to Ella’s charms. One was always wise to know their enemy, and Isolda knew her niece all too well.

“I believe ridding Gwent of such undesirables is more than beneficial to this kingdom and should have been done long ago.”

The Duchess’s dictum was well underway as Isolda circumvented her other guests and placed herself at the noblewoman’s side. A small crowd of about six or seven guests was gathered around the silver-haired fashionista that was the Duchess of Timmelin, and those who were not completely engrossed in the elocution of her political viewpoint were feigning it marvelously.

“I know we live in an egalitarian time and believe me, I am all for progress,” the duchess went on, “but the depletion of our resources and the brazen contempt for our laws and traditions is an indication of criminality. It is that plain. The people of Kersley would do better in a cloistered community outside of Gwent. This land is simply growing too rapidly to accommodate two such opposing cultures.”

A unilateral susurration of acceptance rose from the crowd. Isolda was all too willing to second the affirmation. She noticed that Ella was not far from the group, immersed in conversation with another female guest. Isolda wondered if her niece had heard any of the Duchess’s soliloquy. Then she got an idea.

“Your ladyship,” Isolda said to the duchess, “I must introduce you to my niece, Ella Delaquix. I believe you already met her uncle, Peter, the Duke of Ebersol.” Isolda spoke stridently enough that Ella heard the invitation clearly. It was all she could do not to drop her head and sigh in dread. 

“Oh yes,” the duchess said jovially, “I do remember. What an agreeable man. And you are his niece?” She directed her question to Ella who had slowly, painfully made her way to her aunt’s side. 

“Yes, I am,” Ella replied, sweetly. 

“How delightful.”

“Ella,” Isolda remarked, “weren’t you telling me that some time ago, you had a run-in with the Gypsies and they stole some items of yours?”

Ella’s fingertips twitched and her heart nearly stopped. She was speechless. The most she could do in that second was gape at her aunt in rage and stupor.

Why are you doing this to me, Isolda? Ella thought, almost out loud. 

 She wondered if Isolda could read her thoughts. Ella felt an infinitesimal sense of relief that such a thing was impossible. For if her aunt could comprehend Ella’s anguished desperation, it would only have made Isolda’s temperament all the merrier. 

“It is true,” Ella said, trying not to stutter. “But it was a very long time ago. So I am afraid I can offer little on this subject.”

“Nonsense,” Isolda said, “you are being modest. This is a subject quite dear to your heart, is it not?”

Damn her! 

Ella had always resisted the notion that her aunt was sheer wickedness. Why had she bothered?

“Oh, Auntie Isolda,” Ella said, suddenly chipper and possessed with a will to come out of that Godforsaken party alive, “you must have me confused with someone else. You were just teasing me earlier this week of how indifferent I am to social and political topics. You mustn’t try to hype me up to the duchess. I simply do not deserve it.”

Isolda grinned but her eyes were scathing.

“Well, that may be true,” the duchess chimed in, “but it is important to be fully engaged in the matters that affect you every day and will eventually affect the lives of your children.”

Ella felt the dread returning.

“Tell me,” the duchess went on, “what do you say to those who contend that Kersley should not be annexed back into Gwent and its citizens either evicted or given one more chance to work for a living and abide by the laws of the land?”

Ella hardly had a second to panic when she saw Gabriel materialize behind two gentlemen just feet away. Much to Ella’s dismay, several more guests had tuned into the dialogue and now countless eyes were fixed upon her, waiting to see her truest colors. And a better trial to expose such trueness did not exist. For even though numerous people in the crowd knew Ella’s sincere opinion regarding the unlawful, inhuman treatment of her friends in Kersley, they each stood spellbound to know just how deep Ella’s own alliances and ambitions ran. Especially Gabriel.

Ella looked at the man posing as her uncle and saw a face she could not discern. Of course he wanted her to lie; he needed her to lie. But did she detect something in his eyes reminiscent to sadness, even sympathy? Did it pain him to see her in such a predicament? Ella did not know. But it made little difference either way; she’d already consigned her own sympathies to Gabriel and there was still enough integrity left within her soul to yield a deceit greater than she’d ever feared herself capable of.

“You are so very right, your ladyship,” declared Ella. “It is easy for no one, least of all I, to declare one person of less value than another. But while we would be humanists, we must also be realists. Kersley and those that dwell within it remain a stain on this great kingdom and whatever methods our honorable King William employs to preserve the sanctity of this land and its righteous, God-fearing citizens, he has my unwavering support.”

It was done. She’d sold her soul and her only hope for redemption was if the devil had no use for feebleness and tossed her back out. Isolda looked to be enjoying the contortion of her niece’s feelings and, in that moment, Ella could not think of a more authentic replica of the devil than her aunt, who was her own blood relative. The Duchess of Timmelin appeared quite satisfied with Ella’s affirmation and commenced her ramblings to the fellow guests that were still mingling around her, though most of her audience had scattered. No one but Gabriel and Isolda seemed to notice when Ella excused herself and sauntered toward the exit of the ballroom.

Once free from the line of sight of those in the ballroom, Ella quickened her step and all but ran till she found the staircase she’d utilized so many times as a child. It boasted a great width and Ella sat slowly on the bottom step. Her gown, one that had once belonged to her mother, crumpled to each side as her farthingale contorted to a position for which it had not been structured. Once settled enough, Ella laid her head against the wall and inhaled deeply. She wanted to weep, but she did not. It would only make an uncomfortable evening that much more miserable; and she’d had enough attention for one night. 

“Ella?”

Ella was startled when she heard Bethany’s voice and saw her approaching from the hallway, dressed gorgeously in a lime-colored gown that boasted a regal design of pearls across the bodice. 

“Bethany? What are you doing out here?” Ella asked.

“I came to see you,” Bethany replied, laboring equally as Ella did to sit on the bottom step. “I wanted to make sure that you were all right.”

“Me? I suppose I am fine.”

“I know you didn’t mean what you said back there. Try not to fret over it. It is not like any of their opinions really matter to you, right?”

“Don’t they? I don’t know. Maybe they should.”

“No, don’t say that! Please. Because if they matter to you, they have to matter to me.”

“What do you mean?”

“You are the one I’ve tried so hard to emulate, Ella. As much as I might not have known it and my mother detests it, I want to be as kind, patient, and humble as you are. If you cease to be you, then who else will be my example?”

Ella felt tears build up in her eyes. “I am not an example, cousin,” Ella said softly. “I am far from it. I am a coward and a fool.”

“Well, you might be foolish,” Bethany stated with a childish giggle, “as we both vividly recall your trying to outfit our donkey, the Duke of Hubulamumba, in your finest Easter dress when we were eight years old!”

Ella laughed out loud. The two cousins giggled uninhibitedly for several moments until Bethany paused and looked intently at Ella. “But you are not a coward,” she declared. 

Ella did not reply, only threw her arms around her cousin’s neck and pulled her into an embrace so forcefully that Bethany feared the pearls might be ripped from her dress. But it seemed a small price to pay so she smiled and hugged Ella back just as ardently. 

“Come on,” Bethany said, slapping her palm against Ella’s hand and helping her to her feet, “let’s go back to the circus.”

[image: sseparator.png]

Gabriel stood silently at the ballroom entrance. He worried for Ella, for her peace of mind. It must have made for such a strange, delicate alliance when a woman of Ella’s class befriended people like the gypsies. Gabriel did not have many friends in his life…ever really. It was foreign to him, the fragile sensitivity that such a bond must have yielded for Ella. And she’d allowed it to be ravaged just so he could have his sacred revenge. Gabriel had watched as she betrayed her morality to do what he’d asked of her. She would not have even been there had it not been for him. How had he permitted himself to ask so much of someone? Gabriel was not familiar with true remorse. He’d felt guilt, despair, and loss…but never the desire to withdraw the pain he’d specifically brought upon another human being, especially one as good as Ella. 

She was twice the person he was and he would never deserve her. For even though his contrition was profound, he had no intention of undoing anything. 

“You look like you are in another world,” Isolda said as she approached Gabriel with soft, graceful steps. “I hope I am not interrupting something.”

“Not at all, Baroness—er—I mean, Isolda,” he said, grinning when he caught himself reverting to formality. Isolda had no interest in formality.

“Peter, I wonder if I might speak to you a moment in private,” Isolda said, her face so close to his that he could feel her breath on his cheek.

“Certainly.”

Isolda led the way from the ballroom and Gabriel followed behind closely. He was apprehensive to say the least, like he was blindfolded and being led along the cliffs of Gwent by a woman he knew very little about except that she was as cruel a person to Ella as anything Gabriel had witnessed before. Still, Gabriel knew, it was he who disliked Isolda so vehemently, not Peter. He continued with her, blindfolded or not. When they had distanced themselves far from the ballroom, Gabriel addressed the woman politely.

“What is it you want to speak with me about?” 

“Nothing,” Isolda said, leaning into him and sliding her hand up his neck, “there is far too much talking in this life.”
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Bethany and Ella navigated their way back to the ballroom, each still chuckling in memory of the Duke of Hubalumumba and his exquisite Easter dress.

“What will you wear to the royal ball?” Bethany asked, sonorously uttering, whilst flicking her fingers forward in mime of fireworks, the words royal ball like they were the lyrics of a magical spell.

“My mother had this pink dress that I’ve always dreamed of being able to wear,” Ella replied.

“Funny,” Bethany remarked. “Aislinn was begging my mother to wear pink but Mother said it did not suit her and so they discarded it like a piece of old linen. Pity really; pink is such a pretty color.”

“What will you wear?”

“A yellow gown as bright and radiant as the sun in the middle of the afternoon; also one of Aislinn’s discards. But there is more! You will appreciate this: I will be wearing the tiara your mother bought for us in Paris so many years ago. Won’t that be dreamy?” There was no response.

 Ella was not sure if it was she or Bethany who gasped when they rounded one corner and saw a man and woman kissing, the woman’s hands clawing at the man’s face and the man twisting his neck to either escape the woman’s grasp or kiss her more ardently. Ella was not sure. The couple was still some distance away and she’d had little experience with such displays of passion. Distance or no, she recognized them both in only seconds. 

Shocked, Bethany looked over to her cousin and saw Ella’s face had gone white. Bethany was baffled that it was Ella who appeared aghast at the spectacle, for it was only her uncle engaged in the adulterous kiss. Bethany was the one who had to witness, in her very own home, her mother grope a man that was not her husband.

“Ella?” Bethany worried her cousin might soon faint from fright.

“Bethany,” Ella muttered, struggling to draw breath, “I have to go. I have to go now!” Ella pulled at the skirt of her gown until her feet were exposed and she could turn in the opposite direction with ease. As Ella sprinted down the hall and out of sight, Bethany was overcome with yet another revelation: though this one was far less horrifying than seeing her mother drape herself over a man who, by the looks of it, was endeavoring tirelessly to free himself without breaking the her hands.

Whoever Peter is, Bethany thought to herself as she watched the man called Peter yank Isolda’s arms from around his neck, he is not Ella’s uncle. 




 

Chapter Seventeen

Thomas Delaquix had been deployed to summon his daughter to supper. It was a task for which he’d been responsible for some fifteen years but Ella was not in her usual hideouts and he grew worried that something terrible might have happened to his only child. He was impulsive like that, or so his wife told him. Heeding the words of the most intelligent (and potentially belligerent) person he’d ever known, Thomas opted to keep scouring the grounds. After a few more tries, he was able to spot Ella’s loose curls flowing freely from behind an almond-leaved willow tree several yards from their home. 

He called to Ella first, but when she did not hear, or heed, he ventured out to her. As he came upon his resting daughter he grew worried about her. She appeared so forlorn and that was not like her. She was typically such a happy girl.

“What grieves you, daughter?” Thomas asked, taking a knee beside Ella, who was startled by his presence.

“Oh, goodness, Papa,” she said, “I didn’t even see you there.”

“Yes, you seemed quite occupied. And quite vexed. What burdens you, my love?”

Ella yearned to lunge into his arms and have him hug her tightly. Her father was such a hugger. She adored that about him. But adoration could not compel her to divulge that which tormented her. It simply was not proper and her poor father would not have known, even in his sincerest efforts, how to assuage the situation. Even if she’d wanted to confide in him, how could Ella tell her own father that two teenage boys from the town had, just hours before, pointed at her breasts and made obscene gestures? She felt sickened to even recall it. And they had been boys that Ella had grown up with; she’d assumed they were her friends. 

“Father,” she asked, unwilling to break his sweet heart by ignoring his concern, “why are some people so thoughtless? How can they truly not care that someone’s feelings are hurt?”

“Has someone hurt your feelings?”

“No one in particular. I just wonder if perhaps I am expecting too much from people. Perhaps it is just in a boy’s nature to be callous.”

Thomas perked up.

“Is that who hurt your feelings, Ella?” he asked. “Was it a boy?”

“No,” she said. “Well, yes, kind of.”

“Just give me his name and that will be the end of that!”

Ella giggled. “No, no papa. It’s not like that. It is hard for me to explain.”

“Try.”

Ella turned her face away from her father and gazed out at the sunset, the sky a radiant pink and orange to bid the sun good night. 

“Papa,” she said, “do you think God would be angry with me if I decide never to marry?”

Ella fell toward the carriage door and scrambled maniacally to open the latch. The driver leapt down from his seat hastily. 

“Your ladyship,” he said, helping her into the coach, “I am sorry. If I had known you were coming, I’d have opened the door for you. Forgive me.”

“It is quite all right,” Ella said, out of breath and frantically eager to bypass the driver’s polite apologies. “I just need you to take me home, immediately.”

“Of course, miss,” the man replied. “Are you sure you do not want to wait for your uncle to join you?” 

Ella looked up at the driver, her eyes wrought with tears, and the man knew to say no more but to comply with the lady’s wishes. 

How did this happen? Ella raced through her recollections of that evening and knew she must have uttered those same words to herself only hours earlier. Thus the cycle of her madness reached full circle and she knew there was nothing she could say to herself that had not been said before. 

How did she allow this to happen?

Gabriel had been kissing Isolda, passionately, in what he surely believed to be the concealment of a dimly lit hallway. How could he have done this? Isolda! Her aunt—the woman who’d displayed sadistic pleasure whenever Ella had been pained or humiliated. Ella had no memory of her aunt ever shedding a tear on her niece’s behalf. Not when she’d tripped and bumped her head as a child, not when she’d been thrown from her horse and made to spend an entire summer indoors, not when Henry had drunkenly compared Ella’s body to a prostitute he’d observed soliciting tricks on a trip to Paris.

Not even when her parents were taken in death did Isolda reach out with a loving hand and place it on her niece’s weary shoulder. Instead, her aunt—her flesh and blood—had exploited every opportunity to tear Ella down and invite an audience to view it. Isolda was the devil Ella had known her entire life; she couldn’t imagine it any better than the devil she’d never met. She murmured to herself in sadness. 

“How could you do this to me, Gabriel? I loved you.”

I love you. 
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Isolda felt the fire in her belly when her lips moved across Peter’s. It was a sensation she’d not felt in a very long time and she’d have given everything she owned just to melt with Peter into the seclusion of her dormitory and never have to look back. 	Gabriel took Isolda’s left hand in his and tightened his fingers around it, prying it from his cheek like a barnacle. He pulled his torso away from hers and found his back against a wall. Isolda pressed against him harder. He feared if he grasped her hand any tighter, he would break it. Her left hand found its way underneath his arm and slid across his back. He sought to wrestle her hand and arm from his side, but learned quickly that every endeavor he made to peel her off of him only made her believe that he wanted their embrace to be aggressive and their first kiss to be as physically exhausting as it was gratifying. Gabriel knew he could no longer try to push her away from him politely. Right as he was about to forcibly remove Isolda’s hand from his face, however, an indiscernible noise caused the woman to relinquish her grip and pull her lips way from his. Both Gabriel and Isolda turned toward the sound and saw Bethany gawking at them, petrified. 

“Bethany, what are you doing here?!” Isolda shrieked. Bethany had not a second to respond as Gabriel slid away from the wall and brushed by Isolda rapidly as he made his way down the corridor. 

“Mother, what are you doing?” Bethany implored vehemently, though she kept her voice low so as not to attract any unsolicited attention.

“That is none of your business,” Isolda spat. “How dare you spy on me?”

“I did no such thing. I was merely taking a brief jaunt around the house with—“

Bethany was interrupted by the uproar of voices from the ballroom entrance. Perhaps the commotion would attract a crowd after all. Isolda straightened her dress, gave one final cautionary look toward her daughter and made her way toward the voices. Bethany was left alone to contemplate the sequence of events that might very well have been a strange dream.

“Bethany!” Gabriel beseeched.

She turned toward his voice and before she could reply, he was right in front of her, his hands clutching her upper arms. 

“Have you seen Ella?” he asked, his eyes wild and irritable.

“Yes,” she answered, “and do you mind telling me just why you were kissing my mother in our very own home, under almost fifty noses trained to sniff out scandal like their livelihood depended on it. Which it does.”

“I can’t explain that to you right now, Bethany. I need to find Ella. Where is she?”

“I imagine she went home or she needed a breath of fresh air.” 

Gabriel released her shoulders and looked back down the hallway from whence he came. 

“I imagine it is quite jarring to walk in on your aunt locking lips with the uncle that isn’t her husband,” Bethany said, completing her response to his inquiry. 

Gabriel shot a look back at Bethany and his face caused her to shiver.

“What?” he sued, reclaiming her shoulders again, this time with far less constraint. “Ella saw your mother kiss me?”

“We both did.”

He released Bethany’s body so rapidly that she fell back slightly. She watched as Peter sprinted down the hall and out of her sight.
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“What do you mean, ‘if you decide you never want to marry?’” Thomas asked his daughter in bafflement. “Where did this come from all of a sudden?”

Ella regretted her choice of words. It was a stupid question to have asked her father. He was incapable of reading between the lines. He would answer the obvious question truthfully: of course God would not be angry. God knew more than anyone the way most men, and now even boys, treated Ella. Hadn’t the eleventh commandment been to honor women? At least that was what Marguerite always claimed.

“It is a silly question, Papa,” Ella said. “You don’t have to answer it.”

“I’ll answer it,” he proclaimed. Before Ella could insist it was not necessary, her father did as he said.

“Of course the good Lord would not be angry with you, Ella. That is an easy answer. But I think there may be more to your inquest than that. So I will simply say that you should not give any thought to marriage. If you end up never marrying because a worthy man never comes your way, so be it. But why would you dwell on those things that you know so little about—at least right now. Just live, Ella. Live and learn, grow, pray, repent of your sins and become a better person by them. When you are doing all of that, marriage will only present itself to you because you will have fallen in love. When you fall in love, you will know it. And it will change everything. You have to live and learn with a new set of eyes, grow even more, pray harder, repent of new sins and try yet again, and then again, to be a better person. Marriage…well, it if is right, it will fit in quite nicely with all of that. There; have I answered your question to your liking or did I completely miss the target? You know, your mother is so much better at these kinds of things.”

Ella leapt, as she had ignored the impulse to do before, into her father’s waiting arms. “Yes, you have, Papa,” she said. “No one could have said it better!”

As the carriage rolled into the courtyard of the Delaquix estate, Ella quickly exited the coach and made her way to the door. She knew no one would be waiting for her yet. The night was still young. The front door was locked and she cursed. She ran to the back and tried to open the door to the kitchen. Per God’s merciful hand, it was unlocked, though it should not have been. 

Ella burst through the door and saw the kitchen was empty. She made her way to the dining room and saw Frome playing a board game with Louis and a farmhand named Raoul. 

“Where is Marion?” Ella asked, almost out of breath.

“She is in the great room with Marguerite,” Frome replied, standing. “Are you unwell, child?”

Ella did not respond. She ran toward the great room, struggling not to trip over her skirt, and stood at the entryway, gasping for breath. Marion and Marguerite were already standing, roused from their conversation by the racket of Ella’s entrance. 

“Ella!” Marguerite exclaimed. “Are you all right? What happened?”

“When Gabriel returns,” Ella said between breaths, “please see to it that he has all the accommodations he needs to carry out the rest of his itinerary. I am insistent on that. But I do not want to see him. Please do not, no matter what he says, summon me when he arrives. In fact, I don’t want to see anyone tonight. I want only time to myself. Please, Marion, Marguerite, as much as you want to check on me I beg you: just wait till the morning. I will be fine and all will be explained. I promise.”

With that, Ella ascended the staircase perpendicular to the great room and rushed to her bedchamber. She locked the door behind her. Though her body and heart compelled her to fall atop her bed and weep until sleep came upon her she instead took a seat at her vanity. It took her several minutes to prepare the necessary tools, but once it was done, she began hastily drawing out her thoughts with words scribbled across the page. She wrote as quickly as her tired, shivering hands would allow her. 

Ella was finished much sooner than she thought she would be. She set down her pen and allowed the ink to dry. She stood slowly, carefully, and made her way toward her wardrobe. The only thing left to do before she fell into a deep, most welcome slumber was undress and then weep. And then weep some more.

Ella began by unfastening two clips in her hair. They were pulling her curls tightly and she’d been desperate to remove them since before the party.

That damn party!

She could hardly wait to defrock and bury herself in nothing but the blankets of her thick bed covers. For she had been freezing for some time but had been so possessed with adrenaline up to that point that she hardly noticed. Ella shivered. It was almost as cold in her room as it had been outside.

She felt first his breath against her neck and then the heavenly warmth from his body. 

“Gabriel!” Ella shrieked anyway as she pulled herself loose from his grasp. “You bastard! What are you doing in here?”

“Oh,” he said, his tone sarcastic, “you mean I should have come in the front door and your staff would have let me up here graciously?”

“If they cared at all about my sincerest desires, they wouldn’t have done any such thing.”

“Well, then now you can see why I had to revert to my old methods. Ella, you’re freezing cold. Here,” he said unbuttoning his doublet, “wear this.”

“No thank you,” Ella snapped, shunning his offer. “I want nothing more than you to leave me alone.”

“Ella, stop screaming at me and let me explain. I did not kiss Isolda.”

“I don’t want to hear this, Gabriel. I don’t care.”

“Well, I do. And it is vital to me that you know that I hadn’t the slightest idea she intended to engage me like that when she requested a private meeting with me. She kissed me and I spent the next ten seconds trying to pry her from me without breaking her arms. And I was about to succeed before Bethany interrupted.”

“It doesn’t even matter.”

“I’m not finished, Ella! How much time did you observe this kiss before you fled? Don’t tell me you did not see what it is I am describing to you.” 

“So what if she kissed you against your will or not? You owe me no explanations either way. You are free to act in whatever way you choose, Gabriel.”

“Oh, am I?”

“Yes, and I am too.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“It means I wrote you a letter a few moments ago, when I was naïve enough to think I had privacy and that I would not have to see you again. It explains in detail what I am choosing to do. So why don’t you just read it now and then leave me alone.”

“I’d rather hear it from you.”

“I didn’t give you that option.”

“You say you want to be alone? Hearing it from your own mouth is the only way that will happen. So carry on. Say what it is you have to say, Ella.”

She had no choice. If Gabriel was one thing, he was stubborn. He’d proven his unrelenting persistence for fifteen years. He stood before Ella wearing the face of a man who had no intention of ending that streak anytime soon. 

“Very well,” she declared. “I’m finished, Gabriel. I am not playing any more parts, not going to any ball, none of it. I’m through. You may carry on as you planned. You may stay here in my home and your may occupy the title of Duke of Ebersole, my uncle. Take down Thurlow and you will even have my eternal gratitude. But my part is done.”

Ella’s heart threatened to break out of her skin as she observed Gabriel’s response to her declaration. He appeared so very puzzled and Ella wondered if he was even absorbing what she was saying to him. Had she succeeded in hurting him? Was it possible? Ella wondered if, when the impetus of her aggression toward Gabriel subsided, she would enjoy any comfort from having wounded his pride. Even if she could, she would still be left with a thick, torturous ache in her soul that chained her to earth with hopelessness, making her regret every word she’d said to him. 

“Very well, if that’s what you want.” Gabriel relented, surprisingly unexcitable at that moment.

“I’m sorry?”

“I said if that is what you want,” he repeated, “then you are right that I will most likely be able to carry out the rest of the agenda by myself.”

Ella bit her lip to keep from crying out. She had not succeeded in injuring him—only herself. And though the action that had induced her despair had already been said and done, it promised to keep hurting her again and again till the day she died. She bit harder against her lower lip. 

Gabriel turned, as though preparing himself to depart from her presence when he suddenly turned back toward Ella. “Before I go, however, I was wondering if you might possibly do me one last favor,” he asked.

“A favor?” Ella said over the lump in her throat. “Haven’t I done enough?”

“Yes, of course you have. But this is something I truly need and I would forever be in your debt, even more than I am now, if you would at least hear me out.”

He stepped closer to Ella with each word he uttered. By the time he had finished, she could feel the heat of his body against her skin and the warmth only made her shiver even more.

“What more do you want from me, Gabriel?” she implored. 

Gabriel looked deeply into Ella’s eyes and she prayed he would stop stalling. His voice was low and quiet, but distinctly audible.

“I ask only that you take a brief vacation tomorrow morning and visit your friends in Kersley before you make any more decisions about severing all ties with me.”

“What?” Ella uttered, stunned by the request. Had she heard him correctly?

“Kersley,” Gabriel stated, confidently. “You know it well, of course. How long has it been since you have seen your friends the Gypsies?”

“I—I don’t know, I…” she stuttered, still reeling from bewilderment. “How do you know anything about Kersley or the Gypsies?”

“I know a lot more about that place than you think, Ella,” he said almost cryptically. “Perhaps even more than you do.”

“But how?”

“You forgot to inquire this evening in the carriage where I have been for the last two days. Well, here is the answer to your unasked question: I was in Kersley.” 

“You were? Why?”

“Because there are people there that are my friends too, Ella. I’ve never had the pleasure of meeting the Gypsies you so admire, but there are many other citizens in Kersley that are quite amiable. Some of them are even willing to take a wounded fugitive, a man they know absolutely nothing about and tend to his wounds, give him bread and sustenance, let him hide out for fifteen years in their homes…even help him fake his own death.”

Ella found it hard to breathe.

“I can’t believe it,” she stated gutturally. 

“Well, believe it, Ella,” Gabriel exhorted, “and pay your friends a visit tomorrow. I will even accompany you, though I think you might prefer to take this vacation alone.”




 

Chapter Eighteen

Sergeant James Halsty was waiting at the summit of the cracked, cement steps that led into the dungeon—the lair. For someone so young (only twenty-two years of age), Halsty was exceptionally strong, and ambitious to a fault. It was not like he had been raised by his pious parents to be so aggressive in his tactics and behavior, the fuel of his ambition; he simply knew it came with being one of the elite. It was Captain Thurlow that came up with the nickname of Hussar. The term was eponymous with some kind of nighttime, stealthy cavalry that Thurlow had become familiar with in his youth. Halsty was not entirely sure the details of its inception. His captain had many secrets and a moniker that boasted slyness was only fitting. Halsty had been skeptical when Thurlow approached him privately one spring night over a year before and asked questions that the young soldier had never before been asked: What are your feelings regarding our king and father? In what do you put your faith, young man? Initially, Halsty was certain it was a ruse to test his loyalty and patriotism. He’d replied exactly as he’d been trained: allegiance to his king was paramount to even his own life. Thurlow seemed disappointed and Halsty wondered just what kind of trick was being played on him. Did his captain already know the truth: that to Halsty, adherence to despots of authority, be they kings or parents, was indeed treasonous to his own countenance? 

Ever since Halsty had been a young boy, he’d despised his religious and rigidly strict parents. His father in particular was terribly severe. When Halsty had been an infant, barely old enough to walk, he once cried out during a mass. His father took him into the churchyard and beat him. Many people saw it; no one stopped him. No one ever prohibited the man from exacting such abuse on a young child, for the man was of noble blood. He was so respected by his social peers, the gawkers convinced themselves that little James Halsty deserved whatever punishment his deeply spiritual father saw fit to bestow upon him.

James Halsty hated his parents. But even more than that, he loathed their presumptuousness. What had the Baron and Baroness Halsty done to deserve such allowance and liberty to force their pietistic beliefs on another person, even their son? They were worthless people. They were nothing and until Captain Thurlow had given Halsty a purpose, a code of honor that he’d never known existed; he was forever crushed beneath the heel of the man and woman who had sired him but never truly loved him. Maybe his parents had indeed raised him to be the violent, uncompromising mercenary he was today. Halsty didn’t think much on it. His parents might as well have been dead to him. Now, the blond-haired man with wide shoulders, a large chest, and ironically short body stood proudly at the threshold of a new life for himself. It was a life which depended upon those who resided behind the iron door to the lowest, most concealed prison in the land: the “candidates” that Thurlow had been so thrilled, and palliated, to have at last in his custody. 

It took only minutes for Captain Thurlow to meet his most devout soldier at the lair steps and, after a brief salute, both men descended the steps into the depths of Hell on Earth.

The stench was almost unbearable and Thurlow shielded his nostrils with his gloved hand. Halsty did not seem as bothered by the smell; he’d already spent some time in the dungeon already. There were only a dozen cells, as this particular dungeon was not the main prison for those convicted of various crimes in Gwent. The lair was uniquely brutal and one-of-a-kind. Thurlow wondered if even the king himself knew it existed.

But then Thurlow recalled one incident, many years before, of which the king was fully aware. Who could blame the monarch, though; he was dealing with the derelict that had conspired to murder him and possibly even his wife and young son? No mercy, nor even a clean, organized, well-monitored, civilly governed penitentiary could be expended for such a travesty.

Halsty didn’t know what irritated him more: the stench of feces and death or the wailing moans that echoed from behind the iron doors of each individual cell. As he and Thurlow neared one enclosure that was oddly silent, Halsty gestured to his superior that they had reached their destination. 

Halsty motioned for the cell guard to open the door and the heavy, middle-aged man quickly complied. Once ajar, the door creaked until it slammed against the cement walls with a horrific bang. The dirty, emaciated man that sat stationary in the corner of the small chamber was no one that Thurlow expected. 

The bald man glared at his jailers with possessed, accusatory eyes. Though he was battered and starved, he maintained a pride that Thurlow could not help but be impressed by.

“It’s strange,” Thurlow whispered to Halsty under his breath. “For being of a people so untamed and godless, he has a dignity about him.”

“Yes sir,” Halsty replied.

“Where are my wife and children?!” the man suddenly screamed out, his eyes wild, succumbing to madness. “What have you done with them?”

“I think you may have just found the perfect candidate, corporal,” Thurlow said, patting Halsty’s shoulder, completely obtuse to the prisoner’s plea. “He certainly is feisty and ‘primed for revolution’ wouldn’t you say? Good work.”

Halsty accepted the accolade graciously and both he and Thurlow stepped out, away from the cell’s entryway.

Just as the prisoner leapt from the corner, the horrific bang of the iron door hitting and locking into the metal frame pierced his ears again. He fell against the partition anyway and began slamming his fist into it. He did not stop until his fingers were practically broken and he could lift his arm no longer. The weeping prisoner slumped down to the floor, covered in rat droppings, and closed his eyes. He called to his wife out loud and prayed that the force of his love would somehow carry the message to her, the woman he’d worshipped his whole life, and that instead of it being a broken, desperate cry from a shackled, doomed soul, it would find her in a serenade across the lusciously vibrant trees of Kersley.

Oh my sweet wife, please forgive me for not taking you in my arms that night and proclaiming my undying love… Oh my sweet wife, please forgive me for not taking you in my arms that night and proclaiming my undying love.

Oh my sweet wife, please forgive me… 
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The years had been kind to Isolda. For a woman in her middle ages, her skin was taut and unblemished with even a touch of bronze to accentuate an exotic mystique. She stood in front of the full-length double mirrors of her wardrobe and grinned. But even with impulse to smile, she still cursed. Isolda felt like battering her fist against the glass, even to the point of lacerating her hand. A little nip of pain would be welcome compared the excruciating torment of not being able to carry on in her concupiscence with Peter. Her body still burned with the sensation of his lips against hers, his hard chest pressed against her body. If it had been allowed to go on even one second longer, they would have been propelled by their appetites to escape to the nearest secluded hideaway and succumb to the lust in its wholeness. 

But instead Isolda cursed out loud. 

“Damn it, Bethany! Why did you have to be there? Why!?”

Of course there had been the slightest inkling of resistance on Peter’s part, but Isolda refused to linger on it. She had put him in a terrible position and that was incredibly unfair. Peter was a man shackled to a scandalous part. He was doing all he could, taking every specific action to cleanse himself of any and all disrepute, even carrying with him a gravitas that proved to be quite an encumbrance to Isolda. To have been spotted engaging in such salacious activity would have been detrimental to the revitalization of his image.

Isolda got it. She understood image.

And yes, there was still that question. Isolda knew less the answer that night than she had when she’d first set eyes on Peter weeks before. Did it matter? Whoever he was, he was still the man she’d fallen in love with. 

Isolda sighed and began removing the pins from her deeply dark, brown hair. She closed her eyes as she did and imagined it was Peter who was kneading his hands through her hair, sneaking kisses at her face and neck. She inhaled deeply and opened her eyes. Henry was watching her from across the room. Isolda gasped.

“What do you want, Henry?!” she snapped at him. He said nothing, nor did he move. Isolda turned back curtly, desiring to make it clear to him she was turning her back to him and not the other way around. Still, Henry watched his wife of more than twenty years intensely, catching her eyes through the mirror’s reflection. 

Isolda wondered if he knew about her kiss with Peter that evening. Had Bethany told her father? That little brat! But Isolda then reminded herself of two things: Bethany had no respect or admiration for her father and would not have troubled herself to tattle on her mother when Henry was guilty of the same sin and far worse. Furthermore, Henry too had no respect or admiration neither for the institution of marriage nor in the duties of spouses to honor archaic, idiotic vows of fidelity. Why would he even care about Isolda and Peter? Isolda pondered as she watched her husband stare at her for several more seconds and then silently depart from her dormitory as hauntingly as he had appeared. 




 

Chapter Nineteen

An eerie silence loomed over Kersley; a stark contrast from the colorful, lively atmosphere that used to welcome Ella whenever she visited. As she made her way slowly across the cold, undisturbed pathway that normally was beaten down with hundreds of child-sized, rambunctious feet, she tried to shake the overwhelming premonition that she was too late. But to what, she was not sure. She called out for Gonla, Luca, and every other person she recall. There was no reply. Ella scanned the surrounding as far as her eyes could see, but she could discern nothing. The caravans had all but vanished and Ella wished more than ever before that she could locate at least one barrel-shaped wagon with jovial voices emanating from within.

“Ella!”

She jumped and turned eastward toward the familiar voice, her gloved hand across her heart to stem its panic. There sat a grove of large trees that dwarfed a small reservoir in which Ella had waded on more than one occasion. It was Luca. When Ella made eye contact with him, he began running toward her. As he neared, Ella observed that he was thinner and paler than usual. His hair was long, ratty, and his clothing was covered with dirt stains, old and new. But he smiled merrily upon seeing his friend and first crush.

“Ella,” he said, out of breath, “what are you doing here?”

“Luca,” Ella replied anxiously, “where is everyone?”

“They left,” Luca replied, oddly surprised that Ella didn’t already know.

“Everyone?”

“Well, mostly everyone. They went east, toward the mountains. Terrible time of year to go east, but that was their only option.”

“Luca,” Ella said, her confusion bordering on pain, “what are you talking about? What do you mean their only option? Where is Gonla? Did she and Ante’ leave, too?”

Luca didn’t answer but motioned for Ella to follow him back along the shallow, newborn trail toward the reservoir, from whence he’d come.

After a long while of walking, Ella heard the noise, the blissful commotion that she’d come to associate with her friends. She quickened her step as she crossed the grove and emerged along the rocky reservoir beach. There were fifty or so mud and stick huts that lined the beach about ten feet from the water. Countless people of all ages milled around the makeshift homes and in the surrounding wooded area, doing everything from the most mundane of chores to chopping down trees. Like nothing had ever happened. But Ella knew her hope was in vain when it tried to reassure her. The sullenness in the eyes of each man, woman, and child that Ella watched got caught up in the passing wind and made its way over leaves, rocks, saplings, and water to find Ella and constricted her sanguinity. It was like a passing infection of gloom. There were several people among the crowd she didn’t recognize, but the ones who were familiar grinned when they saw her. There was one woman in particular whose face lit up upon seeing Ella. The beautiful, well-bundled woman called out and Ella felt herself collapsing in happiness.

“Gonla!” Ella shouted, waving her arm from side to side. Gonla waved back and began running toward Ella and Luca. She was hobbling a bit. Ella saw this and felt a pang of guilt, like it had somehow been her fault that Gonla was struggling. Ella sprinted forward, as fast as she could, to reach Gonla before she had to hobble any farther. When they met, the friends embraced tightly, ecstatically. The voices of Gonla’s children soon accompanied the two women and Ella allowed her tears to flow freely.

[image: separator.png]

“What happened here, Gonla?” Ella asked somberly from a flat boulder inside Gonla’s hut that doubled as a table and a chair. Gonla instructed her children to depart before she answered.

“Most of my people left,” Gonla began, “hoping that traveling east toward the mountains would take them safely from Kersley and out of harm’s way.”

“Harm’s way?”

“Thurlow’s army came, Ella. Not all of them, but enough. They said we had to leave or they would issue arrests.

“It wasn’t just us; they told everyone in Kersley to go away. There must have been thousands of us running for our lives. They said something about military barracks or camps needing to occupy the territory. I don’t know for certain. Many refused to leave their homes. When they did, they were detained.” Gonla looked away to hide her tears. “Even Ante’,” she said wearily.

Ella’s heart sank into her stomach when she heard Gonla utter her husbands’ name. “What happened to him?” Ella implored, reaching out and taking Gonla’s shivering hand in her own, squeezing it so tightly that she feared she might cause her friend even more pain.

“I don’t know where they took him,” Gonla wept. “All I know is that once the army left, they did not release any of their detainees. That is why we have not left. I cannot leave without him.”

Ella stood, resolved. “This is Thurlow’s doing. I know it! I will find out where Ante’ is, Gonla. I swear! I know of a way to expose Thurlow as the murderous traitor that he is. All of his crimes will be revealed and he will have no choice but to release his prisoners.”

“Ella, stop!” Gonla stated stridently, alarming Ella.

She sat back down slowly, her face flushed with adrenaline but deeply confused by Gonla’s outburst. “Gonla, what is it?”

“You think you understand, Ella, but you do not. You see Thurlow as one man: one devious, sadistic, powerful man. But he is more than that. The army of Gwent pays their allegiance to the king. They go where Thurlow directs, but they answer to a higher power. There is at least some hope for fairness and humanness where the army is concerned. But Thurlow has his own army, the Hussars. They answer to no one but Thurlow.”

“The Hussars? What is that?”

Gonla shook her head.

“I don’t know, my friend. But I fear the worst. I believe that Ante’ and the others are in Thurlow and the Hussars’ custody. God knows what they are doing to him. They are capable of such…brutality.”

The sadness in Gonla’s face morphed from grief into something Ella could not recognize. It was almost as though Gonla had become less present: lighter and weightless. A shell.

“What is it?” Ella inquired, softly. Gonla merely shook her head, as though she was desperate to shield her friend from some horrific manifestation. Ella found herself growing impatient. Why did Gonla feel she couldn’t handle it?

“Just be careful, Ella,” Gonla replied, painfully aware that she’d opened a wound and was refusing a dear friend the chance to mend it. “Don’t take Thurlow to be less than he is; even if a lesser man than he doesn’t exist.”

“Gonla,” Ella said, frustrated that Gonla remained so evasive, “I think it might be safer for you to join your family in the mountains. It is not too cold yet and you are alone here. The army will come back and what then? Ante’ would want you to be safe. He will know where to find you when he is released.”

“I will never leave without him.”

“Then what about asking Luca to take the children up? I’m sure he would be willing.”

“I cannot do that either. The children are my husband’s life. Even my baby girl cannot be taken away. Ellie is his only daughter. There is a bond between them that, if broken or shifted, it would destroy them both. It was a bond that Ante’ fought so hard to construct. Now it a source of power, even a life force, for them both that cannot be replicated. I know it is hard to understand.”

She has no idea just how hard, Ella thought to herself.

Gonla perceived her friend’s anguish and knew she could no longer shield Ella from the truth, though it would threaten to destroy her as it almost did Gonla herself. “Ante’ still is consumed with guilt that he did not love our sweet Ellie before she was born,” said Gonla. “He did not want her.”

“What?”

“Please don’t judge him with harshness. It was unspeakably hard for him to never know for sure that…”

“That what, Gonla?”

“That Ellie was even his child.”

Ella’s breath caught in her throat and she had to brace herself on the edges of her stone seat to keep from toppling over. “What did you say?” Ella begged, scarcely capable of drawing breath.

“This is not easy for me to tell you. I only hope our friendship has been through enough that you will not think I have disgraced my family, my people, or my soul with infidelity.”

“The Hussars? They, they—” Ella stuttered when she tried to speak of the horror of it. She pulled her hands back and cupped her face, ashamed at how ridiculous she must have appeared. Gonla simply dropped her head forward. It was becoming clear to Ella: the seething hatred Gonla and her family felt for Thurlow, for his men, for anyone who wasn’t one of them. She’d called her victimizers bastards. If what Gonla said was true, even bastards were incapable of such heinousness. Ella felt like her chest was collapsing on itself. How could Gonla have never said anything before? Perhaps she’d tried.

“Gonla,” said Ella, tears of shamefulness pouring down her cheeks, “I—I don’t know what to say. I’m so sorry.”

“It’s not your fault, love. I didn’t even know you at the time. Please don’t cry for me.”

“Who was it? Thurlow?”

“No. I’ve only ever seen him from a distance. I never knew anything about the men that attacked me except that they were monsters. Drunken monsters.”

“Men?”

Gonla nodded. She reached across the space between her and Ella, now an almost sacred monument to their friendship, and took her trembling hands in hers. “Yes, Ella,” she said with remarkable equanimity. “But I plead with you to ask me no more questions about it. Ever. It was as terrible as you imagine. But it is over now and the love I feel for my perfect little Ellie is enough to heal my brokenness, ever so slowly. Even Ante’ was rescued from the throes of depression and an even worse fate, for he was willing to sacrifice his own life, and soul, to avenge me. It was all by little Ellie’s presence that we could move on. That is why I cannot leave until Ante’ returns. Don’t forget that I still believe in miracles.”

Ella dried her eyes with a corner of her shawl. If only she could say the same thing. “I understand,” Ella declared and, astonishingly, a small, almost unnoticeable peace fell upon her heart.

“I want you to always remember something, Ella,” Gonla said, a peculiar joy adorning her countenance. “You burden yourself with the goal of perfection because so many see you as the flawless. But they are wrong. Flawlessness is not perfection. It can’t be. Because you are not flawless, love. No one is. But you are a perfect friend.”

Ella withdrew her right hand from Gonla’s grasp to wipe the sheet of tears from her eyes and cheeks. She grinned, just a little.

“I don’t want any harm or heartbreak to befall you,” Gonla went on, “but you must still do whatever it is you need to be happy. This life is the only chance you have. And if I never see you again, know that, no matter what you do, it is a perfect friend who does it.”
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Dusk was falling upon the hills but Ella refused to look upon it. She quickened her pace. She could not be tortured with caution or even attentiveness to the elements of nature, the sun or moon, or anything that caused her to slow in her momentum. All she could focus on was getting back to Gabriel, tearing into him for his sadistic, albeit effective, manipulation of her passions and then swearing complete loyalty to him and his calling. Ella would not be stopped; at least until the likes of Thurlow and the Hussars were wiped from the surface of the earth and caught in the tide of all things unrighteous, doomed straight for Hell.

But oh, how she wished she could look upon the sun and let the warm purple and orange hues against the sky penetrate her skin; skin made thicker with each passing second. She willed the longing away but it was impossible to ignore her periphery and pretend something so beautiful did not exist at all. It did, and Ella did not know what to make of it. So she just stopped and gazed at the splendor of another day coming to its end. A small mound of sun still lingered over the hills and it was washed in the most stunning shades of orange, which reminded Ella of the very dress she was wearing that day. It had belonged, like so many things, to her mother and Ella felt the old sorrow of missing her parents become one with that which had only recently befallen her, one enormous weight of despair.

She began daydreaming. What else was left to do? She pondered if days were at all like people. Did they too wake up in the morning and live each second to the extent of their potential, forging storms and drought, war and bloodshed just so they could maybe, mercifully, get just one second to watch a butterfly free itself from its cocoon, or watch children splashing in a river illuminated by the midday sun? And then the day would bid farewell to the world, knowing it could never come again. For no two days were the same. Was that the way it had been since the beginning?

Were days like people?

In spite of everything she’d learned that afternoon, Ella still thought back to the previous evening when she saw Gabriel and Isolda together. It was remarkable to her that she had thought very little of the incident the very next day after it happened. Perhaps not so remarkable, as Ella believed Gabriel whole-heartedly that Isolda had indeed kissed him and he broke away as quickly as he could. She’d never for a second doubted his story, even if doing so would have succeeded in justifying her seething hostility toward him. Would she have been wiser if she suspected him of deceit and far worse, just to be secure from the threat of even more disappointment? Of all the characteristics and traits Gabriel elicited from Ella, wisdom was not one of them.

Ella carried on with her journey home. She was alarmed when she heard the galloping of a single horse coming from the direction of Gwent. She panicked and wondered if she should at least try to hide though she had no excess time and she stood in the center of a clearing that featured no vegetation. Was it Thurlow? What if it was one of the Hussars? Would they do to her what they did to Gonla? It was a sickening irony that Ella felt guarded by the fact that Thurlow made it no secret to anyone that he would kill any man who tried to harm Ella. It made her want to retch.

Ella saw the tall figure duck his head under a tree branch as his horse plodded closer to her.

“Speak of the devil,” she sighed to herself, her trepidation dissipating. Gabriel rode his horse with effortless gallantry. Ella could not help but be impressed—and ashamedly grateful he was there.

“I thought since you refuse to utilize the resourcefulness of a stallion, I would meet you half way and offer you a ride home,” said Gabriel.

His voice was winded, not due to him being too exerted in his exercise, just overly impatient for Ella to react to his presence. She did not react but remained still, just to make him all the more annoyed. For he was the reason she was out there at all.

He extended his hand.

“No thank you,” she said, contemptuously, “but I would happily have another go at that magnificent stallion if I could ride him home myself. Alone.”

Gabriel smiled, smugly. He tipped his head sideways like he was both stunned and amused by her retort. “You are still cross with me,” he said, his smugness still apparent.

Ella began walking again, her pace slightly quicker than before. “No, of course not, Peter” she said sarcastically.

Gabriel hastily dismounted his horse and ran until he caught up with Ella and stopped her by gently taking her elbow in his hand. “I only told you to go to Kersley,” he said defensively, “because I wanted you to see what was happening, at the very hands of perpetrators to whom you were so willing to grant amnesty just this afternoon.”

Ella halted, wrestling to free her arm and then restrain herself from clawing at his face—perfectly groomed, thanks to her friends. “That was not what I said, you clod! I was simply no longer willing to grant amnesty to you and your maniacal, absurd methodology. I assure you I want no amnesty for any of them, Thurlow or the Hussars.”

Gabriel waited for Ella to finish and take the breath she so desperately needed after her rant. He inspected her closely. Even with the fading sunlight, one could see that her cheeks and eyelids were red and swollen from heavy crying. He felt sorry; he hadn’t meant to make her cry.

“Why didn’t you tell me about the Hussars, Gabriel?” she implored, her passion temporarily subdued.

“I knew of the fact Thurlow had his own militia, of course. I only learned recently that they are sometimes referred to as the Hussars.”

“I thought you made it your business to know everything.”

“Trust me,” he said, his thick, foreboding voice taking over again, “I am more than well-informed of everything I need to know about those mongrels. A trivial nickname is of little consequence to me.”

“It was of some consequence to me today,” Ella snapped, intensity returning to her vocal timbre, tears beginning to well behind her eyes again. Gabriel stepped toward Ella, fighting the desire to comfort her with more than his words.

“Ella,” he began, “I know little about your relationship with the people of Kersley. I have only observed that you travel there as often as you can, bearing gifts, and then when you returned home, you seemed happier. At least until today. I knew you cared about the people enough to see for yourself what I observed two nights ago.”

Gabriel’s intent was to pacify Ella’s anger but it only made her more irate.

“You knew what was happening to them, and, instead of helping them, you manipulate me. You use my friends to get what you want from me. Well, you’ve got it! I will stay and play by your rules. I won’t give you any more trouble, rest assured! I see you as my only chance to stop Thurlow. I would try, but lest I sell myself to his sick fantasies, I cannot do it alone. You win! I surrender. Your plan will go on with no more resistance from me.”

“Stop carrying on like I’ve just thrown you to a pack of wild wolves,” Gabriel snapped. “I didn’t hurt your friends and I am doing everything in my power to stop the man who is hurting them. That’s the best you will get from me, or anyone who isn’t deceiving you. Ella, you live in a different world than the rest of us— a fairy tale! I’ve known it since I first started watching you. You see villains and heroes, demons and martyrs, and you are so sure that you have observed everyone in their proper role and have fit them to such parts indefinitely.”

“What are you saying?”

“I am saying that there are no such things as heroes, Ella! And we are all villains in some capacity. The only honor in life is willingness to see yourself in your true form and accept it. I admit that I am not the warrior for justice you hoped I would be. All of my actions have been and will remain completely self-serving. I don’t have the strength necessary to set aside my own need for vengeance to pine for people that—even if I tried—I could not help.

“How was I to save your friends the Gypsies, Ella? What could I do that I am not already doing? What about the others in Kersley you never bothered to meet or get to know? They have been persecuted since before you were ever born. They live in that godforsaken land because no one else will take them. They’re decent people too, Ella. In a way, those people, my friends, saved my life fifteen years ago. And I couldn’t do anything to save them. I can’t save the Gypsies either, Ella. I couldn’t even save my brother!”

Gabriel stopped abruptly, his voice breaking. He would not allow any human being to see him struggle, especially Ella. He had trained himself for the last fifteen years to bear grief not in his heart, or even his mind, but in his shoulders, and his forearms, and in the parts of his body that could utilize the pain and become stronger because of it.

Ella watched as the man of iron melted from the inside out and she ached to touch him, just with her fingertips, to see what it felt like to touch sorrow in human form. She longed even more to hold him in her arms; not to assure him that all would be all right in the end (for he would never believe her) but to let him touch her, and feel, maybe for the first time, compassion in its human form.

Even love.

Ella wiped the tears from her sore, swollen cheeks and struggled to dam her thoughts of Gabriel from descending further past the point of no return. What good was it to love someone when the one person, the first person, she wanted to share it with didn’t believe in love at all? Like Gabriel had already made clear: life was not a fairy tale. And there were no heroes, only villains. But she was not a hero or a villain; neither was he.

“You may think yourself a villain, Gabriel,” Ella declaimed, her eyes fiercely concentrated on his, “because it spares you. When just being alive is to suffer, which it is for you I’m afraid, you will take any relief you can get. The ache of not being there, or being too late, or being powerless is the worst kind. Tell yourself you don’t care, and the throbbing grief is numbed. But it is not gone.”

“And what would you have me do?” he challenged. “Waste myself on pity? To what end, Ella? What good did crying today for your friends do? They still languish and you just stand here talking to me!”

Ella couldn’t remember slapping him. She only could recall the sting of his bitter words followed by the look on his face, still turned to the side, as redness formed below his cheekbone. She’d stung him back. He was not shocked, nor was he angry. He knew he deserved no less.

“And that is one thing I have no desire to do one second longer!” she exclaimed. Ella pulled her red wool shawl tighter around her shoulders and turned away from him hastily. The light of the sinking sun had only minutes left. When the same wool shawl she’d just stretched across her shoulders was yanked suddenly, her heart skipped. She hadn’t a clue what brought about such a powerful shock to her senses. The only thing of which Ella was certain was that she was falling. She expected at any moment for her body to smack the earth, but instead she fell against iron. Gabriel spun her around in her arms swiftly and before she could even blink or utter protest, she felt his lips against hers.

His arms encased her firmly at her back and across her shoulders. Her arms and hands were still tucked against her chest, trapped between both their bodies. In the moment that she finally realized what was happening, every living part of her wanted to ask him what he was doing, though it was no great mystery. He was kissing her, passionately and with no inhibition and yet she felt intent on having him describe to her his actions, his reasoning…his intentions. Was this the way it was supposed to happen? She pulled away from him slightly, but his grip did not let up. She would not be able to escape his grasp long enough to make her request, so she resigned herself to simply live it and ask questions later.

She could only experience it in fragments, the elements of her presence slowly decompressing. One by one her limbs and parts of her body she’d never felt before became weak and powerless. Except her heart, which drummed at her torso with a fury she had never known was possible. Gabriel loosened his hold on her shoulders a touch and spread his hands across her back. Ella wondered if he would act fast enough to catch her body when her knees inevitably buckled. Wanting not to take the chance, she wrapped her hands around his shoulders, sliding her left palm up the back of his neck until she could feel his hair slide like silk thread through her fingertips. Her right hand glided across his linen shirt, grazing his collar until she could hold his chin in her fingers. All the while she kissed him, feverishly. She alternated between letting him prevail upon her his own suppressed desire and claiming her own vitality by enveloping his lips insatiably. She was learning, in that blissful moment, what a true kiss was and she knew Isolda, the wretch, had not experienced it with Gabriel the night before or ever.

By the time the sun had disappeared behind the hills, Ella couldn’t tell where her heart was beating anymore, for she felt the rapturous throbbing like drums everywhere beneath her skin. He kissed her with such strength that she wondered if he might still be angry with her. But then she remembered that she had been the one to strike him. If Gabriel’s hands scaling her spine or his lips finding their way across her jaw and down her neck were some kind of projection of his hostility toward her, she would take care not to wait so long to incite it within him in the future.

But Ella knew, sensibly, that her heaven might not last; that the future may not give her another chance.



 

Chapter Twenty

Leopold hardly recognized his father anymore; he’d only seen splinters of life and coherence from the king since he’d returned from his army service. The father and son had spoken several times since being reunited but each time it seemed so exhausting for William to engage in conversation that Leopold would stay for only a few short minutes.

On the eve of the royal ball, from which Leopold would choose the future queen of Gwent, William called for his son. By the time the prince made his way to the king’s bedside, however, the old man had already fallen asleep. After once or twice of the same scenario, Leopold learned not to panic and assume his father had died each and every time it happened; even though the old man’s still, wrinkled face and raspy, almost inaudible breathing suggested death. 

The prince took many cues from William’s nurse, a much older woman with brown hair and eyes. She would nod, smile and make signs with her hands and a variety of other gestures to communicate to Leopold different messages about the king’s condition that particular day so as not to wake the ailing monarch. The nurse, Anna, never left the king’s bedside, not even to sleep or eat. Leopold was more than curious about all to which the woman had been privy from the numerous conferences that were held in the king’s chamber. It was unsettling to Leopold that a woman with no authority or political influence of any kind most likely knew more about matters of state than the future king of Gwent. 

It was more than unsettling for Leopold—in fact, it infuriated him. Why would his father raise him to be so exceptional, so significant a human being only to remain elusive of just what exceptions there would be? Leopold had learned how to be a warrior in the army but he knew nothing of being the leader of such a vast kingdom as Gwent. He’d wanted to learn, yearned so very badly to meet all of his parents’ expectations and then exceed them. But where were the expectations? Did his father have nothing to bestow on his heir that would be inspirational, instructive, or even empathetic? It was not as though William had ever been the other kind of father instead of the royal sort. Leopold had never, not once, been bounced on a knee or read a bedtime story. William never even thought to teach his son arithmetic or economics or anything like it. All of it was left to tutors and the convenient optimism that spoiling the prince would somehow bequeath him all he would ever need. Well, yes, Leopold was more than ready to play the part. The following evening’s ball would demonstrate that, but neither William nor Arabella seemed remotely afraid that their son could not be the part. 

Leopold gazed down at his sleeping father. Even distorted by illness and ravaged by age, the king’s face still reminded Leopold of his own: a wide mouth that was so easily curved into an enticing grin, thick eyebrows and rich, chocolate-colored hair that was short and cropped except for the very front, right at the rim of his forehead, where it feathered playfully. His mother had on more than one occasion divulged to Leopold that if she’d ever had a daughter, the little girl would look like her mother. Otherwise, she so pragmatically claimed, God would cease to be fair, since her son resembled his father so much.

Arabella didn’t know it, but Leopold always thought profoundly about what it would have been like to have a brother or sister whenever she’d joke about such a thing. He was sure he would have enjoyed a sibling.

King William moaned first and then slowly opened his eyes.

“Father,” Leopold said compassionately, “I did not want to wake you. I am sorry.” 

The king did not speak clearly but his grunting and slight shaking of his head indicated to Leopold and Anna that he did not want to be ignored. “No, no, Son,” William said in a raspy whisper, “come closer to me. I want to see you.” 

“Of course, Father,” Leopold said, edging closer to the side of the massive, lowly bed on which the king rested.

“You must know something,” the king said, and Leopold became excited, like he was a young boy again, “for I may not ever get another chance.”

“What is it?”

“I was never a good enough father. I am sorry.”

Leopold was dumbfounded. “Father, do not say that,” he begged.

“Leopold,” William exclaimed, an uncanny energy returning to his voice, “you have to listen to me now! I don’t have much more time.”

The prince did not speak; he merely waited.

“I was not a good father,” the king continued. “I failed in so many ways. I am failing now, as we speak. For tomorrow night, you are to stand in front of all of Gwent and choose a queen; a mother for your own son and I will not be there to witness it.”

“That is all right, Father,” the son said, reassuringly. “Don’t fret. You must rest now.”

“Be better than I am, Son,” William admonished, still more lively than he had been in some time. “It is not enough to be the same as I am. I’ve had time to reflect on my own life and those things that I have done, those things I passed on in legacy, and I long for something better for you. I am a coward, Leopold, and will die that way. Don’t be like me, my son.”

How can I be like you? Leopold shouted in his head. I hardly know you! 

“I don’t understand you,” Leopold implored aloud. “Why are you saying these things?”

“Because if I don’t say them, no one else will. At least not to you, Son. And it is very important that you hear it. Don’t become like me. Don’t stand by as I have and allow illusions of grandeur to cloud the truth that you… that we are… not…”

William felt a horrific current of pain shoot up his spine and across his chest. He fell back against the pillows, moaning and clutching handfuls of his sheets in his fists. Both Leopold and Anna leapt toward him and, whilst pleading with the old man to give some signal of what was causing him such agony, struggled to keep him from flailing so violently that he rolled right off of his bed. William could not speak and simply cried out, over and over, in nonsensical lyrics of his trauma. 

After many minutes, Anna was able to allay the king and ease him back into his pillows where it looked like his excruciating torment was dissipating one second at a time. He could scarcely breathe—let alone speak—any longer. Leopold knew his father had few days to live and that what the old man had just endured certainly stole one of those precious days. As Leopold departed from the dormitory, he wrestled with his father’s declarations; confessions that had obviously pained the ailing king to have kept from his son for so long. Leopold wondered how many days that particular pain had stolen away from his father. 
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Ella clutched Gabriel’s waist tightly and rested her head against his back. They had been riding for some time and her entire body ached. Ella felt the brunt of the throbbing in her temples and knew the excessive amount of sobbing she’d done that day had undoubtedly wreaked some kind of vengeance on her brain. 

But it had been worth it.

That was, if it had even happened. Ella was still in a strange but blissful state of shock. She recalled hitting Gabriel across his face. She remembered the violent yank of her body and falling backwards. But the rest was a blur; an invigorating collage of recollections, feelings, and sensations that yielded such inexpressible delight that it made her doubt if it was real—if it were even possible.

Would it ever happen again?

As they neared the courtyard of the Delaquix estate and the conclusion of their travels, Ella was set upon by apprehension that all but knocked her from Seely’s saddle. 

Ever again?

She clung to Gabriel even tighter and pressed her face so desperately to his back that he stopped the horse, with still many yards to cover, and cranked his neck as far as he could toward her.

“Are you all right, Ella?” he asked.

“Yes,” she replied, releasing his body, “but I would like to get off here.”

Gabriel did not argue but swiftly dismounted the stallion and then turned around and took Ella’s waist in his hands, lifting her from Seely’s back.

“I can’t believe Marion and Marguerite aren’t waiting at the door with rollers and wooden spoons ready to attack me,” Gabriel said, looking toward the house. “I don’t know if I can withstand another beating tonight.” He smiled and Ella was immediately discomfited with the memory of slapping Gabriel only an hour before. 

“I’m not too surprised,” Ella replied, blushing, “I never told them that you were the reason I was so despondent last night. As far as I know, they only hate you as much as they did before; nothing more.”

Gabriel laughed and Ella could only think of how much she loved the sound of his jovialness, his contentment.

“Well, that and the fact that I told them I was accompanying you on your trip seemed to help assuage their worry,” he added.

“You lied to them?”

“Of course not. I did accompany you, Ella. Just not where you could see me.”

“You mean you were with me in Kersley?”

“At a distance.”

Ella was not angry. She was not even surprised. “Gabriel,” she inquired as she watched him take the horse’s bit in his left hand, “can I ask you something?”

“Of course.”

“How did you escape?”

“Escape?”

“From prison, fifteen years ago.”

Gabriel pondered the question for a moment and then answered. He began leading Seely back toward the stables as he spoke. “It was nothing too extraordinary, I suppose,” he said, facing forward. “I simply pretended to be dead and when the idiotic cell guard came in to look at me, I killed him.”

“You killed him?!”

“No, I am teasing you. I only incapacitated him in the worst way. Though he deserved no less than death.” Gabriel’s voice had gone from lighthearted to dark in an instant.

“Why?” Ella entreated, staring at Gabriel so intensely as they meandered toward the house that she almost tripped on the uneven ground and random debris in her path several times. 

Gabriel didn’t respond swiftly. Did she really need to know something that would only cause her discomfort? “Because they were going to kill me,” he said, boldly and with no timidity. “And it was not even the execution by hanging that the citizens of Gwent had been led to believe. They intended to torture me to death. They had already started.”

“They?”

“Thurlow, the cell guards…the king.”

“The king?!”

“Yes. He was never part of it when it happened, but he knew. I would hear his voice talking to Thurlow. He was very unhappy; he even tried to talk Thurlow out of what he was doing to me, believing I had already suffered enough. But Thurlow convinced the king that I was part of my brother’s conspiracy to have him killed. He told him that if I had been granted any mercy, I would come back and kill his wife and young son. Thurlow assured King William that as soon as I confessed, they would let me die. He was lying, of course.”

Ella was speechless. Her heart raced like she had stepped into a horrific dream and could not escape because it was not her nightmare to awaken from. “Gabriel,” she said softly, compassionately, as if her voice could travel back through time and soothe his wounds and battered body, “I’m sorry. I had no idea that you…went through that.”

“When I escaped, I could barely walk. It was nothing short of a miracle that I was able to overpower the guard and move swiftly enough to take possession of his keys and flee into the forest. But I did. And by the time I made it to Kersley, I was done. I could take not one more step. I collapsed right there and accepted that death was upon me. But I did not die and, well… you know the rest.”

“Did Thurlow come looking for you?”

“Oh yes, many times. Sometimes he came himself, other times he sent only the army. They came into Kersley a few times, but the people concealed me. When we all decided we were tired of living in fear, and a macabre opportunity presented itself, we devised away to make it look like I had been killed.”

“How?” 

Gabriel grimaced at the morbid recollection. “One day, some children found a dead body in the river. No one knew how he got there or who he was. He had been in the water so long that his face was unrecognizable. The only thing that was clear was that the man was very tall, like I am. Thurlow had offered a reward to whomever could capture me, the notorious fugitive, and turn him into the army, dead or alive. And that is just what they did. There ended the life of Gabriel Solange, the murderous traitor that had escaped after conspiring to kill the beloved King William.”

“Thurlow believed it was you?”

“I assume he must have, for no parties were deployed with the intention of tracking me down from then on. In truth, Thurlow only ever saw me with my face buried beneath a beard, dirt, sweat, dried blood, and every lovely thing you can imagine. He wouldn’t have known what to look for to be sure. He never truly saw the real me.”

“The real you?”

“As I am right now, I suppose.”

Is this you, Gabriel? Was it you that met me in the glen not long ago where I learned that succumbing to the will of my heart was the only way to ever know it? Let this be the real you. 

“Gabriel,” Ella said, “I thought you said that Thurlow was Benjamin’s best friend.”

“He was.” Gabriel paused in his tracks. He was more than able to divulge those horrors that made his own life so disturbed and even convey some kind of pride that he was still standing in spite of it, but his brother’s story was too sacred. Benjamin could not tell it himself and so Gabriel was required to. He could not be so disrespectful as to dismiss the details, like he’d made some kind of peace with them and moved on. Until the wrongs were made right, he would suffer in his brother’s place. 

Ella was quieted by Gabriel’s curt and fragmented response. She had wanted to know, but was made so fragile by her fear of losing him, of pushing him away, that she did not pressure him any further. When Gabriel began relaying those elements of Benjamin and Thurlow’s friendship, Ella was glad. She was relieved she had not upset him.

“I met Thurlow only three times in my life,” Gabriel began. “And one of those times, he was having me arrested. Another one of those times, he was beating me with a steel rod.”

“Oh.”

“But the first time I met him, I was…impressed by him. Benjamin had joined the army two years before I did and that was where he met Thurlow. By the time I finally was introduced, they were already friends.”

“What was he like?”

“Thurlow?”

“Yes.”

 “He was the same age as Benjamin but looked years older. He had a thick beard and his hair was to his shoulders. There was always this creeping rigidity in his eyes, even when he was smiling or trying to be cordial. I thought maybe he had a hyper-vigilant personality, you know, like he believed so much in what he was doing.”

“How did he and Benjamin become friends?”

Gabriel once again became stolid and withdrawn. 

“They shared the same philosophy,” he replied. “They did not approve of King William.”

Ella was baffled. “Are you saying your brother did not like the king?” she asked, afraid to go farther but unable to resist. “Gabriel, did Benjamin truly want to assassinate William?”

Gabriel inhaled deeply. “This is not easy for me to say, but in the beginning, yes. I was able to talk him out of it, but it was not easy for me or for him. You see, Ella, I also believed in his vision for a society that had no despots or wielders of unshakeable power. We were poor. We grew up despising the people who were born to privilege without so much as a question to their qualifications. It was only natural that we would not favor a system of government that propagated that axiom for as long as I can remember. What Thurlow wanted to do and his insane, almost nonsensical motivations stemmed from the same propaganda. That, and he was…” 

He stalled. Ella remained silent, but it was only a mask to the surging suspense roaring through her mind. Gabriel shook his head, as though he was deciding what was and was not pertinent to his narrative. Ella did not appreciate his censorship, but opted not to prod him.

“Benjamin eventually came around,” Gabriel went on, “and he tried to convince Thurlow to as well. Thurlow acted as though he’d also had a change of heart. But then he staged the coup anyway and, when it was falling apart, threw Benjamin to the wolves. He killed my brother before he could have a chance to defend himself.” 

“And then turned on you, the only other person that knew his true nature.”

“Precisely.” 

Gabriel resumed his steps toward the house and Ella followed behind him. 

It was all beginning to make sense, but Ella did not feel the satisfaction of riddles being solved; she saw only a picture unveiling from the completed puzzle image that depicted an even greater distance between her and Gabriel than she originally thought. 

By the time Gabriel had concluded his story, he and Ella were standing on the cobblestone walkway to the barn. It seemed to Ella an appropriate finale to such a thrilling saga, yet she still wanted more. What had Gabriel been forced to endure while in captivity? He said he’d been tortured. What pain was Gabriel forced to go through; would having known Ella before it happened have made it easier to endure somehow? 	

“Good night, Ella,” Gabriel said, taking her hand gently in his own and lifting it to his lips. He kissed her skin so delicately that the shivers that pulsated through her body seemed an ill-fitting response. But it was the only way she could withstand it.

“Are you leaving?” she asked, her eyes as wide and vulnerable as a little child’s.

“I would like to take a little ride by myself if that is all right. I will see you tomorrow for the royal festivities.”

“Another ride? What about poor Seely? Don’t you think your horse might be exhausted?”

Gabriel grinned.

“You are probably right. I will take another one. Do you think Fitzpatrick might be willing to grant my request?”

Ella did not answer, instead smiling sweetly and dropping her chin to her chest.

Please kiss me goodnight, Gabriel.

Gabriel watched Ella blush for several seconds until she lifted her head back up slowly and met his eyes with her own. There they stayed for many moments until Gabriel swiftly, without forewarning, turned and began leading Seely down the remainder of the walkway toward the stable. Ella watched for several minutes until she could hear the upheaval of Gabriel exiting the barn on Fitzpatrick. He rode into the wilderness, his body framed by the grayness of the evening sky until after only a few moments, he was swallowed up completely by it. 

He prayed she would not grieve at his parting. Ella must have known that his dismissal from her presence, from even the world she inhabitated if he’d been able to find a way, was the best thing he could do for her. It was the only way he could withstand it.




 

Chapter Twenty-One

It had been fifteen years since Gabriel had last seen the thick, endless vines and thorny branches that covered the secret passage to Thurlow’s sadistic playground. Located less than a mile from the main prison, it was a twisted, dark miracle that no one ever came upon it. It was well hidden and the surrounding terrain treacherous and uninviting, but Gabriel still had a hard time believing some young children hadn’t accidentally crossed its way in their mischievous recreation. Perhaps they had. Who knew what a man like Thurlow would have done to keep his secrets? Even hurt a child….

Gabriel, on Fitzpatrick’s back, watched the eerie setting from many yards away, veiled by both vegetation and nighttime. Still, when he closed his eyes, he could almost hear the wailing sobs coming from the within the deep cavity so plunged into the earth that it could only be breached by a dozen crumbling stone steps. He never knew how many other prisoners had been locked up in cells beside his. Were any of them still there? After enough exposure, the cacophony of mass crying welds into one distinct plea to God for mercy. Gabriel had prayed for that mercy. It never came.

What came in its place, however, had tormented him in a way that Thurlow would never have been capable. Gabriel knew not whether his escape from his detention was the divine hand of providence or the devil teasing him with a scrap of bread. If God had provided Gabriel the opportunity to escape and then the will and inexplicable energy to fight for it, it seemed prudent to repay the Lord with a resolve to serve him in righteousness and devotion. But if it had been the devil to instill within Gabriel’s breast the rage that drove him from the depths of prison into exile, then Gabriel was entitled, expected, to cower to his self-serving and insidious passions because he was doomed for hell anyway, his soul property of the dark lord. 

Gabriel’s most taxing burden was realizing it could not be one or the other. In whatever way he chose to scrutinize it, he was a child of both worlds. He and his mortal enemy might as well have rubbed shoulders, for his detestation of Thurlow was so much more than hatred. Hatred was a streak of darkness in an otherwise deeply feeling human being. It bled the same blood, cried the same tears. But Gabriel did more than hate; he understood Thurlow. He knew the way the man thought because they were not all that different. Therefore, loathing was bestowed upon himself as well; and for that, he could never have her. As much as their rendezvous in the woods had pierced his body with so ecstatic a sensation, Ella was entitled to more than being just the object of his passion, even if she claimed the contrary. He had to preserve what was left of his conscience, and the way he treated Ella, even in his most prurient desire, was the determinant of such will power. She was his conscience, twice the person he was. Gabriel could only offer her half of himself: his righteous half. That was not enough. He could never deserve her.




 

Chapter Twenty-Two

“It is a big night for you, isn’t it, Highness?” 

Leopold jumped. He turned to see who was addressing him so casually and upon seeing Captain Thurlow, he almost laughed out loud from the insanity of it. Leopold had never spoken to Thurlow in his entire life. The man was his father’s advisor and personal bodyguard, the commander of Gwent’s army, and the single most influential person in the entire kingdom, second only to the king himself. 

Leopold did not like him; he never had. For one, Thurlow was almost twice his age. They had nothing in common. Plus, how could Leopold think highly of a man who bore more authority than the future king of Gwent? Perhaps that was the reason Thurlow had come, Leopold mused. It was about time the man paid due respect to his future king, not that it would have made a huge difference. 

There were other, weightier reasons why Leopold disapproved of the captain.

“Yes, I suppose it is,” Leopold replied, tying the cravat matching the formal evening ensemble he had donned for the evening. He did not turn back toward the mirror; he did not need to for tying his cravat or relaying ever so subtly that he was not keen to have Thurlow in his presence at all. Leopold spoke to Thurlow as much with his eyes as with his words. 

“Must be quite a treat, getting to choose from the best of the best that Gwent has to offer,” Thurlow said with a sly grin. “A lot of men would envy you.”

“Do you envy me, Captain Thurlow?”

Thurlow chuckled. “Perhaps I do a little bit,” he said, “but I am afraid my heart was smitten long ago and nothing can undo it.”

“Oh?” Leopold said, shocked that a man like Thurlow was capable of being in love.

“Well, we can’t all expect true love to waltz its way into our hearts, can we?” pronounced Thurlow. “Some of us have to fight for it.”

Leopold finished his cravat and dropped his hands to his side. He stared intensely at the man who was taking tremendous liberties with innuendos and arrogant smiles. “Is there something in particular I can assist you with today?” Leopold inquired, shortly.

“I am worried about the king, your father,” Thurlow said. “I visited with him briefly today and had tremendous difficulty discerning his words. He seemed possessed with the intent to make something clear, but I could not understand. His nursemaid Anna said that you spoke with him last evening. I was wondering if he might have said something to you that might bear light on my quandary.”

“Said something? I am not sure what you are asking of me,” said Leopold. “He is my father. He said many things.”

“Of course, Your Highness, and please forgive me for my prying. I simply want to perform my duties to the best of my ability and I thought you might be able to assist me with that. I meant no disrespect.”

“I see; and just what are your duties, Captain Thurlow?”

“Pardon?”

“Your duties. What are they exactly? I know you are the king’s personal bodyguard. That is all well and good, but I will not need a bodyguard once I assume the throne. You understand, of course.”

“Yes, Highness.”

“You command the army. I have seen with my own eyes the impressive caliber of Gwent’s military forces and I commend you. You are well suited to the ranking.”

“Thank you.”

“The question I have is about your duties within the kingdom.”

Thurlow’s limbs tensed. “What kind of questions?” he asked, methodically.

“I am privy to a great deal of information that comes from the mouths of Gwent’s citizens; people of every kind of class and social standing,” replied Leopold, “and I hear some rumors about men you employ here within the castle grounds.”

“And what rumors are those, Your Highness?”

Leopold did not answer straightaway. Instead, he merely examined Thurlow to decipher his body language and those messages that were communicated without utterance. It took little delineation for Leopold to conclude that Thurlow was biting his tongue, biting a temper that was undeniably formidable.

“A slew of things actually,” Leopold said, relinquishing his equally stern composure and playing about with his tied cravat as though nothing untoward had even transpired, “ranging from drunkenness to misuse of authority. What do you know of this, Captain?”

“I know all about rumors,” Thurlow replied, meeting Leopold’s mellowness head on and reverting back to his original tone of familiarity and confidence, “and I can assure you, Prince Leopold, that rumors are all they are. My men are brave, disciplined, and willing to serve. I can assure you of this.”

“Be that as it may, I would not want the people of Gwent to think that my first actions as their king included me ignoring their concerns. Please be prepared for my thorough analysis and supervision of your garrison very soon. I assure you there is nothing to be unduly concerned about. I simply want to learn.”

Thurlow was a statue of resolve and self-restraint. Leopold had no doubt that the captain’s blood was boiling at that point, but was astounded at how well the man maintained his composure. What an enigma Captain Thurlow was. Leopold may not have liked the man, but he was intrigued by him. 

“Is there anything else you need from me?” Leopold inquired. 

Thurlow shook his head passively. “No, Your Highness,” he responded. “I have taken up enough your time already and you have a busy evening ahead. I will see your Lordship at the ball and until then, I respectfully bid you adieu.” Thurlow bowed and then turned on his heel and proceeded toward the entryway of the foyer toward the hallway. 

“Captain Thurlow!” Leopold hollered. 

Thurlow turned and faced him. “Yes, Your Highness?” he replied politely.

“He was a bad father.”

“I’m sorry?” Thurlow was in complete shock.

“During my last conversation with my father,” Leopold went on, “he said he was a bad father. I don’t know if it will assist you in your duties as you hoped, but there you have it.”

Thurlow bowed a second time and turned, quickly entering the hallway and all but sprinted down the main staircase. Once well outside the castle walls, he spotted Halsty and made his way toward the man who’d been waiting anxiously for word on how the well-rehearsed meeting with Prince Leopold had gone down.

“Well?” Halsty said as Thurlow approached.

“For the most part, Sergeant, it went as I had expected,” Thurlow said, his eyes drawn and fuming, darting about at the surrounding area and each wandering passerby. “The pompous imbecile all but confessed that he will be disbanding the Hussars once he becomes king. He even had the gall to insult me with sarcasm and act like he was trying to help me. Damn it!”

Halsty was alarmed by Thurlow’s angst. The captain had approached the prince knowing full well that he was baiting the would-be-monarch to learn the breadth of his arrogance and ascertain his agenda. It was not supposed to have been the other way around.

“Sir,” Halsty said, “as your predictions have come to fruition, you should be more than pleased. Our plan is in place, its wheels put in motion, and before you know it, you will never have to pretend to heed one more impotent command of that ‘pompous imbecile.’”

Thurlow was pleased; but that was not to say there weren’t nagging pebbles in his shoe. “Leopold said that the last thing the king and he discussed was that William believed himself to be a bad father,” Thurlow said out loud, but without direction, as though he’d meant Halsty to hear it only as an audience to the dramatic monologue. 

“A bad father, you say?” Halsty commented on Thurlow’s cryptic soliloquy, “That is strange. Who knows what bizarre and ridiculous conversations exist between those two. It is of no concern to us.”

Thurlow shook his head. “That is where you are wrong, Halsty,” he declared forcefully. “It is of great concern.”

“Why?”

 Thurlow contemplated long and hard on his answer. He had to make Halsty understand that nothing could be left to chance; no minute detail was insignificant. Small stones were but vital pieces of the whole mountain.

“It was a deathbed confession,” Thurlow said plainly. “Williams’ demise may come without our help after all. That makes for the possibility of accelerating our plans even more. I want our candidate prepared for this evening.”

“Tonight?”

“Absolutely.” 

Halsty grinned. “Certainly, sir. I will see to it immediately. Will our candidate himself be attending the royal ball?” he asked, laughing quietly. Thurlow responded with subdued gleefulness, as though he was still entwined in the exhilaration of uncertainty and chance.

“Yes, I suppose he will,” Thurlow replied. “He has a dance with destiny.”
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Of all nights for Bethany to have a conniption and lose complete equilibrium, why did it have to be this night? It was a special night even for a non-believer of whimsical fairy tales. But she could not get the image of her mother kissing Peter—or that man who might have been anyone except Ella’s uncle. Bethany was not entirely certain why she was so irked by the prospect of her mother’s indiscretions with a man besides her own husband. Henry Armitage had been guilty of that and much worse on multiple occasions. Why shouldn’t his wife be able to satisfy her own appetites if their marriage was deemed worthless by the spouses themselves? Bethany had been at odds with her mother’s actions as of late, but it still was not in her nature to be unfair.

Still she could not shake the disappointment in her heart. Bethany had struggled so very long with almost every element of Isolda’s characteristics as a mother, an aunt, and a God-fearing woman. Perhaps if her mother had at least valued virtue, there would be something Bethany could respect. As much as it pained her sense of feminism to proclaim such an archaic ideal to herself, Bethany did believe in the sanctity of marriage and monogamy. If she ever chose to marry, she wanted the exact opposite of what her parents had.

While Isolda and Aislinn had been fluttering about the last several weeks with talk of royal balls, dresses that the prince may or may not have liked, and the triumph of securing the entire kingdom of Gwent for their posterity, Bethany had withdrawn herself to her own dreams and ambitions. Did it even occur to her mother that her other daughter might have had hopes, as deluded as they might have been, to find true love—even at the royal ball? Even with a man like Prince Leopold? Bethany was no stranger to the appeal of the Prince of Gwent. Each and every maiden she knew was titillated with Leopold’s charm and decorum. Bethany was not without her own predilections toward a handsome prince, a royal wedding, and living as a queen in an enchanting castle. What was so very wrong about that? She’d asked herself that many times.

Bethany chided her childishness and continued in her preparations for the royal gala. Truth be told, what she dreamt for her life was not all that enchanting: love, marriage, family… joy. Well, enchanting yes, but far from an illusion. 

After several more minutes passed, Bethany began to panic. She could not find her jeweled tiara nor the yellow gown. Her heart was racing. It was not hanging in her wardrobe or anywhere in her chamber. The tiara had been tucked away in her jewelry box just that morning. Now it was nowhere. When Bethany asked Grace if she’d moved it, the maid shrugged her shoulders. Bethany hated to be paranoid, but she sensed from Grace’s reaction to the inquiry that there was something the maid was not revealing. There were only a few short hours till the carriage would arrive ready to take the Armitage family to the castle. There were other gowns she could have worn but Bethany did not consider it. She had loved the bright yellow dress from the moment that Aislinn had hurled it to the floor. She’d adored the tiara since Isabella had placed it atop her head like she was a princess, so many years before. 

Bethany made her way to her mother’s dormitory and found nothing but an empty room with laundry strewn across the floor that two maids were beginning to pick up. Quickly, just to be sure, Bethany rummaged through her mother’s closets to see if somehow the yellow dress had found its way there. 

It had not.

As Bethany sped down the hallway toward Aislinn’s bedchamber, she could hear female voices echoing from behind the closed door. Both Isolda and Aislinn’s voices were very recognizable. She approached the ornate, carved partition between the hallway and Aislinn’s dormitory and lifted her hand to knock. She stopped suddenly, however, and was suddenly possessed by instinctive curiosity to catch her mother and sister in an element of surprise without time to neither secure pre-thought nor align their equally self-serving and all-too-convenient agendas with one another.

Bethany entered the room and both Aislinn and Isolda shot their faces toward the unannounced intruder. Bethany’s wind was knocked from her diaphragm. She could not, with mind or body, comprehend what she was seeing.

Aislinn stood proud and brilliantly stunning in a bright yellow gown that featured a form-fitting bodice with a yellow sash that draped from the top, underneath the right arm, down to the left side of the waist and short sleeves that flowered high up on her arms and settled loosely just below her shoulders. On top of Aislinn’s beautifully gathered golden hair: a tiara. 

“What are you doing?!” Bethany exclaimed when she saw her mother adjusting the jeweled accessories on Aislinn’s ears and across her neck.

“Bethany,” Isolda said, nervously, “don’t overreact and just listen to me! This is important for all of us. As lovely as you are, it is someone like Aislinn that both the queen and prince prefer. We must cater to their whims even if we may not like it. But you stand to inherit as much as any of us.”

“There are oodles of other stunning gowns to take your pick from, Bethany,” Aislinn remarked without taking her eyes from the mirror that stood before her. “You mustn’t be so devastated.”

I could fight both of them! Bethany thought to herself. I could rip my precious tiara from her tiny pinhead and tear that dress to shreds so no one can wear it. Why can’t you just do it? It is not like you can express the equivalent of your wrath with mere words. It is not like you will ever be able to hurt them like they hurt you.

“Take that off this instant or I will rip it from your head along with a fistful of your hair!” Bethany yelled, her fingers clenched.

“Bethany!” Isolda countered, “It is coarseness like that that makes you so undesirable to a man like Prince Leopold.”

“Oh, and you know him so well do you, Mother?” Bethany riposted.

“I know what he wants,” Isolda retorted, defensively. “Grace and respectability.”

“Is that what you call what you were doing in the hallway at your party the other night with Peter? Respectability?!”

Isolda’s eyelids dimmed and for all the rage within Bethany’s breast, it was beginning to find competition with her mother’s fury. 

Aislinn’s curiosity was piqued and she looked over to her sister first, then to her mother. “What is she talking about?” Aislinn asked, mortified. 

“You listen to me,” Isolda declared, ignoring Aislinn. “I am still your mother. You will not speak to me like that now or ever! I have half a mind to throw you out of the house for your disrespect. I have been tempted to do it for the last twenty years!”

Bethany was too angry to cry, but the heat beneath her skin burned her eyes and they begin to tear up anyway. “For twenty years, really, Mother?” Bethany said, wounded. “So even when I was a baby you could not bear me?”

“Even when you were a baby you liked her more,” Isolda replied, now crying herself. 

If it weren’t for her hateful words, Bethany might actually have been glad to see her mother showing signs of humanity. “Who?”

“You know damn well who.”

“Isabella?” Bethany said, in complete shock. Isolda did not respond. 

Aislinn was still completely stunned by what she was witnessing. She did not utter a syllable. 

“You know what, Mother?” declared Bethany, determined to have this be the last time she was ever made to entertain the maniacal notion of Ella’s mother being the personification of wickedness. “It’s all yours. All of it. You win. The dress is yours, the tiara, the prince, even the crown. And most of all, you can have your hatred all to yourself. I want nothing more to do with your mad delirium about Ella’s mother. You are just jealous. You were jealous of Isabella and now you are envious of her daughter.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about, Bethany! Stop it right now!” Isolda spat.

“I am,” Bethany replied coolly. “That is what I am doing right now, in fact. I’m stopping this. As soon as I can, I will find a way to leave this house and your sight forever. I would never want to burden the future royal family of Gwent by bearing any kind of likeness to your mortal enemy, now would I?”

“Bethany, stop!” Aislinn pleaded. 

Bethany had never once seen her twin sister so confounded and she did not know what to make of it. “Good luck, Sister,” Bethany said, an all-but-dormant affection for her one and only sibling finding its way into her heart and voice. “Consider the tiara my parting gift to you. If you end up becoming the queen, be a good one.”

 Bethany turned, her cheeks flushed with tears, and walked slowly toward the gaping doorway. Even her father, who’d been drawn toward the commotion and stood outside the room discreetly, seemed in a complete daze.

“Bethany! Don’t you dare turn your back on me!” Isolda shrieked. But Bethany was gone. Henry stood motionless in the doorway and stared contemptuously at his wife. Isolda wiped tears from her face and glowered at the man. 

After several moments of unbearable, almost combustible silence, Henry turned his gaze toward his daughter. With sincerity but an air of sadness, he spoke to Aislinn for the first time in a very long time. “You look lovely, Daughter.”




 

Chapter Twenty-Three

Ella unfolded the thick ball of paper in her hands… again. She’d intended to burn the letter countless times in the last two days but she had never been able to do it. She was not sure why; the words that had been strewn so vehemently across the page many hours before bore no significance any longer. They were words of desperation; a woeful application for freedom that Gabriel would not have been able to grant even if he had wanted to. 

Gabriel,

You do not need me any longer. I must part

company with you. Please continue to use

whatever I may provide by way of resources or

use of my home. Be assured that the secret of

your true identity and your intentions are safe with me.

But I can continue no longer.

Good luck to you and may some semblance of

peace find its way into your life.

Sincerely,

Ella

Sitting on her bed with her legs draped over the side, Ella handled the parchment indelicately in her fingertips. Like friction against wood ignited flame, she wondered if perhaps her relentless manipulation of the stationary in her hands would yield the fire that burned it into ash. 

Once and for all. 

But it was not to be. Ella re-read the letter again and then crinkled the paper. There was a gentle knock at her door.

“Come in,” Ella hollered, tucking the note underneath her pillow. Marion’s face poked out from behind the open door. The woman took one look at Ella and her face lit up. She had never seen anything more breathtaking. 

Ella was donning one of her mother’s most spectacular gowns and even Isabella had never borne so stunning an image. She’d purchased it in Paris when Ella was only five years old and the little girl jumped up and down whenever Isabella wore it; from thence, pink was Ella’s favorite color. 

And it was the softest shade of pink that ever existed. The fabric was silk with a brocade bodice of silver thread; its light hue made it appear almost angelic. When Ella stood up from her bedside, the long skirt fell down her legs and bounced along the wooden floor playfully. It was gathered only at one side of Ella’s waist and the lack of symmetry paid homage to the sculpted romanticism of the troubled artists of Paris. But even in its untraditional design, Ella was statuesque. From the point at which the fabric gathered at her waist, the bodice was formed by a long, narrow strip of pink silk that wrapped tightly around her waist, spiraling upwards at a slant until it reached her left shoulder; from there, it wrapped twice more, loosely, around her shoulder and upper arm. Ella’s right arm and shoulder remained completely bare. The centerpiece of the ensemble was a dazzling diamond necklace, resting contently on the pale skin of her chest. It was simple but awe-inspiring. 

“Oh my goodness,” Marion said, her face lit up brightly, “I cannot believe it. It is like looking into the past and seeing your mother.”

Ella blushed. “Thank you, Marion,” she said. “I have to admit that no matter how averse I am to events like this, it is nice to finally have a reason to wear something so dazzling. I know we are commanded not to covet, but I must confess that gowns like this make me want to forget every moral objection I ever had against materialism!”

“I hear you, love,” Marion said with a chuckle as she scurried forward to meet Ella in the center of the room in front of the tall mirror. “There is nothing like a gorgeous dress to make sinners of us all!”

“Very funny. Where is Marguerite?”

“Downstairs with Louis and Frome. She said she wanted to see you come down the steps, just like a promenade. You know, neither she nor I ever got to do anything like this. We are living vicariously through you.”

Ella smiled and looked at her reflection in the mirror. Per Marguerite’s suggestion, Ella opted to wear her hair up in a loose bun with several tiny diamond and pearl pins strategically placed to hold the thickness of Ella’s curls in place. A few wild ringlets had escaped the coiffure, but she liked the look and did not try to re-pin them. 

“You know, it’s strange,” Ella said contemplatively, “that here we are bubbling with excitement about this royal ball when only a few weeks ago, I had no intention of attending it at all.”

“It’s true,” Marion responded. “I have to remind myself that this is all in the name of subterfuge and deception.”

Ella grinned a second time but after holding the expression on her face for only a few seconds, her eyelids began to wilt and her smile twisted in a futile effort to conceal her descent into sadness.

“What is it, child?” Marion asked, trying to follow Ella’s eyes as she dropped her head into her hands. Marion knew, as well as she’d known anything in her life, the reason that her young friend was grieving so. But in her sincerest efforts to comfort Ella, Marion still asked the question why; what good would it do spouting off the predictability of Ella’s feelings toward the man she’d been living with for two straight weeks when all the girl really needed was someone to see her situation as exceptional as she did? Predictability was meaningless when it was your first time around at life.

“Gabriel,” Ella said, struggling to maintain some semblance of restraint. “I…I…” 

Marion waited, her hand gently placed on Ella’s back. After one more deep breath, Ella finished her declaration. 

“I love him.”

Ella released her face from her hands and threw them around Marion’s neck, clutching her friend and mentor so desperately that she feared she might squeeze the life from her aging bones. But Marion did not falter. She had looked after Ella like her own child for some seventeen years and it grieved her immensely that she had no way to ease her suffering. 

“Oh my sweet Ella,” Marion said warmly, “I know you love him. But why is that making you weep like this?”

“Because,” Ella replied mournfully, “after tonight, I don’t know if I will ever see him again.”

“What do you mean? Why not?”

“Because once he has accomplished what he set out to do, he will have no more use for me.”

Marion pulled Ella from her body and looked intently at her. “Why do you say that?” Marion asked, sincere and unpredictably curious.

“Why would he have use for me after Thurlow is stopped?” Ella posed. “Gabriel will be free to live as he likes. He will no longer be a fugitive and he won’t need to consort with people like me.”

“And do you think having ‘use’ for you is the only reason he might want to stick around?”

“It wouldn’t matter either way.”

“Why not?”

“He is broken, Marion. That is why. And my love will not put him back together. I know that now.”

“What about his love?”

Ella’s heart shivered. “What do you mean?” she asked Marion, her soul yearning for something, anything, to hold on to.

“Gabriel is in love with you! Do you not see that, Ella? I saw it in his eyes that first morning I met him. That was the real reason I feared for you, child. I knew that with enough time, nothing could be done to stop it.”

“Stop what?”

“Why, love of course, silly girl. From its very start it is a wild journey.”

“But don’t you see, Marion, that it makes no difference if he loves me? We may have started the journey together, but I have since left him behind.”

“Maybe it is the other way around.”

Ella was breathing so deeply, so despondently, that the snug fit of her bodice was causing her chest and shoulders to rise.

“You are so afraid of losing Gabriel,” Marion went on, “that you believe every action you take, every thought that enters your head, is either the one thing that will push him away or that which brings him to you forever. You cannot tether yourself to fear like that. Gabriel may be damaged like you say but he has never paused to see whether he was losing you or holding onto you. He simply did what he had to do. And you have to as well.”

“How can I do that when all I can think about every second of my life is whether or not he will be there in the morning when I wake?”

“Trust him! Give him a chance to learn what you were born knowing, Ella.”

Ella wiped a tear from her cheek.

“What is that?” she asked Marion, like she was eight years old again.

“That life is beautiful.” 

Marion spoke her declamation proudly, but somewhat put out that she had to say it at all. The two friends embraced a second time and after many moments, Ella pulled away and looked once again into the mirror.

“Well, hopefully it is not too noticeable that I’ve been carrying on like a baby,” she said, rubbing beneath her eyes.

“Marguerite will have something to help with that, I am sure.” Marion said, straightening Ella’s hair and resettling her misplaced diamond pendant. Once completed, Marion made her way toward the exit to give Ella a few last moments to herself. She opened the door and took one step toward the hallway when she turned back in Ella’s direction.

“Ella?” she said softly.

Ella turned and met Marion’s gaze.

“I wish I could promise you that Gabriel will be the man you want him to be, the man that you deserve,” Marion said, thoughtfully, “but I cannot. Even after everything, he might never accept the happiness that you can offer him. If that happens, it will hurt something awful, I am afraid. But it will pass; and until it does, I will always be here.”

[image: sseparator.png]

Gabriel considered shaking hands with Louis that evening and apologizing again for…well, beating him something awful. But when the rather small man jumped as Gabriel approached him, he elected to save his regrets for another time. There were five of them waiting at the base of the Delaquix’s ornate spiral staircase: Marguerite, Louis, Frome, Marion, and Gabriel. All of them were anxious to see the lady of the house descend the steps and reveal to the world the woman that would win the heart of a prince and a kingdom. All of them except Gabriel. He dreaded seeing Ella atop the staircase. She would be spellbinding; of that he had no doubt. 

He was in love with Ella. There was no longer any question of that in Gabriel’s mind or heart. He had loved her from the moment he held her in his arms, that very first night. He had seen her for many months before that and watched her so very intimately. She was the most alluring kind of woman: young, impetuous, smart, kind, stubborn, beautiful. But Gabriel had been taken with her only as he would have with an actress up on the stage, delivering rehearsed lines and exuding only the mannerisms that fulfilled her role; a tease to the audience’s predilections. But when he touched her, held her in his arms, the fantasy became real. Ella was no longer an illusion of something too good to be hoped for; she was goodness in the flesh. And then in that grassy clearing only the day before, when the love affair became so real even fantasy would covet it, Gabriel knew the die had been cast. 

He’d lost.

But he was not out. The culmination of everything that he’d gone through in his first life, before Ella, and his second with her at his side was reaching its precipice. No matter what happened between he and Ella, nothing could supersede the mission that had brought him to her in the first place. He could not let it. 

Ella emerged at the top of the staircase and was flushed with emotions as she descended the steps. She feared that she might not be able to withstand the girth of such a remarkable, tight dress and she’d tumble down the steps and land at Frome’s feet. She was exhilarated with the magic of the entire exposition; that even in her protest of its purpose or its promotions, she could still be swept up in such a thing as a royal ball and the rite of passage that it demonstrated beneath its shallow surface. 

She was happy that she could bring such joy to Marion and Marguerite. Then she saw Gabriel, watching her every step and was smitten, yet again, with his miraculous conversion into the Duke of Ebersol; the lothario Thurlow believed he had blackmailed and the man with whom Isolda believed she was in love. Gabriel—Peter—was every bit as handsome as any man who might want to bask in bachelorhood. His hair was sleek, his suited shoulders firm, his posture intoxicatingly foreboding. Strong…silent. Ella remembered his lips against hers and was thankful she’d reached the bottom of the staircase as the mere recollection of their kiss just about did knock her over. 

“Oh my,” said Louis in his nasally voice. “You are quite the stunner. I don’t know what sparkles more, this pretty dress or your lovely face.” 

Ella smiled to both Marion and Marguerite, who, for all their adoration of Ella, anticipated and wholeheartedly agreed with her response.

“Thank you, Louis,” Ella replied, “but I assure you: it is the dress.”

Cheerful laughter rang through the foyer. Gabriel stepped calmly to Ella and took her hand, kissing it gently as he had just the day before. Though Ella relished any affection from Gabriel, it was not the same as it had been earlier.

“You look lovely, Ella.” Gabriel remarked in his typical deep timbre. 

Her blood pressure was slowly beginning to rise. The laughter desisted and one by one, they all made their way toward the courtyard where, as expected, a carriage was waiting. Customary well-wishes and farewells took place and Marion snuck in one more hug with Ella before Gabriel assisted her into the coach. As the horses clopped into motion, Marion felt Frome take a place close beside her and then wave at the departing carriage.
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Neither Gabriel nor Ella spoke for most of the journey. They could hardly look at one another. To Ella, it was the beginning of the departure she knew would happen; the thing that, as Marion had explained that evening would ‘hurt something awful’. To Gabriel, it was nothing more than withstanding the yearning to take her in his arms and flee with her into the night, to hell with the rest of the world.

“Gabriel?” Ella said softly. He looked at her, his fists clenched.

“Yes?”

“Good luck with everything tonight. I have a feeling it will all be coming to fruition this very evening.”

“Thank you,” Gabriel muttered stoically, reminding Ella of his strange, withdrawn mannerisms in those first hours of their meeting.

Ella looked down into her hands. When she heard Gabriel speak, her head shot up like just an utterance from his mouth was something her heart could sing to.

“I am grateful to you, Ella,” he said. “No matter what happens, I want you to know that.”

Ella closed her eyelids tightly. He was indeed grateful to her; Ella could discern his sincerity with ease. Gabriel was a man of integrity. And Ella was a woman of many emotions. Of all the emotions she’d experienced that evening thus far, it looked as though the one that would be her constant bedfellow was making its way back to the forefront of her soul. An eclipse to everything else that was or ever could be; even hope…

Sorrow.



 

Chapter Twenty-Four

Captain Thurlow stared at his face in the mirror. He had an abundantly full evening ahead of him. But as he watched the perspiration on his forehead gleam from the surface of his skin against the light of the descending sun that shone through the window, all he could do was relive, over and over again, the lamentations of his soul, performed phenomenally well by none other than the charming, handsome Prince Leopold.

Do you envy me, Captain Thurlow?

 He is my father.

Just what are your duties, Captain Thurlow?

I would not want the people of Gwent to think that my first actions as their king included me ignoring their concerns.

Please be prepared for my thorough analysis and supervision

He is my father.

Thurlow took deep breaths and repeated the phrases in his hand, creating a primal rhythm to his rage. It was a great miscalculation by those who believed that chaos was the deliverer of war, for there was rhythm in madness and it was played by the basest drums that thumped beneath the slopping mounds of dirt, the territory of the poor and unloved. 

He was the conductor of his future and no one, not Miles Gamely, nor King William or his sniveling good-for-nothing son would overtake him. 

And Ella Delaquix would be the angel chorus in his oratorio. Thurlow could hardly contain his zeal at finally inheriting his goddess to take her place beside him. Ella would be at the ball that night. Leopold would spot her amongst the minions; he would want Ella for himself. Thurlow was certain of that. But he did not worry, for he saw the future. 

Still, that did not stop the image of Leopold and Ella, sitting side by side in the thrones of King and Queen of Gwent, from compelling Thurlow’s fist to hurl forward and strike the mirror so hard that it shattered. Thurlow’s reflection split haphazardly as the spider web of broken glass occupied the entire surface. His knuckles were bloody and his duplicate face was now distorted in the mirror. But Thurlow was unmoved and remained stationary, singing the silent lyrics of his masterpiece, the lamentations of his soul.
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Prince David Ellefstauser of Hedensburg was almost twice Miles Gamely’s age. The skin of the prince’s balding head would have been embarrassing to the vain steward of Hedensburg (named for the earls that peacefully annexed the land east of Gwent over one hundred years earlier), if his younger brother Hubert had not a greater handicap: he was almost completely blind. 

Hubert Ellefstauser was formidable, intelligent, and idealistic. His blindness did not impede his ability to co-reign over the land of Hedensburg with a firm hand, but the red-haired man preferred not to travel, leaving that task to his far more lax elder brother. It was a peculiar partnership to say the least. David was over five years Hubert’s senior, but their socialistic father had been so insistent that his sons be raised to inherit equal patrimony, especially after his wife died while giving birth to Hubert, that he bestowed upon his adult sons a most untraditional proposal upon his deathbed: leave the governing of Hedensburg to the remaining earls or rule the land as dual partners. Neither David nor Hubert was exceedingly thrilled with their options, but they both unanimously accepted their bizarre inheritance of half of the kingdom. It had been a tumultuous two and half decades for the brothers but they had found a way to adapt and Hedensburg was thriving. That was, until relations with their western neighbors became agitated.

“This is bordering on treason,” pronounced Miles Gamely to David at a secret meeting along the Cortuain River that ran from east to west through both kingdoms. “The very fact that we are here at all is enough to have me arrested and, worse, bring about shame to the reputation and stringent patriotism that I have held sacred my entire life.”

Prince David was unmoved. “Just the fact that you are here, Gamely, means you know patriotism is useless if your country is dead,” he said, unexcitedly. 

“To you perhaps,” Miles retorted, “but I still believe in my king and the kingdom of my birth.” 

“Spare me your diatribe. I also happen to favor the land of my birth and I will not stand by and watch its future be threatened by the whims of a senile old man who is more dead than alive or a lunatic commander who has no respect for the art of diplomacy.”

“What would you have me do, David? Disobey my orders? Is that why you summoned me here today?”

“I summoned you because King William and Hedensburg have had a long-standing contract for almost twenty years that the residents of Kersley, which is part of your kingdom may I remind you, stay in Kersley. We have more refugees coming into Hedensburg than we can handle and unless you knock some sense into that Captain Thurlow’s thick skull, we will have no choice but to reclaim the territory of Kersley and govern it ourselves.”

“I have no conflicts with the people of Kersley, believe me. But I have few options. I have lost virtually any influence whatsoever in the management of Gwent’s army. My troops respect me, but I have trained them to honor and protect their king no matter what. They will not listen to me over Thurlow, as much as they might want to. For right now, Thurlow might as well be their king.”

“Well, then. It looks like we will have no choice than to go on the offensive,” David said, the volume of his voice rising. 

Miles was not his typically polite, diplomatic self when pretentious windbags who never lifted a sword in the name of their kingdom ever in their life were challenging him.

“My army outnumbers yours almost twofold, David,” Miles stated antagonistically. “You might want to devise an alternative strategy!”

“Stop! Stop this right now!”

At first, Miles could not tell who had hollered from behind David. All he could make out was a slowly moving figure materializing within the halo of the budding moonlight. When Miles had been able to glean that it was none other than Hubert, he was stunned. And somewhat relieved.

“Hubert,” Miles said with a smug grin, “this is unexpected.” 

Hubert, who was aided to his brother’s side by what looked like a female servant, was a man of few words and who had no interest in throwing around his ego or his pride like it was the dice of some audacious game of thrones.

“Nobody wants any bloodshed,” Hubert said. “That is why we summoned you here.”

Neither Miles nor David said a word.

“It is true we cannot accommodate so many refugees,” Hubert went on, “and that we are more than concerned about the gradual deployment of your troops and armory along our front. But I know you Gamely, and I know King William. This is not like either of you. I want to hear it from your mouth: what is going on in Gwent?”

Miles’ temper was allayed by his ally’s altruistic, yet cardinal tone. He may have had little influence on Thurlow or the king, but Miles was certain his role in the arena on politics and statesmanship had sired a legacy he had never imagined. His confidence was buoyed and he was grateful for Hubert.

“Hubert,” Miles said, “I give you my word that your guess is as good as mine. I have tried to reach King William but he is devoted to Thurlow on a nonsensical level. I do not understand it. I wish I could offer more assurance but I cannot. I can only request that you give me more time. Please. I’ll figure this out somehow.”

“Sergeant,” David remarked, “you stated that your men will, under no circumstances, defy their king. Will you?”

Miles was struck like a ram to his chest. Perhaps the answer would be swift or otherwise agreeable to another man. But Gamely was not another man. His parents had been, arguably, as pious and strict as Sergeant Halsty’s had been; certainly never having spared the rod if they felt it prudent to their son’s matriculation in the gospel. But where Halsty despised his parents, Miles had battled for years to accept his. He’d learned upon forgiving their many mistakes that his vision was made clearer and he could see the threads of wisdom in their conservative tapestry. Those threads were all that Miles had left of his childhood and his family; he could not abandon them so easily. But he could not ignore his instinct. By his parent’s purist insistence, Miles had ascertained that to be God fearing, he must also listen to the voice of the Lord in his own head, not just by the admonition of those ordained to hear it. 

Still, Miles could not answer. David waited many seconds but knew, at that point, that the answer was irrelevant. Miles could not even admit to the possibility of defying his king.

“Then, like I said,” David declared, “we will have no choice but to respond in kind to your—“

“Wait!” Miles exclaimed, anxious for David’s sermon to be damned. “Hear me out. This may end up being nothing more than an exercise in our alliance’s resiliency. For have you forgotten that King William is exhaling his last breaths as we speak? At any moment, he will cease to be king.”

“What are you saying?” Hubert beseeched.

“I am saying that Leopold is the solution to our problems. I do not know why I did not think of it sooner! Leopold will listen to me; he listened to me for almost two years in his deployment. I’ve been wasting my breath with, as you said it, the ‘senile old man and the lunatic.’ God, how could I have been so stupid?!” 

“I could not tell you,” replied David and it was all Miles could do not to pummel the bald man’s shiny head. Hubert raised his hand and pressed it at his brother’s chest, gently compelling him to remain silent.

“What makes you think that Leopold will act differently than his father or that he will undo anything that Thurlow has done?” Hubert inquired.

“Because Leopold is not like his father,” replied Miles eagerly. “He is stubborn and will not allow anyone, least of all Captain Thurlow, to bully him into anything. He is anxious to prove himself and his individuality.”

“So he is stubborn and arrogant,” declaimed David.

“He is also honorable,” asserted Miles. “I have seen it with my own eyes. My friends, bide your time. Give me a chance to meet with Leopold and explain to him the truth of Thurlow’s insidiousness.”

“What if you do explain it and nothing changes?” asked David. Miles could not answer truthfully so he did not answer at all. He’d been wrong about people before (King William, Thurlow.) How could he be so sure he was not mistaken about Leopold?

“So be it,” said Hubert, after whispering something in his brother’s ear. “We will, like you, put our faith in this young prince. But heed my words, Gamely, that if something happens whereupon Leopold either carries out Thurlow’s insane agenda or somehow does not take William’s place on the throne and usurp Thurlow’s ridiculous scope of authority, then we will have no choice but to act preemptively against Gwent. It does not give us pleasure to say this to you Sergeant Gamely. But rumors of Thurlow’s ruthlessness have reached our ears as well. He is a dangerous man; we will not wait for him to strike first.”




 

Chapter Twenty-Five

From the moment Ella took her first step out of the coach into the brisk, cold air, she felt her nerves begin to tingle with anticipation. She had never been so close to the castle of Gwent in her life. There were no words Ella could formulate to describe its majesty. How could such enchantment be engineered by mortal imagination? As Gabriel took her hand and escorted her down the footpath toward the castle moat, below a regal barbican, Ella reeled with images and sensations of this radiant new world. First with her mother’s dress and now the glitz and pomp of majesty, her entire moral code was becoming unhinged. She was finally beginning to understand that the sin of worldliness might be one that God forgave liberally, he himself mindful that it was to the mortal simply a conquest for heaven on earth. No matter how keenly Ella peered into the eastern and western flanks of the landscape, she could not see where the castle fortress ended and the mountainous backdrop began. There were levels upon levels of stone parapets and towers reaching skyward from every possible corner. Instead of being engineered in a tapering design that ascended upward until it steepled symmetrically in the center, it seemed to be built forward with each new plane breaching away from the hills and bluffs and toward the spellbound eye like a mirage. 

It took several minutes for the couple, the Duke of Ebersol and his niece, to climb the immense stone staircase to the main balcony, which must have measured over one hundred meters from one side to the other. Already, there were more bodies on the balcony than Ella could count and she had not even entered the ballroom. 

Gabriel slowed his step as they closed the gap between Ella’s magnificent new world of possibility and sublimity and the entire realm that existed outside of it: his world. It was the same world in which the man who pretended to be noble had been born and raised, where he’d learned to work for his very survival and where he’d sacrificed his youth, and his only family, to the expectations of those that knew nothing of him and cared even less. Gabriel felt derision seep into his spirit. How could what he’d gone through be called sacrifice when it was at the whims of another—of someone who didn’t even know he existed? Gabriel looked upon the reality that Ella found so very entrancing and was blitzed with the knowledge that his sacrifice had been for naught, because it was never his own. Not until Ella entered his life had he finally learned what it meant to have something so extraordinary that to give it up was tantamount to death. 

Ella strolled down the hallway and into the massive, breathtaking ballroom. Gabriel observed the bounce in her step and he grinned, though it pained him to do so. Once inside the cavernous entity of the golden lined ballroom, hundreds of men and women dotted the panorama. And at the apex of everything golden, everything breathtaking, was Prince Leopold. He stood tall and proud upon a slightly elevated platform, one arm to his side and the other bent sharply at the elbow and resting against his waist. His attire was that of soldier and a prince: white pants that tapered only slightly at the ankle, a deep burgundy jacket that boasted golden buttons up the front and, as it opened right below his neck, a perfectly tied cravat. 

 Bastard, thought Gabriel furiously.
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This is where I belong.

Isolda inhaled the atmosphere of the ballroom and felt it tease her lungs like a scrumptious meal that roasted in the fire, tantalizing the taste buds. She knew, as much as she had ever known anything, that she was standing in her future home. The future home of her daughter, that was. 

Aislinn was, to Isolda’s chagrin, rather distant toward her mother that evening. Even though she anticipated the prince’s attention, she could not keep herself from reviewing the scene that had gone down only an hour before at their home. Why had Bethany said those things about their mother? If she were leaving, where would she go? Would she stay with Ella?

Aislinn grew cross. Why did everyone presume that she and her twin sister were cantankerous with one another because they did not like each other? Aislinn had spent the first years of her life adoring her ‘baby’ sister; they were best friends. But Isabella and Ella came around and suddenly one sister was not enough for Bethany. Thus the drifting away began, and Aislinn always hated Ella for it. Isolda believed herself to be the steward of all things that pertained to Ella’s deviousness but she was mistaken. Aislinn had learned from her own experiences that her cousin was the representation of all things contrary to Aislinn’s happiness. 

Aislinn loved her twin sister. Why had she never told her as much?

“He is looking at you!” Isolda exclaimed, startling her distracted daughter. Aislinn looked over toward the prince and, sure enough, he was watching her fixedly. How could he distinguish anything in this sea of taffeta and silk, and of pretension and pride? Most likely it was due to her obscenely bright dress. Even in its illustriousness, it was quite a lovely ensemble that Bethany had pieced together, what with the tiara and the slippers so transparent, they might have well been made of glass. 

She would have looked lovelier in this than I, Aislinn reflected. 

“It will not be long before he makes his way to you,” Isolda stated, staring at the prince like a prowling predator. “It will take some time for him to decide who he wants to spend his time with. Just stay in plain view. Don’t lose sight of the prince or the queen. Do you hear me?”

“Yes, Mother,” Aislinn replied, her dream of meeting the prince, falling in love, and making the castle her first home that truly belonged to her and not her mother, the only comfort she could derive for that evening thus far. She shook off her gloominess and attempted to re-focus her attention toward her goal. But it was short lived. Ella had entered the ballroom, Peter by her side, and Aislinn cursed her mother for not permitting her to wear pink. Undoubtedly, pink would be the color of the evening. 
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They had been at the gala for over an hour. Countless people had taken notice of Ella, but the prince had not moved from his pedestal. Gabriel wasn’t overly worried; he was annoyed. 

Ella is the most stunning woman here without equal! How can you not see what is right in front of you, Your Highness?!

“You look as though you might burn a hole through the wall with your eyes,” said the creeping, sinister voice behind Gabriel. He turned, exhaled deeply, and watched as Sergeant Halsty took position only centimeters from Gabriel’s boots. Halsty was considerably shorter than Peter, the Duke of Ebersol, but he was no less large in presence. Gabriel knew who James Halsty was; he knew everything about Thurlow’s number-two man.

“Sergeant Halsty,” Gabriel said in ice-cold formality. “To what do I owe this honor?”

“I am simply acting on behalf of my commander, Captain Thurlow,” Halsty replied, “to see to it that you are, how do I say this, living up to the stipulations of your…contract.”

“That was certainly a mouthful, Sergeant. Are you certain you did not injure yourself?”

Halsty chortled, unencumbered. “We can’t all be so learned as the aristocrats of this land,” he said, inconspicuously. “Some of us are more talented with our hands than we are with the spoken word.”

“Some of us aren’t talented at all,” Gabriel declared blankly.

“Have I done something to offend you, sir?”

“Offend is so contentious a word. Let’s just say you, and your friends, do things that puzzle me.”

“Well, we wouldn’t want that. Is there something I can clear up for you?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact. Why are you here?”

“Pardon?”

“Why are you standing here speaking to me? You expect me to believe that Captain Thurlow, the unchallenged despot of Gwent’s seedy underbelly, cares to follow up on threats he gave to a man whose opinion and blessing mean nothing to him? You must be joking. Thurlow wants Ella. He only asked my blessing in their ‘courtship’ to make himself appear more appealing to her. When he learned that I would not speak on behalf of my niece, his ego was bruised and he tried to save face by threatening to reveal my less-than-stellar reputation. There was no contract; there were no stipulations.”

Halsty was still, his eyes scathing Gabriel as only eyes could. For several seconds, neither man uttered a sound. 

“You know, you speak quite liberally for a nobleman,” Halsty said, amused. “I’m impressed. But have you forgotten to whom you are speaking?”

Gabriel laughed out loud, even garnering the attention of those people closest in proximity. “I don’t forget anything, Sergeant,” he declared. 

“Of course you don’t,” Halsty retorted.

“Do you intend on answering my question?”

“Remind me again what that question was; my memory is apparently not as good as yours.”

“What are you doing here?” Gabriel repeated.

Halsty did not reply. He simple grinned and Gabriel had his answer.

A distraction.

Gabriel resisted the impulse to take Halsty’s jacket collars in his fists, but, as getting arrested would make the climax of his well devised plan quite difficult, he opted only to step toward the sniveling dwarf, so their toes were touching, and glare into Halsty’s beady eyes. 

“Where is Thurlow?” Gabriel asked, rigidly. Once again, Halsty did not respond. Gabriel felt his heartbeat pulsate and without thinking, he began scaling the crowd for the only person that Thurlow might be so compelled to meet with in private that he would send a decoy to keep her only living guardian distracted. Gabriel took Halsty’s jacket in his fists, though he struggled to do it as discreetly as possible. His demand of Halsty was spoken with the most menacing whisper Gabriel could concoct. 

“Where is Ella?” 




 

Chapter Twenty-Six

Thurlow did not startle Ella when he approached her; she saw him coming from across the floor. For a man that by his very reputation invoked fear, he appeared somewhat more distracted than usual. Ella considered fleeing to find refuge in the droves of people that were still flooding the castle, but she knew it would be to no avail. Thurlow walked and the seas parted; she would never be able to conceal herself. Ella inspected her besetment desperately. Where was Gabriel? She had not intended, at least consciously, to have her ‘uncle’ tend her the entire evening, but still….even Gabriel had to know that no preparation or clever tactics would ever hold Ella in one piece where Thurlow was concerned. He was, and always would be, her disabler. She’d accepted that fleeing or even compensating for her trepidation by inflicting the most acidic, foul verbal assault she could manage (which always seemed to provide Thurlow with even more pleasure) would do not good. Ella chose for herself a different strategy; one that she’d never tried. 

“Why Captain Thurlow,” Ella side, melodiously, “fancy seeing you here this evening.”

Thurlow was still a short distance from her but he heard her greeting perfectly and slowed his step. Was it possible?

“Likewise,” Thurlow said as he stepped finally into her presence. “And I probably don’t need to tell you how marvelous you look tonight.”

Breathe, Ella reminded herself. “It never hurts to tell a girl she is marvelous, Captain,” she declared, trying to cloak her nervousness in flirtatious banter, “and I accept any compliment, even if it has been reiterated countless times. That is, of course, if it is sincere.”

“Then accept this one as well: You are the most exquisite woman I have ever seen.”

“Thank you.”

Why did it feel so seedy when it came from his mouth? Words that were conceived to convey the poetic splendor of the world might as well have been swathed in grime when people like Thurlow spoke them. What a tragedy, Ella thought. Whenever he tried to woo her with sentiment, she became sick to her stomach.

“What happened to your hand?” she asked, relieved there was an insipid topic of conversation to which she could defer her nausea.

“Oh this?” he said, examining his right hand that was bandaged around the knuckles. “This is nothing, really. Just a cut from a broken vase that I helped a servant to clean.”

“How magnanimous of you.” Ella said, thoughtfully. 

“Magnanimous?”

“Yes. You’ve always been so very generous to me Captain Thurlow and I have acted like an ungrateful snob to you in return. That was wrong of me. Forgive me.”

Breathe.

Thurlow did more than just listen to Ella when she spoke; he watched her. Vigilantly. It was not a chore for him to do so. He had become quite good at it. And he did not believe a single word she spoke. Who did she think she was fooling, Thurlow wondered, a grin spreading across his face as the notion occurred to him? 

Ella still fears you; still wants to run from you. But now she is pretending to fancy you and there can be no other reason than that she wants to please her idiotic uncle. 

Thurlow contemplated the ruse purposely in his mind. Why would Ella act in such a way just to please her uncle? Perhaps it is because she wanted to inherit the Duke of Ebersol’s fortunes or perhaps there was some incestuous depravity in their affection with one another. Only one thing really mattered to Thurlow: Ella was beginning to see the light. And she would soon be his, finally. The rest was immaterial. He did not need Ella to want him. Where was the fun in that? He could not have cared less for her uncle’s meaningless approval. The pieces were falling into place. Ella was finally realizing that her companionship to Thurlow was advantageous, prudent, and so very right. Anything more than that was extrinsic. Ella would become the best kind of pupil: so teachable. And the future would be as much an educator to her as Thurlow would (the future would simply not enjoy it as much).

“Ella,” Thurlow asked, staring into her eyes with creeping playfulness, “are you ready?”

Ella’s breath was sucked up into the air and she struggled not to drown in the wake of Thurlow’s cryptic dispensation. “Ready?” she asked, her voice trembling. “For what?”

“It doesn’t matter. Just answer the question.”

“I…I don’t…”

“Stop stuttering. Say you are ready, Ella. Say it!”

I am in over my head! God please help me! Gabriel, where are you?
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Gabriel spotted Ella after only moments. He was quite frantic. How had he been so blind? By the time he weaved his way through every man and woman in the obscenely large hall, Thurlow had already advanced upon Ella. In his rapid travel, Gabriel saw her generate a soft smile across her face and he could scarcely believe it. Was she trying to be friendly with a man like Thurlow? Why would she do such a thing? 

Then he knew. She was doing it for him. Despite Gabriel’s pronouncement that he would never commission Ella to pretend—even for a second—that she favored Thurlow, she was doing it anyway. Gabriel felt like screaming out for her to stop, to get away from Thurlow, that none of what she was trying to do was necessary. When he had little more than ten paces to go before he could opportunely interrupt their dialogue, Gabriel looked to his left and saw the one man, the only man, that could induce from him the same apprehension as Thurlow and he was stepping into Ella’s company. Prince Leopold. He had finally singled Ella out of the masses and was offering her his hand. Thurlow appeared strangely happy to oblige the interrupter. As Gabriel took his last step into the vacant space next to Thurlow where once Ella stood, he was seized upon by something far worse than envy of Leopold: gratitude. For it had been Leopold who rescued Ella in her hour of need. He’d beat Gabriel to the call. It was a fact that dug away at his gut. 

 All according to plan. 

“Well, your lordship,” Thurlow said toward Gabriel, who was still watching the prince and Ella stroll tranquilly out of view, “it seems I owe you thanks for fulfilling your part of the bargain.”

Gabriel heard Thurlow’s gratuitous accolade and it filled cacophonously the stillness left in Leopold and Ella’s trail. What had become his two greatest antagonists were colliding as one. How was Gabriel supposed to play nicely with others when his entire world was constricting every intuition and all the wherewithal he’d ever possessed? Gabriel had never in his life played nicely with others. Thurlow, his mortal enemy, would be no exception. It was time for the real game to begin.

“You owe me nothing, Captain,” Gabriel confessed, turning his face toward Thurlow as he spoke, “as it appears the object of your affection just waltzed away with the most coveted, and apparently the most eligible, bachelor in the land. Are your romantic ambitions finally being put to rest?”

“Hardly,” Thurlow replied, “but I tend not to agonize over miscellaneous concerns. Ella is entertaining Leopold and it is no surprise to me. It is, after all, a party. Why should I fret over Ella’s dalliances with our most honorable prince? Who could blame her? Prince Leopold, if you will forgive my euphemism, is the true belle of tonight’s ball.” 

Gabriel laughed vociferously. “Quite right,” he said, “though your opinion runs perilously close to willful mockery of the future supreme commander of Gwent. Are you so confident in your tenure, or in my discretion even, that you don’t worry I might use your loose tongue to my advantage? If my niece gains favor with Leopold, it might be prudent of me to build my own royal alliances; even if it means having to tear down…old bridges.”

Thurlow’s smile vanished. “I’m afraid I don’t follow you, your lordship. Are you threatening me?” he asked, his eyes drawn.

“I would never dream of it. I simply am giving an elaborate explanation. You see, I don’t really worry much about my past indiscretions catching up with me. You can flaunt every one of my sins for the world to see and I will simply stand by and applaud your good effort. In case I am still being too elaborate, I will say it plainly: you owe me nothing because, dear Captain, I did nothing. Ella was not showing you favor because I compelled her to. It was because she saw, only inches behind you, the ‘true belle of the ball’ gearing up to hail her. Ella was all smiles simply to lure Leopold to her. She was enduring your company just so she could be in the right place at the right time. And it looks like her scheming paid off.” Gabriel inhaled loudly. Thurlow’s eyes had not deviated from Gabriel’s for the tiniest second. 

“It appears to me,” Thurlow said, staid in posture and restraint, “that there is more to you than meets the eye, Peter of Ebersol. It should be fun to see how the rest of this evening plays out.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” Gabriel said, his face almost beaming. He sauntered slowly from the captain’s presence. As he did, he let his enemy’s seething stare push him ever farther away until he’d ample freedom to bask in the moment: the moment of having taken just a taste of redemption. But a moment was all it would be. Gabriel’s churlish repartee with Thurlow had set him and Ella and everyone she loved at the precipice of mortal danger. For a brief jaunt in the garden of spoiled pride, Gabriel had shackled himself to the new understanding between him and Thurlow. Gabriel grew nervous and wondered whether he regretted his words with Thurlow. It was going to happen anyway, Gabriel figured, so why shouldn’t he be the one to cast the dice first? Still, something about his nerves that evening was compromised and he rationalized that there was one particular woman to blame. 

Gabriel scanned the ballroom, looking yet again for Ella. This time, however, his adrenaline was not primed to liberate her. It was revving to steal her; steal her away from the very man he’d counted on to notice her from the beginning. It was only a matter of time and the plan. And he cursed.

[image: sseparator.png]

Thurlow had just experienced two very eye-opening conversations. The first had left him tickled, lascivious, and reeling to forgo the monotonous banality of such a royal gala and get the evening’s real festivities underway. The second conversation had left him…

“What is it, Captain?” Halsty petitioned, stepping in front of his commander’s line of sight and sensing that Thurlow’s attention was teetering somewhere between fierce concentration and some kind impassioned, eruptive rage.  

“I just had a very interesting conversation with Ella’s esteemed Uncle Peter,” Thurlow stated, his words shedding little light on his concealed, innermost retrospection. “It seems the man is not at all what I thought he was. He was goading me like he wanted a knife through his heart right here in this very ballroom.”

“You don’t say,” Halsty declared, “because I too found the duke to be less than amiable. But that could be due to my efforts to keep him occupied while you had your moment with Miss Delaquix. By the way, you’re welcome for that.” 

“It is more than that, Halsty. Something about the way that man spoke to me; he reminded me of someone.”

“Who?”

Thurlow did not answer immediately. Instead, he zeroed in the object of his quandary across the room. The Duke of Ebersol appeared to be anxiously observing his niece’s secluded rendezvous with Leopold, from a distance.

“Just keep an eye on him, Sergeant,” he said to Halsty, his eyes still fixed on Gabriel. “I have too many pressing concerns tonight to bother with some conceited charlatan. We will just have to see to it that after all of the dust settles tomorrow morning, our good friend the duke will find himself dead underneath a pile of stones.” 		





 

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Ella inhaled the chilly night air. It was a welcome sensation to her rising body temperature. She had been unwise to tease Thurlow in such a way. What had she been thinking? Her irritability manifested itself on her face and Leopold, the man she was supposed to be groveling over incessantly, noticed her stupor. 

“You seem distracted tonight, miss,” Leopold said, leaning beside her against the stone half wall that lined the city’s mezzanine and prevented the two of them from plummeting to a grisly demise. “I hope I did not pilfer you from something important back there.”

“Oh no, on the contrary, Your Highness,” Ella said, perking up and taking heed that she was on a crucial errand. “You were liberating me from a…trying situation.”

“I see,” he replied with a slight but captivating grin. “Well, in that case, you are welcome.”

Ella smiled and felt her nerves calm.

“What is your name?” Leopold inquired.

“Ella Delaquix, Your Highness, daughter of Thomas and Isabella Delaquix.”

“Isabella is your mother’s name?”

“Yes. It was her name.”

“Oh, I am sorry to illicit sad memories. It is just that it seems your name is a derivative of your mother’s. Ella. Did they do that intentionally?”

“Of course! Why else would they give me such a trite, uninspired moniker?”

“Don’t be absurd,” Leopold exclaimed with a chuckle. “It is a lovely name. Short. Concise. Unlike mine: William Leopold Hoffeline II.” 

“That is a mouthful,” Ella replied gleefully, though dreadfully listless with the niceties of their oh-so-formal dialogue. Still, the lull of Leopold’s soft voice and the sweetness of his eyes bestowed upon her a peace and serenity that was proving itself to be quite addictive. 

Leopold was also tried in such uniformity. Ella was lovely—stunning even. But it had only been at his mother’s most vehement insistence that he summoned a meeting with Ella before any other maiden. Her good friend the Duchess of Timmelin had advised the queen that Ella Delaquix was the highest caliber of nobility. Arabella shared such references with her son, who didn’t give a flying rat’s tail. Leopold knew the Duchess of Timmelin. He’d never been fond of the pompous woman. That she was praising Ella was only making the young maiden that much less appealing. No, the night’s most entrancing woman was still a mystery to the prince. He had not been able to tear his eyes from her, even sneaking glimpses of her from the private balcony where he strolled with Ella. It was not difficult to spot the mysterious siren, even in the hoards of dresses. Hers was the brightest, most captivating yellow gown he’d ever beheld. 

“Are you enjoying yourself tonight, Your Highness?” Ella asked, commencing their friendly conversation for lack of an alternative.

“Not particularly,” Leopold replied, gazing out at the gloriousness of Gwent; his own vast kingdom that, at least that evening, did not feel like his own.

Could this be true? Ella ruminated.  Is there a chance this discourse will not murder me with boredom?

“Well, I must confess I might not be the best of company tonight, Your Highness,” Ella declared, feeling her intuition nudge her toward honesty.

“Why do you say that?” Leopold questioned.

“Because I have not been completely honest with you, My Lord.”

Leopold stood tall, his eyes dangerously inquisitive. Ella rethought her agenda. She was not yet in too deep; she could still walk off of that terrace with her head still in place and possibly even a prince on her arm.

“Honest about what?” he implored.

“Your Highness,” Ella said, trembling, “there is someone very important I need you to meet.”

“Who?”

“I can’t tell you yet. But he has information pertaining to….”

Leopold’s eyes lifted eagerly.

“Captain Thurlow.” Ella said it. She did it and her own dice were cast. 

“Thurlow?” Leopold repeated.

“Yes, Your Highness. Thurlow is not the man he pretends to be. He is dangerous and inhumane and ruthlessly ambitious.”

“How do you know this?”

“I’ve seen it. And this person with whom I want you to speak, he can explain to you the scope of Thurlow’s madness.”

“Who is this person?”

“I—I don’t know if I should…”

Leopold stepped toward her as she stuttered. “I demand his name, Ella,” he ordered. “Right now.”
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Isolda was just one more person who was not acting like her typical self that evening. Any other time, she’d be scouring the vicinity for Ella and watching every tiny move the little wrench made. But instead she was interested in one man and it was not the prince. 

Isolda had surveyed Peter for most of the evening. Most of the time, the man appeared quite fixed, but on what in particular she was uncertain. So she kept her wits about her and preyed upon the man’s every step. When it appeared he was distraught for some unimaginable reason, he made his way out of the ballroom into one of the darkened hallways that ran adjacent to the ballroom. 

The guards were posted at strategic points around the castle’s interior to see to it that no guest ventured too far into the keep. Gabriel saw several men posted and opted just to tuck away into a small corridor that had no exit but one and appeared to be of no grave importance to the castle guard. The darkness of the corridor was a welcome relief from the glaring brightness of the ballroom. The only dimness in the whole godforsaken festival was on the parapet where Leopold had escorted Ella.

“We really have to stop meeting like this,” Isolda said, alarming Gabriel though her voice was soft, even sultry. She was donning a piercingly black velvet dress that plunged down her neckline and whalebone stays. Her shoulders were bare and there was a hint of glistening to her skin. 

“It is not a meeting, Baroness,” he said, turning toward her, “when only one party is a willing participant.”

His response was not what she’d anticipated at all. But there were tricks up Peter’s sleeves. She knew it. “Don’t be like that,” she retorted, throwing her own pride in the ring, “just because my daughter is quite obviously the most exquisite maiden here tonight and your niece is donning the most ridiculous shade of pink I have ever seen.”

“What? Is that what this is all about?”

“Stop playing coy. You’ve always known that our families have been in a race for the crown since this whole thing started.”

“I thought you always said we were family, Isolda.”

“Oh don’t be so dramatic. I am simply making conversation. Besides, if it weren’t for chaos in family, well, then this entire world would most certainly be a ridiculous shade of pink!”

Gabriel was silent. Isolda stepped closer to him, her forehead at his unquivering chin, her eyes scaling his rigid face like she was examining a plated feast.

“Remember how good this can be,” she said, watching his lips.

“If you are referring to our kiss two nights ago, you are mistaken in your recollection.”

Isolda pulled back a touch. “Don’t tell me you’ve changed so much.”

“I have not.”

“That is reassuring.”

Slowly, deliberately, Isolda inched her mouth closer to Gabriel’s. She closed her eyes and anticipated his luscious lips advancing on hers. When instead she felt his fingertips press against her lips, her eyes shot open. He was pushing her away. Isolda stood numb for several moments before she felt her boiling blood recirculate through her veins. 

He pushed me away…the snake!

“Just who in God’s name do you think you are?” Isolda demanded.

“I should ask you the same question, Baroness,” Gabriel replied coolly, “but I already know the answer to my query.”

She stepped back brusquely and leered into his eyes. Waiting.

“You are unlike any woman I have ever met,” Gabriel declaimed. “And in my years, I’ve had relations with women in almost every capacity you could think of. You, Baroness, are one of a kind.”

“Oh, am I?” she said, wondering if she’d been mistaken in her wrath; had he a trick she had yet to see?

“Oh yes,” he said, his words meticulous and calculated. “You are the most vile, contemptuous, reptilian human being that I have ever had the displeasure of meeting.”

Isolda gulped and felt her shock and rage descend like a boulder into her lungs. 

“You son of a bitch,” she said scathingly. “You are twisted and spineless and pathetic! This is because of Ella isn’t it? It has to be! You have fallen under the spell of that vixen just like every man in this hell-bound world.”

Gabriel was unmoved as Isolda barraged on.

 “Ella is the most devious man-eater I have ever seen,” she spat, “and I laugh at how deliciously she will chew you up and spit you out. And since we are being so very truthful with one another, why don’t you be so uncharacteristically kind and tell me your true name, sir?”

“Pardon?”

Isolda’s face relaxed and a sly grin dimpled her cheeks. 

“You are a competent actor,” she said with eerie pleasantness. “There was some time there when you really had me going. Even after I knew you were not Peter Summerly, I felt the name fit your face beautifully. I let the show play out for the sake of my own fantasy. But the time for pretenses is over, don’t you think?”

“You are mad, woman.”

“I may be mad, but I have a memory that is younger than my age. I remember Peter Summerly and you, sir, are not him.”

“Oh, I am not?”

“No. It took me some time to realize it, but I did. And, like I said earlier, I simply bought into more than the act, but the illusion of your seductiveness. So I played along.”

“So when you tried to kiss me,” Gabriel jeered, “that was just playing along?”

Isolda did not answer him straightaway. Gabriel’s green eyes were aimed straight at hers and Isolda could still feel the sensuousness desires that ‘Peter’ invoked within her breast. Isolda cursed in her mind: Damn it! Why couldn’t I have been acting too?!

“Come now, Peter,” she went on, ignoring his presumption and committed to keeping her despondency and her remaining lust for the man concealed in her façade, “don’t keep me waiting.”

Before Gabriel could respond, they were interrupted.
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“I demand his name, Ella. Right now.”

Leopold was staunch and unyielding in his requisition. He was the prince. He was entitled to give orders.	 Ella was wary but resolved to carry on with the rest of her declaration, the remainder of her mission, undaunted. She ceaselessly tried to reassure herself that Leopold was not like Thurlow. He was not violent just for the sake of proving his manhood. He would listen to her; he had to. 

“His name is—“she began.

Suddenly a loud, trumpeting bellow came at her and Leopold from every angle. It was a shrill, inharmonious pitch and it must have triggered in Leopold’s brain a rousing impulse. The man broke his gaze from Ella’s and made his way toward the main ballroom in a near sprint. Ella was aghast—too stunned to inquire of Leopold what was happening. Not that she would have had ample time.

Leopold rallied his way trough the crowds, trying desperately hard not to shove the men and women that were swarming him. When he finally eyed his mother, two guards and several other members of Gwent’s nobility, including the Duchess of Timmelin, were flanking Arabella. Leopold could not isolate his mother’s reaction to whatever it was she was being told by her staff. Her head was down. Was she upset? Leopold finally forged his way through the thick wall of patrons that surrounded the queen, most of them caring little for what she was enduring and more about being seen in such an environment. Arabella looked up upon her son’s arrival and lunged at his torso, wrapping her arms around him so pleadingly, it was as if their role as parent and child had been reversed. 

Ella gauged her surroundings and could not see Gabriel. All she could distinguish was her cousin Aislinn, a sparkling yellow diamond amidst a sea of regality and decorum. It only then occurred to Ella that she had not seen Bethany all night. Wasn’t Bethany the one who would be donning the bright yellow gown? Ella’s thoughts were sidetracked by a tall, lanky man in a holy vestment complete with a flawless white cincture who took the elevated platform where once Leopold stood. A ghostly hush arose from the madness.

“Good evening, good citizens of Gwent,” the clergyman proclaimed, the low murkiness of his voice not impeding the air from sucking up his soberness and scattering it over the audience like wet sand sifted through a sieve. “Forgive the interruption of this blessed event, but these halls must be vacated promptly.”

A dull groan loomed the crowd. The tall priest went on, his voice quaking and causing his loose, wrinkled skin to tremor as he cried. “It is my grave and somber duty to declare that our beloved king and supreme Lord and our benevolent patriarch, King William, is dead.” 




 

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Ella could scarcely hear herself think in the pandemonium that fulminated the once-cheery ballroom. The droves of guests were being shepherded toward the exits by castle guards and both Leopold and his mother were swallowed up in a sea of uniformed bodies and hustled in the opposite direction. Many of the women were crying and the men stayed busy by calming their hysterical wives or by asking questions of other gentlemen that too had no inkling of what was going on. King William was dead; that was all anyone knew. Ella moved fluidly with the pack, all the while trying to spot Gabriel. She was not entirely certain how she was supposed to feel about the king’s passing. She never knew the man; only knew that his life was vitally intertwined with Gabriel’s. 

By the time the mass of ornately clad guests were outside and descending the massive courtyard staircase, Ella had managed to disentangle herself from the group and navigate her way toward the outer rim of the balcony, where none of the guards were posted. It seemed almost too convenient that guards were not manning such a wide area, but Ella chalked it up to her good luck and the fact that the guards were flocking toward the chaos. As far as Ella knew, she was alone. All she had to do then was find Gabriel.

She felt a tug at her elbow and turned to behold Gabriel. She was relieved though quite fed up with his habit of startling her from behind.

“There you are!” she said, as he pulled her behind a large, obelisk column that jutted out from the far corner of the terrace.

“Keep your voice down,” Gabriel commanded, taking in their surroundings heedfully. “We don’t want to attract any attention.”

“Gabriel, listen to me,” Ella said, unconcerned with Gabriel’s request for clandestineness, “I spoke to Leopold. I told him the truth about Thurlow and he wants to see you. I was just about to come find you when we were interrupted by the news of King William.”

“Ella, wait. Stop right there. You told Leopold about me; about Thurlow?”

“Yes, well I started to. I never gave him your name, I—“

“Are you insane? Why did you do that? That was not part of the plan, Ella!”

“The plan, Gabriel, is that I slowly get into the prince’s good graces and then slowly convince him that Thurlow is a bad apple and then ever so slowly introduce you to His Highness and the rest is history. Wasn’t that the specifics of your gospel plan? Well, I saw the opportunity to speed up the process, so I did.”

“That was careless of you Ella. Careless and stupid. You were with him for all of five minutes. How could you have been certain he was not in league with Thurlow and just waiting for you to hang yourself?”

“Because he wasn’t! I felt it.”

“You felt it? Well, I’m sorry if that does not invoke great confidence from me. You were supposed to lure Leopold to you, get him to trust you and then, when I felt it the right time, facilitate my telling him all about Thurlow.”

Ella was stunned and her temper so blistered with anger that she wanted to strike Gabriel again, harder than she had before. “Stop yelling at me like I am a child, you grunt!” Ella exclaimed, loud enough to possibly draw attention and, by that point, she hardly cared. “And then maybe I will explain to you why I felt it wise to act as I did when I did. Or perhaps I should just scream at the top of my lungs that Gabriel Solange, the traitor, is alive and well and accosting me to boot! How about that?!”

Gabriel’s chest still rose and fell in rancor, but he remained unspoken and waited for Ella to expound upon why she’d taken so huge a risk to her own safety. 

“I was not getting into Leopold’s ‘good graces’ all right,” Ella said, somewhat bruised. “It was all he could do not to fall asleep in my presence. I don’t know why he singled me out as he did, but he was not taken with me. Not at all, Gabriel. Whether you planned it or not, my time with the prince was limited. I didn’t know when I would get another chance so I told him there was someone who needed to speak to him about Thurlow. I never told him your name. That was when we were interrupted. He wanted to know more but was not angry, or at least it didn’t seem like he was. My intuition may not mean much to you but it means a great deal to me. I have trusted it my whole life. You should try trusting me too, you know. If it were not for my gut feeling, you and I wouldn’t even be standing here.”

Gabriel’s staunchness relinquished a bit and he took a deep breath. The night air quelled his calescent blood. “I’m sorry for how I spoke to you, Ella,” he said, his head down. “Forgive me.”

Ella took a brief moment to bask in his apology and his wish for her forgiveness. She’d never been spoken to like that before. “Gabriel,” she eventually said, taking his left hand in her own, “why can’t we just go to Leopold together. Let us tell him the truth. All of it. Then Thurlow will be stopped, we will save our friends and we can… we can…”

Gabriel looked up. Ella’s bravery was disappearing. Her eyes, gleaming in starlight only seconds earlier, dropped tiredly. He saw her struggle to say the words out loud that she’d been saying with her spirit, her eyes and her smile since the day they’d kissed in the glen. And like that day, he could not resist her—not her spirit, her eyes, or her smile. He gently tucked the index finger of his free hand under her chin and nudged it upward. A single, glistening tear descended her cheekbone as she raised her eyes toward him. Gabriel slid his hand along her jawbone until his fingertips touched the lobe of her ear and his thumb grazed her lips. He gazed down at her, intrigued by how perfectly the shape of her face fit into the palm of his hand. Ella leaned into him, and he could almost sense her heartbeat pounding against his own chest. He wanted to kiss her again; so much it was painful. But he did not dare break the balance they had created in the perfect fusion of their touch. It was, to Gabriel, like the moment was being blown like molten glass into the most fragile, precious memorial to love. 

Ella closed her eyes and begged her mind to preserve the sensation of having one of Gabriel’s hands hold her face and the other take her firmly behind the neck and pull her to his lips insatiably. Ella’s body plunged into his arms. He released her neck and scooped her from the waist until she was snugly against his torso. Ella had no choice but to crane her neck back as far as she could to meet his kiss even halfway. She took an odd pleasure in the strain of having to contort her body to fit with his. Did Gabriel see that she’d always been willing to sacrifice peace, comfort, even freedom to be his companion for life? 

As deliberate and careful Gabriel had been to instigate their kiss, he was contrarily blunt in ending it. He took her cheeks in both hands for one last blissful second and then pushed her away from him. They both were out of breath and Ella fell back against the large stone column. Gabriel looked away from her, angry at himself for allowing it to go further than he’d wanted. It was only supposed to a kiss. A short, sweet kiss in parting. 

“Ella,” Gabriel said, drawing breath with great effort, “I cannot do what it is you want from me.”

Ella stood erect, her heart penetrated with invisible blades. She did not speak.

“I am sorry,” he went on. “I would tell you that I love you, but you already know that I do.”

“Then let that be enough Gabriel,” she pled, now taking his face in her palms. “Can’t you just take this chance at happiness right now with me? It doesn’t have to be perfect; you don’t have to be rid of all your demons for me to love you. Can’t you see that wholeness is not a requirement of love? The only requirement is that you and I are together.”

“Ella, you forgive me too easily. I do not deserve it. I deserve only what is coming to me: the consequences of my actions. Even those actions that I have yet to do.”

“Gabriel!”

“I’ve been lying to you this whole time, Ella.”

She felt a lump in her throat, her eyes wide in astonishment.

“What are you talking about?” she demanded.

“I lied to you. I’ve lied to you about many things. I made you believe that bringing Thurlow to justice would be the conclusion to our expedition. It won’t be the end, Ella. It was never going to be. Benjamin and my name will be cleared and Thurlow will be exposed. That is recompense for me. But it is not enough for my brother.”

“Don’t do this, Gabriel. You don’t have to do this.”

“Yes I do.”

“You will become a fugitive again. You will lose the freedom you have fought so hard to reclaim.”

 “What good is freedom if I can’t live with myself; if I have not taken Thurlow’s life in exchange for my brother’s?”

“But it won’t be an exchange for Benjamin. He and Thurlow were not the same man. Benjamin was not a murderer. Even though it would have given him some sense of purpose, he did not truly want to kill anyone. You were the one that convinced him of that. If you kill Thurlow, then you are more like him and less like your brother. You honor nobody.”

“I’ve never had honor, Ella.”

“Stop this! That is not true. You are and have always been honorable, Gabriel. But if you do this, you are worse than just being without honor. You are a coward!”

Gabriel’s mouth compressed in rage. 

“You don’t care about Benjamin and your good name,” Ella exclaimed. “You care only about protecting yourself from what you truly fear!”

“Please tell me, dear Ella!” Gabriel snapped back at her. “Tell me what it is I am supposed to be afraid of.”

“Daylight!”

Gabriel was speechless.

“You are still in prison,” she declared. “You are in exile, even now as we speak, and you are too afraid to venture into the life outside of it.”

“What are you talking about? You are not making a lick of sense.”

“Maybe I am not, Gabriel. But until you are willing to face the light with someone who loves you enough to wait for your stubborn eyes to conform to it, then you will always been in exile. You will always be in that dark prison. Thurlow may have tortured your body, Gabriel. But you have been doing it to your soul ever since.”

Gabriel stepped away from her sharply, turning his body so that he was facing the vast landscape that was Gwent at night. How could Ella presume to know so much? She hardly even knew him. He had half a mind to turn and demand she mind her own business. 

But then, she is twice the person I am, Gabriel reminded himself. It would only be natural that she knew more about me than I do about myself?

“Gabriel,” Ella said to his back, “I can simply bear no more of this. Tomorrow morning, I will wake and the excruciating echo of what I am about to say to you will pain me to my very bones. But at this point, save your coming to your senses and taking this happiness that I am offering you, there is no way out of this for me that will not result in my severest anguish. So I will say it now just to get it over with. Go! Just go and wreak your havoc, assuage your pride, murder Thurlow and return to the underground tunnel from whence you came. All I ask in return is that you stay away from me from this day forward.”

Ella did not even notice that tears were streaming down her cheeks and neck. Gabriel could not bear to look at her. For all his preparations, the sting of their imminent separation would still cripple him.

“I am sorry, Ella,” he said, his fractured voice being carried away in the breeze along with her most stubborn of hopes. “I do not deserve you.”

I am the one to decide what I do and do not deserve! Ella thought with daggers of rage infusing each syllable. But as mere thoughts was how the declaration remained. 

“Godspeed, Gabriel,” she murmured lowly. 

He stood like a statue, his back to her, until he lost track of the seconds. Then, without forethought, he turned around like a flash of lightening and saw that Ella was gone. The only thing left in her wake was the withered resolve to finish what he’d started. It was funny to Gabriel how something as trivial as a kiss was enough the rupture the best laid plans and most fervent of ambitions. But then, his mad humor vanishing, perhaps it was the other way around. Perhaps the kiss he’d shared with Ella was not trivial but a manifestation of the best rendition of himself and his best-laid plans and most fervent ambitions were but hobbies of his childlike mind.

No, Gabriel halted his rambling thoughts. His ambition was all he had left. And even if he could will himself into stacking his most righteous desires at their place at the head of the hierarchy, it was too late. 

She was gone. 

But there was one other person who was not gone, though she was concealed in the shadows, out of sight. Isolda gritted her teeth when she witnessed Ella and Peter (or whoever he hell he was; some man named Gabriel) devouring each other like it was the last time they’d ever get a chance. Isolda had only been able to make out snippets of what they were saying too each other, but that was all she really needed. The rest was in the body language—and some language it was! Isolda burned when she recalled that such a kiss was what she had intended to share with him that night and every other night thereafter. She wanted to shriek but instead bit her tongue and with predatory fervor watched her niece and the man posing as the Duke of Ebersol. Isolda could observe that Ella was angry; more than angry, battered by whatever it was the man was saying to her. 

How pathetic, Isolda thought. But rolling her eyes in ridicule of the two lovers’ pitiful display of affection was proving itself insufficient to allay her fury. 

Ella had stolen away the man that was to be Isolda’s champion; her escort into a world of decadent sin and carnal pleasure she’d been forced to live so long without. Isolda had overlooked wisps of clarity throughout her brief courtship of the mystery man: that he was not Peter, Isabella’s younger brother. In time, it became more than speculation. But Isolda could not forgo the fantasy, the perfect catharsis for what seemed like her perpetual patience. She was entitled to that man and everything that came with him. For all she knew, she even loved Peter. Though he was not Peter. Who was he? Some man named Gabriel? Did it even matter anymore? Ella had destroyed Isolda yet again. She’d stolen Isolda’s husband, her daughter, and now her dream for pure joy with ….him. 

“You are dead to me, Ella Delaquix,” Isolda said so lightly beneath her breath. “You are dead to me.”



 

Chapter Twenty-Nine

King William was so still; his body rested in perfect repose and Leopold kept waiting for his father’s chest to rise. Just a little bit. But it never did. Instead the dead man’s face just drooped slightly to the left, his lips slightly open and curved inward like he was about to sing. 

How could I be like you? I hardly even know you!

Leopold had never uttered those words to his father, but he might as well have. He’d been walking around with a grudge smeared across his forehead for the entire time he’d been home from his military service. It was true Leopold knew little about who his father really was but he was as much to blame as anyone. William had called himself a bad father. Leopold felt the need to cry but he remained resolved. 

He should have been a better son. 

Why had he deluded himself into believing he had more time? Arabella was kneeling at her husband’s side and weeping. The vision of the grieving widow succeeded at giving Leopold the smallest tinge of comfort.

Maybe his parents had loved each other…just a bit. 

Leopold placed his hand softly atop his mother’s shoulder and closed his eyes, contemplating on the family he’d never known. Dreaming of the family he might be blessed enough to get in his own life. Was it possible? When he looked back up, Leopold saw Thurlow watching him from the doorway. His heartbeat accelerated. Immediately, he recalled the words of the woman—what was her name—right before their discussion had been intermitted by news of his father. She’d said to him that Thurlow was dangerous, that he was not who he said he was. The poor maiden had looked downright scared that her words might land her in a world of trouble. Leopold had not a chance to reassure her that he already knew Thurlow was a menace and not at all trustworthy. Prince Leopold had every intention, since the beginning, of ameliorating the man’s misdeeds and renewing Gwent’s morale by ridding it of those that had oppressed its citizens so violently, even bringing them to justice if necessary. But the woman in pink did not have the chance to reveal some mystery source that could presumably shed some light on the scope of Thurlow’s crimes. 

Leopold motioned for the nearest castle guard, a young man named Mario, to approach. The young man swiftly complied.

“The woman I was with tonight,” Leopold whispered into the man’s ear lowly, “do you remember her?”

Mario furrowed his brow in an effort to recall the woman’s face. Leopold perceived his difficulty.

“She was blond with curly hair and she was wearing a pink dress,” Leopold reminded the guard. “I think her name was Ella. Or perhaps Bella. I do remember she told me the name of her mother was Isabella. I think. I am sorry my memory is not precise. I am sure, however, that she was dressed in pink.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” Mario replied, still unaware of whom he was supposed recall.

“I need you to find her and have her meet me privately in the dormitory of the northern wing at exactly midnight tonight. Do you understand me, good sir?”

“I do, Your Highness,” Mario replied with feigned confidence. He bowed and made his way rapidly toward the exit of the William’s chambers. Leopold saw that Thurlow was no longer there. The prince was compelled to follow him but as he lifted his hand ever slightly from Arabella’s shoulder, he felt her cold fingers clutch it. He could not leave her side. Not yet. 

Miles Gamely entered William’s dormitory, bowed his head and crossed himself in his last reverie to his king. He then looked over to Leopold. The prince’s eyes revealed that he was eager to hear what his former teacher had to relay. He was ready.

Midnight would only be the beginning.
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Mario, the castle guard, scuttled through the hallway, desperate to find someone, anyone, who could help him track down one face and a pink dress in what had been hundreds of faces and dresses. Mario was a dutiful servant; he could not fail at this task. 

As he rounded a corner, he collided full on with what very well could have been a brick wall. It didn’t budge. Mario lifted his head and saw that it was none other than his commander, Captain Thurlow. 

“Forgive me, sir,” Mario said, preparing himself for what would most certainly be vicious reprimand. “I did not see you there.”

“It is quite all right,” Thurlow replied formally, “accidents happen. Where are you running off to in such a hurry?”

Mario was stunned with the politeness. “An errand for his highness the prince,” he replied. 

“You seem rather … overwhelmed by this task,” Thurlow asserted. “Is there a way I can help you?”

Mario was skeptical but gave it a try. “Only if you happen to know the identity of the woman Prince Leopold was communing with tonight. Some maiden with blond, curly hair and wearing a pink gown,” he said.

Thurlow clenched his jaw. “Are you referring to Ella Delaquix?”

“He said her name might be Ella and that her mother’s name was—“

“Isabella.”

“Yes. I must relay a very important message to her on behalf of the prince.”

“I know precisely whom you are looking for, young man. Give me the message and I will deliver it to her for you.”

“But I—“

“I am your superior,” Thurlow said, his words designed to pierce the subordinate’s ear with sinister undertones. “And the royal family is and always has been my responsibility. Now tell me his message.”

“Yes, sir,” Mario said, his self-esteem knocked down a peg. He complied with Thurlow’s demand and told the man everything that Leopold had told him. 

“Thank you,” the captain said, distractedly. “I will take it from here. Consider your errand complete.”

Mario nodded, saluted his superior, and departed. 

Thurlow stepped back and took a breath. Why was he so incensed? He knew that Leopold would take a liking to Ella, for her beauty was unparalleled. Still, his blood temperature began rising and he could hardly contain his exuberance as he reminded himself that Leopold would not be meeting anyone, let alone Ella Delaquix, at midnight. 
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Aislinn had been offered transportation home in the Duchess of Timmelin’s carriage. Isolda had stayed, persuading the duchess that she was too worried to leave until she knew if her niece was all right. Aislinn did not make eye contact with her mother as she lied to the duchess. It was nothing new to her.

Isolda was not telling a complete lie, however. Her reason for lingering at the failed royal party was entirely motivated by her “concern” for Ella. Or at least, concern of what happened to Ella. In truth, Isolda was not completely certain what course of action she should take to see to it her wretched niece had what was coming to her. But she could not go home; she could not face her daughters, especially Bethany, when their own mother had been so atrociously disgraced. They might not have known it at the time, but her daughters stood to gain the most of anyone from their mother’s doggedness. 

Ella was a child; how had she succeeded to usurp everything that Isolda stood for, that she had worked for? There was only one person who could guarantee that Ella got her just desserts for her treachery. Ironically, it was the same person who had been obsessed with having her all to himself for years: Captain Thurlow.
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Ella bounced along in the carriage as it rolled along the rocky path and tried to encourage her heart and mind to remain numb. That was the only way she was going to survive. She had done it, just like Marion had told her to. She’d freed herself from the fear of losing Gabriel forever and she had done it by letting him go. On the surface, it had indeed been liberating and the necessary gauntlet for carrying on with life. But the dragon was only sleeping and the next morning, when Ella awoke from her own slumber, it would invade her entire person and scorch her heart. She would not be able to get out of her bed, not even able to pull the blankets from her body. She would have no desire for food, for friends, for air. Ella already had a taste of what she had to look forward to and it all but drove her to flee from her moving coach and run off into her own exile apart from humanity, and fade from existence like a dying star.

At the Delaquix estate, Marguerite was trying desperately to watch the show but Louis insisted on tickling her sides and planting wet kisses on her neck. 

“Not right now, Louis,” Marguerite scolded him. “I am trying to watch this.” Louis relinquished his grip on her waist and scooted up alongside his lover at the base of a wide oak tree; his head, like Marguerite’s, also poked out from the side to watch the drama unfold. 

“So Marion is dancing with Frome in the moonlight,” Louis said, not entertained enough to disregard his own aching appetites. “So what? I will dance with you right now, love, if you promise we can do it without our clothes on.”

“Stop flapping those lips,” she spat at Louis, smacking him violently across his arm, “or you will never get anything of the sort ever again. What we are beholding right here and now is better than an opera.”

“But there is no music.”

“They will make their own.”

Louis took another glance. Frome and Marion were an endearing couple, Louis mused, but dancing too distantly, too courteously, for his taste.

“You don’t mind spying on them like this?” he asked Marguerite.

“You must be trying to tease me! After all these years, you think I feel anything but elation when I see two people finally admit they love one another, especially after so long of pretending they despised each other. God himself is spying on them right now, my dear Louis.”

Before Louis had a chance to respond, the sound of clopping horse hooves breached the romantic dome that they’d all been basking in that night.

“Speak of the devil,” Louis said as he watched the carriage approach the drive, “and I do mean that literally. That man Gabriel is the devil.”

“Maybe you are right,” Marguerite replied, grinning “but it is an angel who loves him.”

Marguerite and Louis scampered across the lawn and met up with Marion and Frome, who were both puzzled that their friends were coming at them from across the yard.

“Why are they home so early?” Marguerite asked. She looked over to Marion, who did not reply. She simply followed the coach with her eyes until it stopped in front of them. The driver stepped down and promptly opened the small carriage door. All four of the eager adults were holding their breaths. Ella stepped out. She was alone. 

“What happened?” Marion asked, stepping toward Ella.

“Why are you home so soon?” Frome inquired over Marion.

Ella had so much to tell them, but the idea of doing it right then and there seemed unbearable to her. Still, she had to try.

“The ball ended abruptly.” Ella stated.

“Why?” asked Marguerite.

“Because King William is dead.”

Both Marion and Marguerite gasped. Frome demonstrated sincere sorrow as, even in his advanced years, he had always admired King William. “I can’t believe it,” he said aloud.

“What does this mean for Prince Leopold?” Marguerite asked.

“He will be our new king,” Ella said unemotionally. 

“What do you mean he will be our king?” Louis said, chiming into the dialogue. “Isn’t he the king now that his father is dead?”

“No,” declared Frome, “it is law that mourning of the fallen monarch halt all activity until the day of his death is concluded. That includes the swearing in of a new king. Prince Leopold is not the king until midnight.”

“So, what happens until then?” Marguerite asked.

“I don’t know,” Ella declared, making her way toward the front door of her home, “but I am going to sleep.”

She knew it was unfair to make all of her loving friends wait to hear the details of what was supposed to be the most magical of all nights. But Ella would have to bear that shame. She could force her legs to hold up her body and her heavy heart no longer.

“Ella wait!” Marion said as Ella pulled the large oak door open. “What happened with Gabriel?”

Ella had to say something, just a few words to acquiesce their quarries. They deserved that much at least.

“He’s gone.”



 

Chapter Thirty

Thurlow was in a state of delirium. He had never had to take in so very much to his cognition at one time. It was tantalizingly euphoric to have so much to look forward to. In his entire life he had never, until that very night, known what it was like to experience pure unadulterated joy. He’d been born into poverty, raised as an orphan by men and women who believed so piously that one’s mortal situation had been predicated upon their worthiness in some kind of heavenly pre-existence. Therefore, Thurlow had been born to be totaled in the mass of criminals, miscreants and every other deviant that must have blasphemed against God in the most unforgivable way. As a grown man, Thurlow had grown wise to the delusions of those who believed their good fortunes had been well earned; but it had taken a tremendous amount of perseverance to come to that truth. He was strong where so many couldn’t be. To a young child, such education could very well bring about the death of the soul. 

There were only three more hours to go. Leopold foolishly believed he would be meeting his future queen, Ella, at midnight. It made Thurlow laugh out loud. He was alone in a dimly lit vacant foyer, an oriel, watching through the fenestra all the commotion still resonating throughout Gwent. He could laugh all he wanted. No one would hear him.

“Is something funny?”

Thurlow jumped and looked toward the female voice. He did not startle easily and it made him rather temperamental. The woman, whomever she was, remained shrouded in shadow.

“Who are you?” Thurlow demanded. “The castle is to be vacated. I can have you arrested for being here.”

The woman did not speak, but stepped into the hazy light of the candles and revealed herself to Thurlow. He was shocked. He knew the woman, but could never have guessed why in the world she was standing before him.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, curtness still abounding in his voice.

Isolda held herself confidently, surely. She could not recall a time when she felt quite so compelled in her actions. It was a pleasurable sensation for her: knowing she held all the cards.

“I am here to speak with you, Captain Thurlow,” Isolda revealed. 

“Well, tonight is not a good night for a chat, your ladyship. After all, our beloved king has died.”

“Yes, yes. Tragic news that was. But I bring with me information that might assuage your deepest grievances. That, or provoke them.”

Thurlow stepped toward Isolda, cautiously. He remained silent.

“I have known for sometime your obsession with my niece, Ella Delaquix,” said Isolda. “It may interest you to know that not only does she not return your favor, she has found it in another man.”

“This is what you offer me, Baroness?” Thurlow shook his head as he chuckled. “You think I would watch your niece for two long years like a falcon and not know she has waltzed into Prince Leopold’s line of sight? Please. Don’t insult me.”

Isolda laughed, almost as loudly as Thurlow had only moments before. “You think she gives a hoot about Prince Leopold?” she said amusedly. “Now you insult yourself, Captain. Ella is no more interested in being a princess than she is in being a cat.”

“What are you talking about?” Thurlow implored, his brow beginning to perspire. 

“I will tell you. But I require something in return first.”

“You are trying my patience, woman.”

“Well, we women are quite good at that. Now, as you may or may not remember, I have a daughter who is the same age as Ella. She was here with me tonight. You see to it that she gets her allotted time with Prince Leopold this very night and you will have more gossip than you could chew in a week.”

“Gossip? I could have you arrested, Baroness. How is that for gossip?”

“Not bad. But seeing as I have had my fair share of intolerable men for the evening, I would rather bypass your burly show of power and just get down to what it is that you are itching to know.”

Thurlow gazed at the woman he’d always known as Ella’s one, and only, aunt. She was a formidable human being. He liked her.

“Very well,” Thurlow relented, moving closer to Isolda as he spoke, “listen carefully. Tonight at midnight, Leopold will be alone in the northern dormitory. There will be privacy and he will be expecting…a woman.”

“What woman?”

“Whom do you think, Baroness?”

Isolda contemplated his rhetoric and her answer came rapidly. She cringed in revulsion. Why was it so expected that Prince Leopold would fancy her? “Ella?”

“None other. But she does not know yet that Leopold summoned her. So let’s spread this web a little farther shall we? Go to Ella; convince her to come here at midnight to see Leopold but tell her he will be waiting in the eastern dormitory of the castle. Send your daughter as well, separately. I will see to it that Ella is … preoccupied. Your daughter will take her place and meet with His Highness the prince. The rest will be up to her.”

“Won’t Leopold be angry?”

“I can’t solve every one of your meager problems, Baroness. Besides, if I am correct about just who your daughter is—bright yellow dress, right?—then he will not be angry for long. She is quite stunning. Several of my men were carrying on about her earlier tonight. Now just listen. Instruct your daughter to make use of her god-given attractiveness and Leopold will undoubtedly rise to the occasion. He’s always been quite malleable to pretty women.”

Isolda could not help but be flattered on Aislinn’s behalf. But even though she knew as well as anyone just how bewitching her daughter was, she was still wary of tricking Leopold; a man who was, for all intents and purposes, the acting king of Gwent and who had just lost his father as well. Did she dare trust Thurlow? 

“Very well,” Isolda conceded, uneasy with the nuances of espionage. 

“Now tell me what I am ‘itching to know’,” Thurlow petitioned, wondering if her sacred information was worth so much trouble. Then he reminded himself how little trouble it would actually be—that by midnight, Leopold would be … unable to meet anyone in private. In many ways, Thurlow was just humoring the baroness. It seemed a prudent way to make the clock tick faster. 

“Ella,” Isolda declared, “is in love not with the prince, but another man; a man that you believe to be the Duke of Ebersol.”

“The Duke? She is in love with her uncle?!”

“He is not her uncle! He is an imposter. He is conspiring with Ella something treacherous and, seeing as he escorted her here tonight, I am guessing that treachery has something to do with this royal ball.”

Thurlow was struggling to draw breath. Perhaps it was a good thing that he was unable to inhale excessive amounts of oxygen, for if the embers of his slumbering energy were fanned in any way, he might thrash the entire room and destroy his entire itinerary for that evening just so he could find the duke, the imposter, and eviscerate him. 

“How did you come to know this, Baroness?” Thurlow inquired, trying not to let his requests sound too exerted.

“I saw them with my very eyes, Captain Thurlow,” Isolda replied. “Tonight, after the announcement about King William’s passing. They were alone on the terrace. I saw it.”

“What did you see? Tell me exactly.”

“They were fighting. But first they—they—“

“What?”

“They kissed. Quite passionately. Then Ella was crying and he turned his back to her. Then she walked away.”

“Did you hear anything?” Thurlow demanded vehemently, no longer concerned with the illusion of restraint.

“Not a great deal. But I did hear Ella say his name several times.”

“Tell me!”

“Gabriel. She called him Gabriel. Does that name mean anything to you?”

Gabriel.

Thurlow’s eyes narrowed as he tried to dissect what Isolda was telling him. He had heard the name Gabriel before. But where? Earlier, the man he believed to be Peter Summerly had cajoled him and he was reminded of a face that evaded him. Now, he learned Peter Summerly was a fraud named Gabriel and once again the face eluded him. It induced a fury unlike anything Thurlow had ever experienced. It was like his own mind was mocking him. Suddenly, three hours seemed so little time to rummage through his memory with a pin and pluck away at mental images that may or may not pertain to his current conjuncture. And Isolda was now sucking up more of those valuable seconds than he could permit any longer.

“No, it does not, Baroness,” he lied, desperate to dissuade her from inquiring any further. That was, unless, she could shed some much needed light to his blindness. “Does the name mean anything to you?”

Isolda ruminated on the question. The captain was trying so hard to feign composure during their discourse but his upper lip was perspiring and his eyes were almost bloodshot. Isolda chuckled in silence. 

He must think me quite the dullard, she thought. Still, Isolda was able to offer nothing to illuminate his quandary. “I have never heard the name before,” she confessed though she was not willing to surrender completely without utilizing her aptness for bluffing, “but bear in mind that only a month ago, Gabriel was not in Ella’s life at all. I know it. Before she met him, all that interested Ella was her misfit friends in Kersley.”

Kersley!

Thurlow almost leapt at Isolda and gripped her arms in his hands like a vice. 

“Did you say Kersley?” he asked, his eyes so possessed that Isolda feared she might have been too blasé with a man so prone to aggression, and so very powerful.

“Yes,” she replied, struggling pull away. She did not have to try hard. Thurlow almost threw her out of his grasp as he sprung for the exit. He said nothing; just vanished. Isolda was left alone to deliberate on what had just transpired. Some bluff! It had all but incinerated the man to learn that Ella had trafficked with the plebeian peasants of Kersley. Why did such a revelation enrage him so? Isolda was Ella’s aunt, her family, and stood to withstand more shame than Captain Thurlow by her niece’s trifling with such people. 

But Isolda did not dwell in her stupor for long. She had far more pressing matters to consider. Aislinn was most certainly already home at that point. Three hours was not a tremendous surplus of time to travel home, find her daughter and explain to her what would be going down at midnight, and return to the castle ever ready to claim what very well should have been their birthright. 
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Captain Thurlow paced down the darkened hallways towards the private chamber deep within the castle keep sanctioned for the Hussars’ secret meetings. Each of his strides was deeper than the last and each new breath saturated with the weight of elusive memories. 

Gabriel. Kersley.

Thurlow had been thrust into the vault of misplaced recollections when Isolda had mentioned Kersley. Images of a dead body, a man tall and unrecognizable, interlaced with the echoes from the lair, the abysmal prison that had almost been abandoned until the Hussars’ raid on none other than Kersley several days before. Thurlow heard the murmurs in his mind; murmurs from what should have been a dead man. 

You are a murderer. As God is my witness, I will…

Who was he? Who was the man that had donned the title of a duke and called himself Peter, the maternal uncle to the woman that Thurlow had lusted after for the last two years?

As God is my witness, I will make you pay for…

Thurlow’s step was again propelled by the memory of a convict, battered and broken, his hair black and knotted, his face adorned with stubble and numerous cuts and bruises. The convict was condemned to die. He was being beaten, however, not for punishment. He was being “persuaded” to make a statement. A confession for some crime to which he swore he was not guilty. Thurlow remembered the strength of the prisoner; that his declaration of innocence was not mired in weeping or pleas for mercy, even though he was being struck continuously with an iron bar. Instead, Thurlow was quite impressed by the prisoner. He was brave. Just like…

You are a murderer. As God is my witness, I will make you pay for betraying…

Thurlow stopped suddenly, his body almost thrown forward from the halting of its momentum. He was alone but he still spoke aloud, his voice guttural and dejected. 

“No!” 

Gabriel Solange was dead. He was dead! Thurlow had seen the body with his own eyes. Those rejects from Kersley had found his body floating in the river. It was a fugitive they’d fished from the river; a criminal wanted for almost ten years for plotting an attack on King William. Conspiring a revolution that began with regicide. But Gabriel had escaped before he could face Thurlow’s judgment. The man had fled, his final tormented pledge still ringing in Thurlow’s ear. 

I will make you pay for betraying my brother!

Benjamin Solange. Thurlow wanted to retch. He’d only met the younger brother once, but he was certain. He was named Gabriel. Thurlow began running. Where once three hours seemed a perpetual merry-go-round that would never end, it now was a clock that ticked like a stone rammed against his temples. 

Seven of the Hussars, including Halsty, were drinking beer when Thurlow burst through the door, sweat dripping from his forehead. The men were startled. Not just because of their commander’s loud, unannounced entrance into one of the more pleasurable aspects of their conclave, but because it was Thurlow himself who had declared that he would have no more correspondence with the Hussars that night. He could not afford any suspicion by not remaining completely in the public eye during that night’s revelry. 

“Commander,” Halsty exclaimed, setting down his tankard of rum. “What is it? Has something gone wrong?”

“Halsty,” Thurlow gasped, almost out of breath, “where are the other prisoners? The ones that we considered using tonight. Are they still in the lair?”

“Yes,” Halsty replied, perplexed. “Except for the Gypsy, who is being prepared in the dungeon, they are all still there. Why?”

“How many of them are there?”

“Sixteen.”

“All right. Listen to me carefully. Everything is still a go. Change nothing of our original plan. Halsty, you stay here and see that nothing goes amiss. I will be back shortly.”

“Where are you going?” a Hussar named Felix inquired. Thurlow did not reply. He simply turned and departed as rapidly as he had entered. Halsty quickly shared glances with his comrades and then went after Thurlow. As he caught up with him, Halsty had to carry out his query without slowing down.

“Sir,” he said breathlessly, “tell me what is going on. You can’t leave now. There are too many things riding on this night to have you run off now.”

“Don’t question me, Sergeant,” Thurlow snapped without pausing, “or you may find yourself without a chair when the music stops.”

“Sir?!”

“Listen to me, Halsty. There was a man, years ago, that tried to kill King William.”

“I know this, sir. Everyone knows this. You killed him.”

“I killed that man, yes. But there was another.”

“Who?”

“He had a brother, a younger brother. I had this man arrested as an accomplice to his elder brother’s attempted crime. He was imprisoned for a week in the lair but escaped. Each and every year, without fail, I sent a posse out to apprehend this fugitive and bring him back to me. For nine years, they failed. I offered a large reward for anyone that could offer information as to his whereabouts. Then, six years ago, some miscreants in Kersley stumbled upon a dead body floating in the river. They presented this body to me and claimed it was the fugitive, and that they had seen him several times before he drowned.”

Halsty stopped and aggressively took Thurlow’s elbow in his grasp, forcing the man to stop. “What are you saying, Captain?” Halsty demanded, his eyes as focused as Thurlow’s.

“It was him, Halsty,” Thurlow declared. “The dead body; it was that of Gabriel Solange. I know it. I saw it. But now…”

“Now what?”

Thurlow inhaled air he desperately needed. “Now I am not so sure,” he said, somewhat defeated. “I have to interrogate as many of those prisoners in the lair as possible.”

“Why?” 

“Because there may be a chance that one of them knows for sure. The detainees are all grown men and one or more of them may know the truth about that body. I will make them tell me!”

“Sir,” Halsty sued, “stop and think about this! Have you forgotten what is going to happen tonight? This is the revolution. That is the only thing that matters. And you want to go and interrogate a bunch of grunts that probably know nothing about a man that may or may not even be alive? It makes no sense. Even if this Gabriel were indeed alive, why would he stay here in Gwent? He is a free man; if he wanted to stay free he would remain dead.”

“He has no interest in freedom.”

Halsty was taken back. He had never seen his commanding officer so shaken, so tremulous. Thurlow was a stoic, the rock of the Hussars. He never shied away from chaos. He instigated chaos and reaped the benefits of it gluttonously. For the first time in a very long time, James Halsty did not understand his master’s vision.

“Gabriel Solange, if he is alive, cares only about one thing,” Thurlow stated brazenly, “and that is avenging his dead brother. The man that I killed: Benjamin Solange. And if Gabriel is still alive, he might very well be posing as the Duke of Ebersol. Now do you see why it is of some consequence to me, Halsty? I have to know. My life existed long before I met you, Sergeant. I have my own demons, not just the ones I share with you all for the sake of our mutual beliefs.”

“Then let me kill him,” Halsty replied with zeal. “Even if he is your fugitive or just some overblown pompous prick pretending to be a duke, it doesn’t matter. I will kill him. First thing in the morning, I will hunt him out.”

Thurlow chortled. “I’ve learned that killing a person does not eradicate their legacy or undo the damage they may have caused,” he professed. “And killing an enigma only makes it that much more seductive. The truth is the only real weapon you can wield against tyrants like that. I will learn the truth one way or another. For if Gabriel Solange and the Duke of Ebersol are one and the same, it means there is one more person that knows this truth and therefore must die. It is something that I cannot be so flippant about as this particular woman is and always has been more alluring to me alive than dead.”

James Halsty looked intently at his commander. He struggled to understand. Thurlow broke the stare and proceeded, alone, down the remainder of the corridor. Before he vanished into the lightless basement of the castle keep, he hollered back toward Halsty.

“Nothing has changed; our revolution will still take place. I will return in time. And if you even think of countermanding me, Sergeant, I will inflict a punishment on you that will make you dream of death.” 
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I am sorry…I would tell you that I love you, but you already know that I do.

Gabriel waited, concealed, in the crisp moonlight. Fifteen years here, two hours there…what was the difference? It would all be over soon. His heart was dead; his body would soon be a relic of the same tragedies that plagued even the ancient parable of life itself. He had never considered his own story like that of Cain and Abel. For Cain loathed Abel and Gabriel loved his brother. But still he ruminated on whether the story of the gospel was all it professed to be. What if it had not been Cain that killed his younger brother but the devil, knowing that seducing Cain to murder Abel was not nearly as damning to the soul as his committing each hour of the rest of his life to getting even for it? 

Gabriel was no fool. He understood God’s gospel, or enough of it. His grandmother had been a supremely pious woman. She always believed her spiritual resolve to be wasted on her youngest grandson but it wasn’t. Just because he doubted the strength of the higher power didn’t mean he denied it. But freeing himself from fifteen years of entanglement in the devil’s knot was impossible, even if the one that begged him to do it was an angel. 

But the way he had dismissed his angel was unforgivable.

I am sorry…I would tell you that I love you, but you already know that I do.

Ella was entitled to more than that. His life would not end, whether by Thurlow’s blade or his own sword in Thurlow’s heart, until she knew his love was the gospel truth. 




 

Chapter Thirty-One

“Aislinn!” Isolda shouted through the door, “Come out here now! There is not much time.”

What was taking so long? Isolda could scarcely keep from running in place to quell her restlessness. Aislinn opened her chamber door. She was astounded to see her mother so distempered. Her hair was disheveled and a thin sheet of perspiration rested across her forehead. Even her gown hung awkwardly. 

“Good, you’re still wearing your splendid dress. Fix your hair, child,” Isolda ordered, “right away. This is it! This is our chance!”

“What are you talking about?”

“Midnight. It will all happen at midnight! You will go back to the castle, looking as splendidly as you did this evening, and have your own rendezvous with Prince Leopold. Oh my goodness, it is almost too magical to be real!”

Aislinn felt a hint of excitement tingle her heart, but she was too tired and much too disconcerted by the contents of the entire evening, before and during the ball, to maintain it. 

“I couldn’t agree more, Mother,” she said flatly. “It does seem a little too magical to be real, seeing as the prince didn’t even spare me a second glance tonight.”

“He was interrupted, darling. He’d barely a chance to speak with anyone.”

“Except Ella. He found time to speak with her.”

Isolda’s eyes became irate.

“Don’t question your mother,” she said brashly, “I will take care of my family. And I have ensured that you have the time with Prince Leopold that you are entitled to. That is all you need, Aislinn. Just some time alone with him to convince him you are the best woman to be his wife; that you are the best woman to take his side as queen. Don’t pay any more mind to Ella. She won’t even be there tonight. I’ve seen to that.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means she will be otherwise engaged with the man that truly fancies her.”

“Who?”

“Captain Thurlow, that’s who. It seems he has his own plans with Ella tonight. Leopold is all ours!”

“Ella hates Thurlow.”

“Do you want to marry Leopold or not?”

“Yes, but I—“

“Stop wasting time, Aislinn! Just do what I tell you. Tidy yourself up and take the second carriage to the castle at half past eleven. That gives you just over an hour to get ready.”

“Where are you going?” Aislinn asked as her mother was already striding down the hallway.

“Just be there!” she called out from the beginning of her descent down the spiral staircase. “Don’t let me down, child.” 
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Ella’s head was resting against the cold window pane, one knee bent on the window stoop, the other leg dangling back and forth below her as she watched the wind rustle the branches of her favorite almond-leaved willow tree. She and her father had planted the sapling and though it was still fragile and small, it withstood the wind effortlessly. 

She hadn’t cried. Not yet. She was still tracing her emotions back to her last conversation with Gabriel, remembering each single word she’d spoken. Had he even heard any of it? Ella was tired, but feared going to sleep. In the morning, there would be nothing but emptiness where her heart once was. There would be prayers rendered like chants to the heavens for the mercy of forgetfulness, the gift of indifference. Gabriel would not be there and with each new second she’d teach herself to forget him and accomplish the goal. She would buoy her spirits by reminding herself she could love again or that Gabriel was right: he did not deserve her. Complete success with each second, over and over again.

How had this happened to her? Will those words be carved into my tombstone? Ella squinted her eyes. Was that a carriage coming down the drive? 

It can’t be? Please, let it be him…
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Isolda was ready; she’d rehearsed her lines exhaustively on the way over. She could teach Ella a thing or two about acting. When the coach stopped, Isolda opened her own door, stepped down gracefully and walked unhurriedly toward the main entrance. Of course she was in a hurry, but letting on would only invite questioning. She had neither the time nor the flair for answering many questions. Isolda struck the door forcibly. It took only seconds for it to open.

“I am calling for the lady of the house,” Isolda said formally to an older man she recognized as Ella’s cook. “Is she here?”

Frome eyed Isolda suspiciously. 

“It is late, and the lady is retired,” he said curtly.

Isolda feigned disappointment.

“Please,” she implored, “this is very important. I owe her an apology, one twenty years in the making. Please, sir. Two minutes for twenty years. I know my niece. She will understand.”

Frome was unconvinced and had every intention of slamming the door in Isolda’s face but was gently tapped on his shoulder before he could. Marion stood behind him and nodded, just once. Frome all but cursed the woman he loved for her forgiving spirit. 

“I will retrieve her,” Marion said as Frome stepped back to allow Isolda entrance. He did not offer her tea nor beseech her to take a seat. He simply walked back into the kitchen without a sound. Isolda had never heard the Delaquix home so eerily silent. Even with a small staff and only one member of the Delaquix family still amongst the living, the house was almost always bustling with conversation and joviality. That night it was like something sullen loomed in the rafters and soaked up the oxygen like a poisonous vapor. Isolda had no difficulty ascertaining what brought about the change. She knew all too well herself. Gabriel had that effect on women.

“Why are you here?” Ella said from the staircase, her hair loose and flowing but her body still donning her pale pink gown.

“Ella,” Isolda said, extending her hand, “please come down here, child. I have something to tell you.”

“What? That you’ve poisoned my livestock and burned down my farmhouse?” 

“I suppose I deserve that. But I came to tell you that—that—” Isolda began choking on her words. 

“What is it?” Ella beseeched, unsympathetic. 

“I am sorry.”

Ella felt dizzy. “What?” she said, gripping the railing to keep from toppling over.

“I’m sorry, Ella, for everything. I never treated you as an aunt should treat her niece. I suppose it was because I…I was afraid that my daughters preferred you over me?”

“Are you being serious with me?” Ella said, stunned, “You believed that your children liked me more than you and that gave you the right to treat me like filth and humiliate me? You think that justifies you sneaking around and lying to me or kissing my uncle when you are already married?”

Oh, so you are still going to play this role, Ella? Isolda thought.

“Ella, you must forgive me for kissing Peter,” Isolda said, happy to oblige the actress. “I did not do it to upset you. I did it because I wanted to make Henry jealous. You know how many times he has been unfaithful to me and I just couldn’t bear it any longer. I wanted to hurt him.”

Ella examined her aunt’s face carefully. Was it possible that Isolda was also a victim? Like Gabriel, was she simply…damaged? 

Isolda, as if sensing Ella’s resistance, exposed another layer to her penitence. “It was Bethany who talked me into coming here tonight,” she contended. 

“Bethany?”

“Yes. I opened up to her about my regrets in allowing my relationship with you to deteriorate and she suggested I come make peace. Or, rather, to beg your forgiveness.”

“Bethany told you to come here this late at night? I know her. That doesn’t really sound like something she would do,” Ella stated, wondering if Isolda would take the bait. If there was one thing Isolda deplored about her niece, it was the presumption that Ella (just like Isabella) knew more about Aislinn and Bethany than their own mother. 

“Actually it is more than that,” Isolda said, remarkably unprovoked by Ella’s insinuation. “There is another reason I am here.”

“Oh, is there?” Ella retorted, realizing how rude she must have sounded and feeling, though she hated to admit it, somewhat regretful. 

“Yes. I come tonight, right now, because I have found away that I might atone for my mistakes.”

Ella listened attentively. 

“I learned, from chatting with the Duchess of Timmelin,” Isolda went on, “that Arabella is adamant that Leopold choose his wife tonight at midnight when he will be made the new king of Gwent. The duchess spoke to the queen at length even after her husband had died. They are dear friends, you know. The duchess then went on to say that there was one lady in particular that caught the prince’s eye, but he was interrupted by the news of his father and could not tell her himself. Afterward, the prince decreed that this maiden with whom he’d been smitten be tracked down and brought to him. At midnight.”

“That could have been any number of maidens, Isolda.” Ella said nonchalantly, though her heart was beating furiously.

“Not according the Duchess of Timmelin,” Isolda replied, “for she heard that the woman was wearing a light pink dress and had curly blond hair.”

“I was not the only one wearing pink tonight.”

“And who also happened to answer to the name Ella.”

Ella did topple over at that point and was forced to catch herself on the railing. Was it true? Had she won over Leopold’s heart after all? 

“Are you all right?” Isolda asked when she observed her niece all but welding herself with the brass railing to keep from collapsing.

“Yes, yes I am,” Ella replied, trying to gain equilibrium. “And you want me to believe that you are willingly giving me this information when having Aislinn become the queen has been your mission since we were children?”

Isolda frowned. She slowly ascended the steps until she reached Ella, warmly taking her niece’s hand and looking into her eyes. A soft tear fell down her cheek. “This is my chance for redemption,” Isolda pled. “Don’t take it away from me. Please, my child. Go to the prince and let me atone for my sins.”
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Marguerite and Marion had joined Frome in the kitchen. They were each deathly silent, trying desperately hard to hear what was being spoken between Ella and her aunt. Only when they heard the large front door open and close did they scuttle quickly and noisily toward the great room, where Ella was standing in complete stillness.

“What did she want?” Marguerite implored desperately. 

“She said she was sorry,” Ella replied apathetically, “and that Prince Leopold wants to see me at midnight.”

“What?” Frome said, staggered.

“Prince Leopold wants me to meet him at the castle at midnight because, according to Isolda who heard it from the Duchess of Timmelin who heard it from the Queen who heard it from her son, he is taken with me.”

“Good grief,” Marion exclaimed, “and she expects you to believe that lineup of gossip?”

“What does that mean?” Marguerite asked, ignoring Marion. “Does that mean the prince wants to marry you, Ella?”

“Isolda is a black-hearted woman,” Frome said, “and I don’t believe for a second what she says.”

“She wants to ‘atone for her sins’,” Ella explained, strangely obtuse to anything her friends were saying to her.

“Did you say you would go?” Marguerite asked.

“Yes, I did.”

Marion exchanged a stunned, horrified glance with Frome.

“Ella,” she pled, “listen to me. I know whatever happened with Gabriel has you all broken up inside. But I know Isolda. I’ve known her as long as you have. You can’t trust that woman. She is lying to you, I just know it.”

Ella severed her trance-like stare into nothingness and returned Marion’s gaze. A slight grin spread across her face. “Of course she is lying to me,” Ella said gaily. “I am not that much of an idiot, Marion.”

Marion was white with shock.

“What do you mean you know?” Frome entreated. “You don’t believe that Leopold wants to see you at midnight?”

Ella inhaled deeply. She was still smiling, scarcely able to believe God was giving her this chance. It was all she could do to keep from racing toward the door, leaving for the castle and forgoing any explanation to anyone, even people she loved so very much.

“Listen to me well, my friends,” Ella pronounced, “for I do not have much time. I believe Isolda is telling me the truth though she does not know she is. Somehow she got the word, and I am not sure from whom, that Leopold does want to see me tonight. But it is not because he wants to marry me. He could barely tolerate my presence at the ball tonight. That is, until I began telling him about Thurlow. Gabriel wanted me to wait until I was in the prince’s inner sanctum before I told him about Thurlow but I couldn’t take that chance. Until I brought up the fact that I had a person who knew how sinister Thurlow truly is, I was losing Leopold with each second I was with him. But now, Leopold is dying to speak with Gabriel, even though he does not know who Gabriel is yet. We were interrupted before I could tell him Gabriel’s name.”

“I’m lost,” Frome said, his eyes still wide. Marion smacked him across the shoulder. 

Ella went on. “Leopold only wants to see me tonight because he wants to finish the conversation I started. That has to be it. Because I can tell you assuredly that the prince does not love me. I almost bored him to death.”

“Why did Isolda come, then?” Marguerite inquired. “Unless she was truly sorry for her actions, which we have all established she is not, then what did she stand to gain by coming here? She didn’t know you talked to Leopold about Gabriel, did she?”

“No.” Ella said, nervousness setting in.

“Then why?”

“I am not sure,” Ella replied, “But I still have to go.” She turned hastily and made her way toward the back exit by way of the kitchen. She was followed closely.

“Ella, stop for a moment,” Marion begged. “Just tell me what happened tonight with Gabriel. You are not making a great deal of sense and I know it is because of that man. What happened?”

Ella stopped abruptly and looked down for a moment. “I told him the truth, Marion,” she said. “I told him I loved him and that I wanted him to go to Leopold like we’d planned and end this vendetta once and for all. So that we could be together.”

Marguerite waited, spellbound.

“He didn’t want me,” Ella said, looking up, her eyes watering. “At least not enough to keep from doing the most reckless, dangerous thing he could do. He is going to kill Thurlow. He will expose him and then kill him. That was his plan all along.”

“That shocks you, Ella? You didn’t suspect he would want Thurlow dead?”

“Wanting someone dead and actually killing them are two different things, Marion. And yes, I was shocked. Kind of. I told him not to do it. Don’t you see? If he kills Thurlow, Gabriel will become just as he was before: a renegade, a fugitive, forever exiled from the rest of the world. I want him to love me enough to let that go.”

“You said that to him?”

“Not in so many words. Look, I have to go now, Marion. If I can make it to Leopold in time and tell him the truth, I can prevent Gabriel from killing Thurlow. I can see to it that Leopold knows the truth and has Thurlow imprisoned. Gabriel can’t kill Thurlow if he can’t get to him, right?”

Marion did not respond, for Ella hadn’t really posed a question. Her mind was made up. Marion could not help but be taken back to the morning weeks before when Gabriel had first come into their home. She could still hear Ella’s voice, insisting on itself in spite of all logic.

I have not lived as many years as you and I do not pretend that I have much experience in the proclivities of men, be they con artists or gentleman. But I must follow the instincts of my mind and heart.

As much as she might have tried to persuade Ella to rethink the rashness of her choices, Marion knew the unyielding efforts would only bring about bruises to her own skin. She would have to be satisfied with those moments where she and Ella, in the quietness of solitude and the vulnerability of sorrow, could speak as equals; where Marion would get tiny, almost indistinguishable moments to cloak her advice in empathy and pray it was not forgotten.

Why was wisdom wasted on the old? 

“You are not going anywhere without this,” Marion said to Ella, handing her the warm shawl she’d had draped over her own shoulders. “Swear to me you will be careful.”

Ella waited until Marion was finished clasping the corners of the shawl with a large pin and kissed her dearest friend on the cheek.

“I swear.”



 

Chapter Thirty-Two

Quarter Past Eleven o’clock.

Two guards waited at the postern gate. One was a veteran named Samuel. The other was his trainee, a lanky young man named Timothy who had the distinction of being the only man in the castle guard with one brown eye and the other almost yellow. Both men were quite bored in their station. It was a dark time of night and there were few people going to and from the castle, since the guests had all been cleared. Gwent’s citizens were expected to be in their homes, weeping and prostrating themselves now that their revered king was dead. Samuel and Timothy guessed few of the people were in reality very downtrodden, for the two men weren’t either. And it was their duty to adhere to each and every aspect, trivial or significant, that pertained to King William. Even upon his grave. But instead they were preoccupied by the two women that had graced their pathway that evening, within ten minutes of one another. The first had rich brown hair with striking hazel eyes. Her narrow face featured thin eyebrows that arched toward her temples, teasing that she was somehow keen to some great secret. She appeared that evening on foot, leading Samuel and Timothy to theorize out loud, as they watched her near, where she might have come from. She was not out of breath nor was she perspiring. She referred to herself as the Lady Armitage and that she’d been summoned by Prince Leopold himself. 

On any other occasion, the guards would have dismissed the dazzling woman without hesitation. The king was dead and none of his mourners, least of all his only child, would be privy to entertaining guests (especially since in only minutes, said child would be inheriting his late father’s throne). But that night, Samuel had received a bizarre message from his comrade, a man named Mario who worked closely to the prince, that Leopold was indeed expecting a female guest that evening; that she would be handsome, young, and, oddly enough, wearing pink.

The Lady Armitage fulfilled each requirement and was permitted to enter the castle grounds. From there, another guard, obviously abreast of the situation, took her hand and escorted her up the staircase toward Leopold’s private dormitory in the northern wing of the castle.

While that would have been sufficient amusement to keep Samuel and Timothy from succumbing to tedium, it seemed fate had only just begun showcasing its bustle of nightly surprises. For no more than ten minutes after the Lady Armitage, the prince’s special caller, had graced the cobblestone pathway that led through the postern gate into the courtyard, another woman found her way to the guards’ company, requesting admittance. Only this one came by horse. She was far from skilled as a rider, as Timothy had to assist her in dismounting her own horse. Disheveled and out of breath, the maiden was still ravishingly beautiful. She professed to have been summoned by none other than Prince Leopold. She was young, she was handsome (even with her tangled hair and the dirt that speckled the hem of her gown) and even more oddly to both night guards, she was also wearing pink, with a mismatching wool shawl across her shoulders. 

For fear that the were either being overtaken with insanity, faulty vision, or that they might infuriate the prince (the king in but an hour) by sending the true object of his desire away, having prematurely allowed a decoy of sorts into the castle yard, they did not scrutinize the other maiden meticulously.

“You say Prince Leopold sent for you tonight?” Samuel probed.

“Yes,” the woman asserted, “it is vitally important that I speak to him. You must let me pass.”

“But how can His Highness want to see you when—” Timothy did not get to complete his own befuddled examination before the woman interrupted him. 

“I know, I know,” she countered desperately, unaware until that point how she must have appeared to the guards. “I must look a fright! I am not an avid rider to say the least, gentlemen, but I feared I would be too late if I took the carriage. So I temporarily overcame my indifference and rode Fitzpatrick here as steadily as I could. It was not pretty, as you can plainly see. But I swear to you, I am here at the prince’s bidding. Please, let me in.”

The second woman in pink’s request was granted.

“Maybe the prince sent for both of them,” Samuel said to his still-dumbfounded trainee as the second woman in pink disappeared, unescorted, up the castle steps.

“The more the merrier, I say,” Timothy responded with alacrity. “I guess his royal highness is partial to women in pink.”

“Either that or he is partial to pink.”

Both men suppressed their jollity. 
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Half-Past Eleven o’clock

Samuel and Timothy were still giggling like overgrown teenagers. Only a few more hours and they would be free to squander the rest of the morning at the tavern; to reminisce, delineate, and mock unencumbered. They heard the carriage approaching from the distance before they ever spotted it. It was moving quickly and being that it was black it seemed to materialize ominously from the dark sky. 

“Oh, brother!” Samuel exclaimed, wishing he already had his ale. “Looks like Prince Leopold wants to inaugurate his royal promotion with as many as concubines as he can. Lucky son of a bitch.”

“Who do you think this is?” Timothy inquired as he watched the coach come to a stop several feet from his post. Samuel did not answer. 

The woman who emerged from the carriage was neither young nor donned in pink apparel. Samuel was strangely disappointed.

“State your business, madam,” he said, as perfunctorily as he could.

“I am here to see to it my daughter arrives safely. She should be here soon.”

“Which one was your daughter madam; the lady that arrived ten minutes ago or the one that came twenty minutes ago?” Timothy asked.

Isolda was slightly baffled. 

“What?” she entreated. “You mean she is here already? Both of them?”

“They’re both your daughters?” Timothy begged, completely lost and unable to conceal it.

“It doesn’t matter,” Samuel interrupted tersely. “As you were not summoned by a member of the royal family, your ladyship, you may not enter.”

“You cannot prohibit me from seeing my own child!” Isolda declared.

“It is my duty to protect the royal family. If that means dismissing you without prejudice, then so be it.”

“My daughter was summoned and it is my duty to look after her. If it is permission you require, speak to Captain Thurlow. He will most certainly vouch for me.”

“Madam,” Samuel spat, “I will not say it again, I—“

“Let her pass!” Thurlow hollered from atop his stallion, directly beside Isolda’s empty coach.

“Sir,” Timothy mewled, “we did not see you there!”

Thurlow gave no reply and descended his horse’s saddle. Isolda was equally alarmed. Thurlow had not ushered her carriage to the castle, or if he did she was unaware. She concluded that the man must have traveled from another direction and was not far behind her. It was of little consequence, but it still puzzled her. 

Thurlow was gritty and steel-faced as he marched up, past Isolda, to his subordinates. One was cowering and the other tried to maintain his titular identity in spite of severe trepidation. Even Isolda was apprehensive to be in Thurlow’s presence. He seemed…unpredictable.

“Captain Thurlow,” Samuel appealed, “with all due respect, we were ordered to keep these walls secure and—“

“What do you think, Corporal: that this petite woman here is a threat to the royal family?” Thurlow castigated the guard. “I don’t see a sword hidden on her anywhere, do you? Now get out of my way or I will have you flogged!”

Thurlow did not delay to greet Isolda when he pushed his way through the entrance, almost knocking Samuel over. He walked briskly through the courtyard, around the steps and toward the outer exterior of the keep. Isolda glowered at the guards briefly and scuttled as quickly as she could behind Thurlow. She truly did not have a legitimate reason to linger at the castle while Aislinn was engaged with the prince but she could hardly be expected to sit around at home when, in just minutes, her own daughter could very well become queen! 

Would become queen. There was no way in hell Isolda would miss the show. 

“What are you doing here?” Thurlow said as he noted Isolda in his wake. He did not slow his step. 

“What do you imagine I am doing here?” Isolda objected, trying with all her might to keep pace with the man. “I am here to see to it you have stood up to your side of the bargain. Aislinn should be meeting with Prince Leopold in a few short minutes, I presume.”

“Yes, Baroness,” Thurlow said, impatiently. “I’ve done as I said I would. Now leave me.”

Isolda halted her steps, grateful for the respite. Her temper was unprovoked by Thurlow’s rude dismissal. She did not care. Thurlow was a means to an end and would see to it Ella was taken care of. Isolda turned and made her way back to the winding staircase, searching out a guard or staff member of some sort that would chaperone her to the dormitory of the northern wing and Aislinn and Leopold’s private tryst. 
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Thurlow almost collided at full speed with Halsty, who had been pacing back and forth in front of the exterior entrance to the dungeon, where the Gypsy was being prepared for his debut performance in the Hussars’ exhibition. 

“There you are!” Halsty shouted but quickly caught himself and diminished his voracity. “There is less than a half an hour until more than a year’s worth of planning explodes with fireworks or goes up in smoke!”

“Like I told you before, Halsty,” Thurlow said before entering the dungeon, what had once been an oubliette, “everything will go on as planned. There is no need for dramatics or hysterics.”

“Hysterics?” Halsty responded furiously, trying his damnedest to remain calm. “Is that what you call this? I thought it was patriotism; zealousness for the new world we are creating. Our revolution. Have you forgotten that?”

Thurlow blinked. He should have taken Halsty’s thick neck in his hands and slammed the man’s body against the wall until it fell limp to the ground. How dare his inferior speak to him like that! How dare the very man that had been plucked from obscurity to become his apprentice imply that Thurlow was any less driven to change the world that he’d been before he’d even organized the Hussars. James Halsty believed himself to be a leader of rebels because he’d had a cruel father, because sackcloth and ashes had been shoved down his throat since when he was a child. That was nothing. Thurlow had been a fatherless child. He’d never known the warm touch of a loving mother in the vulnerable years when he needed it the most. He would have settled for any touch. The only thing forced upon him in his youth was condemnation he did nothing to earn and could never escape. Sergeant Halsty believed himself a victim but Thurlow knew the truest victims were the ones that, for their own survival, endeavored to prove each and every day of their life that they were no such thing.

“You were my first protégé, Halsty,” Thurlow declared, as serenely as the loose soil of the earth in the path of an impending storm. “And for that, I will not kill you where you stand for your impudence. Instead, I will give you one last chance to demonstrate that you are the one who has not forgotten. I have laid out more than my life on the altar of this insurrection. I have sacrificed the only chance I ever had to stare into the eyes of my greatest enemy and declare that he is worse than Satan himself. As you know, Sergeant, the truest villains are the cowards. My enemy was a coward, the worst kind, and by not confronting him as I could have, I must bear some of his shame myself. But I did it willingly. For this revolution. You would never know such sacrifice. What I am about to command, Halsty, might be menial and banal to you, but do not doubt for a moment that it is not for the greater good of our revolution. I am the revolution. I conduct this masterpiece. As midnight falls upon us and the dawn of a new day creeps up along the bluff, I will be standing as more than just the King of Gwent. I will stand purged of the cowardice that now tears my flesh from my bones! Don’t dare ask me to forgo any more chances to get just a taste of that redemption even if those chances fall in close proximity to our ultimate feast. Don’t ask me and don’t, Sergeant Halsty, ever question again my resolve to see each and every villain I know quake in defeat.”

Halsty, silent as the earth below the sea, examined his superior, his hero. “And what is this ‘menial’ thing you command of me?” he insisted, unshaken. “What chance at redemption may I render unto you, my captain?”

Thurlow leaned forward and whispered into Halsty’s ear. The exchange between the two men was so still, so ceremonial that even those fellow Hussars who had flocked to the scene were impressed that nothing had gone awry between their two superior officers. 

Halsty nodded and watched as Captain Wilhelm Thurlow DeGent entered the oubliette swiftly. The other Hussars followed him in, leaving Halsty to contemplate. Alone. He had only minutes remaining but it did not take a great deal of time to determine his actions, his fate. His heart and mind were so exacerbated with emotion and passion, he could not declare his absolution only in his head. He was compelled to utter it in hollow tones to the only audience he had: his self.

“I will do this for you Captain Thurlow,” he exhorted. “I will perform this final task in your honor because it was you that rescued me from the throes of mediocrity, of uselessness. You gave my life meaning and I am in your debt. But what you ask of me now has no meaning. So it will be the last thing I do in your name that is not completely and unquestionably for the sake of the Hussars and their mission. For the sake of our revolution. From here on out, you must prove yourself to me.”




 

Chapter Thirty-Three

Quarter to Midnight

Leopold paced the floor in front of the large, wall-length window that framed gloriously the mountainous region of northern Gwent. His gait was calculated and stern; his eyes forward in complete unawareness of his beautiful kingdom. A kingdom he loved with all of his heart. 

There was a gentle tap at the door. She was early. What was her name again? How could Leopold not recall the maiden’s name when he so definitively remembered her deceased mother’s name: Isabella.

“Enter,” he called out.

The thick door opened and a small, feminine figure bowed her head into the room when the door was only half ajar. Shrouded in darkness, the petite silhouette stepped into the chamber completely. Something about her presence seemed … changed. But what did he know? He’d only spoken to her for a few minutes.

“Come in, please,” he said warmly, trying to reassure the woman that he meant her no harm, “and close the door behind you.”

She complied but tarried at the threshold. Why was she so afraid? Did she fear she was being punished?

“I mean you no harm, I promise,” Leopold remarked, “but please step forward into the light. It is important that we complete the discourse we began this evening.”

The woman in pink stepped into the light. Leopold was stunned. She was not the maiden he’d met earlier that night, at least not officially. If he’d had his way, she would have been the first woman he greeted. She was still enchanting as she stood timidly before him, even without her striking yellow gown and diamond tiara.

“What are you doing here?” he implored. 

“Forgive me, Your Highness,” she said. “I mean no disrespect by being here. I come in Ella’s place. She asked me to.”

Ella! That’s right. The short version of her mother’s name.

“What do you mean ‘she asked you to’? Who are you; what is your name?”

“I am Ella’s cousin, Your Highness. Aislinn. My name is Aislinn.”
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Ella had navigated most of the castle’s inner sanctum without assistance. It was unsettling. Hours before there had been too many people to count. Now…where was everyone? Weren’t there supposed to be servants, and guards, and even castle mice scuttling through the halls? Ella reminded herself that King William was dead. The kingdom was, for all intents and purposes, in a state of mourning. Ella conjectured that must have included those that lived and worked within the castle as well. Isolda had given vague information. It was only as she was exiting Ella’s home that Isolda turned and specified just where the prince wanted to conduct their meeting. 

The Prince’s private chamber in the eastern wing of the castle. 

Ella knew better than to trust her aunt or any information the woman may have gleaned from the Duchess of Timmelin. Still, Ella knew no other option. And she did not have sufficient time to investigate Isolda’s claims as she would have liked. 

“Young lady, may I help you?”

Ella, startled, turned around and saw a striking man with a wide chest and short blond hair approach her. He was not a castle guard, or at least his uniform was not the same as the rest of the guards she’d seen that night. Would he still expel her for trespassing?

“Yes, sir,” she said, her pulse racing. “I know this may seem crazy, but I seem to be lost. This is a maze. Am I in the eastern wing?”

The man chuckled. “It is not crazy,” he assured her. “It is a grand castle. The largest of its kind. Might I ask what you are in need of in the eastern wing?”

Ella would not have thought it possible, but her heartbeat accelerated yet again.

Do I lie? What legitimate reason could I give for my presence here?

“I was told by my good friend the Duchess of Timmelin,” Ella began, “that I might find the prince and our beloved queen in this part of the castle. She told me that Prince Leopold had summoned me.”

“The Duchess of Timmelin?”

“Yes.”

“Very well then. Come with me. You are actually quite far from your destination.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Ella followed the man. She’d sworn to Marion that she would be careful. Walking mere centimeters behind a large, slightly menacing man in a darkened hallway without another soul in sight was the antithesis of being careful. However, once again, it was not like she’d perused a variety of options and simply chosen, just for the hell of it, the most absurd, reckless, and unpromising course of action. She did not know what else to do.

“Thank you again…” Ella said, phrasing her speech so as to invite her guide to complete the sentence.

“Halsty,” he said, without glancing in her direction, “Sergeant James Halsty, miss.”

The man named Halsty led Ella down one last hallway toward white double doors with gold-plated knobs. It was certainly an ornate entryway. There was no reason why the doors wouldn’t lead into the prince’s private dormitory. Would he already be there? She was a little early. Slivers of light peeked out from the space where the door’s edge skimmed the floor. Any light was a welcome change to the bleak atmosphere that caked the air. Halsty opened the left door and motioned for Ella to enter. She complied. The room was enormous and well lit. There were items of furniture everywhere. Wouldn’t Leopold want privacy? Though the room would most certainly only be occupied by him and Ella that night, it still sang its presence to those who might have passed the hallways that cut to the center of the double doors like a ‘T’. And it was most certainly not discreet to those who might peer from the city streets at the gaping fenestra for a quick look-see. 

Ella entered nonetheless. She jumped when the door slammed behind her. Where was Leopold? She was early, yes, but he should have been there. Someone should have been there. The walls gawked at Ella like she had just entered a sporting arena they’d already been watching for hours. She neared the center of the room, where sat a long conference-like table with many chairs tucked nicely below its planking top.

What is this place?

Ella didn’t know. She did know, however, in the chambers of her heart saved only for the crudest forms of survival said that she should not stay. She knew not where she would go. 

Just go.

“How wonderful it is to see again this evening, Ella.”

His voice spliced her nerves so violently that Ella experienced, in a second, what it might have felt like to have currents of frigid water drown her skin from the inside. She did not turn. She was so paralyzed in fear, just the cool breeze against the hairs of her arm invoked pain. It even throbbed in her fingertips. Besides, she did not need to look. He was behind her, standing between her and the door through which she’d entered, the only way out.

“Come now,” Thurlow said gallantly, “you act as though you’ve never met me before in your life. We are old friends in a way, wouldn’t you say? I’ve told you again and again that you have nothing to fear from me. Yet you don’t believe me. I asked you earlier tonight if you were ready. Do you remember that, Ella? No? Then I will ask you again: Are you ready?”

“Ready for what?” she said, trembling.

“Revolution, my dear. Time for a change.”

Ella said nothing.

“You know what?” Thurlow went on. “You deserve better than this. You are not just some aimless, unrefined army grunt that I need to butter up to for my garrison. My apologies, Ella. From now on, you will get only the truth from me.”

“What do you want from me?” Ella demanded. Why had she wasted her fleeting strength to pose a question to which she already knew the answer?

“Before tonight, it was quite simple what I wanted. You were to be my bride, Ella. The mother of my heir. My queen. Before those people outside of that window even blink, their beloved Prince Leopold will be lying alongside his dead father and I will be the one to claim the throne in his place. I need a queen; that was where you were going to come in, Ella. But now…”

“What do you mean Prince Leopold will be lying alongside his father?” Ella said, mustering the courage to turn around and face the monster that had haunted her dreams and even her nightmares for two years. “Are you saying you intend to kill him?”

“Not me. I am sworn to protect him. One of your friends will kill him.”

“What?”

“You are fond of the Gypsies in Kersley, no? Of course you are. And of course you know that they are a defiant people. They mock our way of life, our laws, and the status quo. Everything that good Christian men and women stand for. King William ordered their expulsion from Kersley and the hinterlands of Gwent only weeks ago. Why, if I were a Gypsy, that would make me insanely angry. I might even want the very despot that uprooted my family to be wiped from the face of the earth. So I conspire to kill him myself. But no. The tyrant succumbs to death before I have a chance to dispatch him. My wrath is left unsatisfied. Then I remember that his son, an elitist son of a bitch like his father, will take the throne. What better way to ensure my revenge on the one and only child of my greatest enemy?”

“You’re mad! How will you ever force anyone to kill a prince?”

“Don’t make things more complicated than they need to be. We, by which I mean my men and myself, will do the killing. Then we will leave the scene to our most worthy candidate, a Gypsy man you may or may not know. The guards enter. They find a murdered prince and bloody Gypsy with the murder weapon on his person. Of course he will deny it. No one will believe him. They are all, of course, liars and thieves. Still, he will undoubtedly try to escape. My men will have no choice but to capture and interrogate him in our own special prison we call the lair. Under severe ‘coercion’, the assassin will finally confess that not only did he kill the prince, but that he did so under the tutelage of our supposed allies, the Earls of Hedensburg. Well, we will have no choice but to defend our land and our honor.”

“You would start a war?” Ella cried. For the first time ever she was shocked by the scope of Thurlow’s wickedness. 

“We are already at war, Ella,” Thurlow professed, for once the smug expression that had all but crystallized across his bearded face vanishing. “We are simply moving the players around, like a chess board. Hedensburg is not our main target, though we will pretend it is. No. It is a means to an end. Our true target is…” He stopped.

“What is it, you bastard?”

“Perhaps I have said too much already.”

“Too much? You are like a spoiled, petulant twelve-year-old girl when it comes to blathering. Why stop now? You know you can’t resist.”

“Well, now I know I have said too much. You know me all too well, Ella. Try hard enough and it won’t be too difficult to solve your own query.”

“Sorry to disappoint you, Captain Thurlow, but I am not well versed in warfare and the hedonistic measures one might take to inflict it upon the world.”

“Well, let me enlighten you. Hedensburg will attack us. We will fight back. Our superior army will prevail, but not before the forces of Hedensburg attack the cities of Gwent, raping and pillaging as they go. If they elect not to take that course, the Hussars will do it in their place. The nobility of Gwent will be eviscerated with the invisible hand that all will believe belongs the earls. Only then will we conquer our enemies and reintroduce our kingdom into the age of socialism. Do you understand now, Ella? There will be no more elitism or class distinction. Every man will be equal to his neighbor. And I will be the king to them all. It sounds strange to say, but I suppose our true target is Gwent itself.”

Just go; you have to try.

Ella jumped toward the table directly to her right. She hadn’t the slightest inkling of how she was going to leap over it or if she would try to delve beneath it. She simply lunged. He would undoubtedly catch her; there was no way he could allow her to live after all he’d just copped to. 

Instead of attempting to escape by either topside or underneath the table, Ella avoided it all together. She sprinted toward the far northern portion of the large chamber. Maybe there was another door she had yet to see. Either the force of Thurlow’s body against her back or being crushed beneath him as they plummeted to the ground left Ella without breath. She gasped, her mouth pressed against the cold floor. Thurlow took a handful of her hair and forced her to turn over so that she could see that he was there, hovering over her, weighing her down with his mere presence. Ella clawed at his face. Her right hand caught the skin at the corner of his left eyes and she dug her nails as mercilessly as she could against the surface, trying to reach his eyes. Thurlow cursed and ripped her hand away from his face. His fist struck her across her check. Ella cried. She’d never experienced such stabbing pain to her body. Then he hit her again, in her left eye. Her entire head began throbbing.

“Don’t you realize what you could have had?” He yelled at her, a thick droplet of blood rolling down his cheek. “I was offering you the world. Then you go and ruin everything by plotting to kill me.”

“I was trying to save you,” Ella sobbed, wishing more than anything that the weak but still beating heart of her strong self could penetrate her voice and steal away from Thurlow the pleasure of hearing her cry. But she could not do it. The throbbing was too intense, the terror too overpowering.

“What do you mean you are trying to save me?” Thurlow spat, taking her chin in one hand and her arm in the other and yanking her violently from the ground so that they were both standing.

“He is going to kill you,” Ella said, her might slowly rising through her veins, “and I came to stop him.”

“Oh, did you? Is that supposed to soften my heart?”

“On the contrary. I could care less if your black heart is carved from your body and your lifeless, impotent body dragged through the streets until it disintegrates. I was doing it for him. Once he exposes you as the murderous conspirator you are, you will be condemned to die. I want only for him to have the satisfaction of watching your death with me at his side, his hand in mine, our spirits and bodies having merged in ways you could only dream. I came to stop Gabriel from killing you because it is too good a fate for you.”

“Gabriel? You mean your uncle: the Duke of Ebersol?”

Ella was not certain how Thurlow had learned the truth about Gabriel’s true identity or how long he’d known. The solutions to those problems seemed so pointless in her current predicament. Even the gratification of goading the bastard would have to be put aside. Her goal was clear. Ella had always recalled the memories of her mother and father and their advice from beyond the grave as two distinct forces in her life. In her moment of desperation, their voices became one.

Don’t give in. He is coming for you.

“You know, it amazes me how long you two were able to play me,” Thurlow said, taking her aching face in his hands and kneading at her lips with his thumb. “My hat is off to you. But seeing how it will cost you your life, and his as well, such accolade hardly seems worth it, wouldn’t you say?”

“What makes you think you will ever find him?” Ella probed, struggling to free her face from his clutches. “He did elude you for fifteen years, didn’t he?”

“Yes, and once again my hat is off. It took some cajoling to finally get that old man at the lair to admit to me that his own people staged Gabriel Solange’s death six years ago. But there is nothing a few burning embers can’t coax out of people.”

“You are sick. And what’s more, you are a fool. There is no way you will get away with this. And you know it, don’t you? Why else would you be here with me when your entire life’s mission may or may not be taking place somewhere in this insane labyrinth? You know that even if you and your rugged band of misfits are successful in murdering Leopold, you will not be able to hide your complicity forever.”

“Or maybe they will,” said Gabriel from the entrance way of the chamber, “since there will be no one dares contest their story. Isn’t that right, Your Highness?”




 

Chapter Thirty-Four

“Aislinn?” Leopold repeated.

“Yes, Your Highness,” the woman said. “Ella Delaquix is my cousin.”

“If she is your cousin, tell me why she didn’t come here herself.”

“Because, Your Highness, she is afraid. Captain Thurlow has been harassing her for years now and she fears he will hurt her or those she loves.”

“Like you?”

“I suppose.”

Leopold scrutinized Aislinn carefully. Could it be possible that she was more beautiful in pink than in the radiance of sun-touched yellow? How irresponsible of him to obsess about her handsomeness when there were so many more pressing matters that required his full state of mind. But Leopold couldn’t shake the uncanny sense that he was safer with her there. Her eyes gleamed in a way he’d never seen in another woman, ever. It was not just timidity and excitement. He’d observed that countless times. She was still timid yes, but in place of giddy exuberance from just being in his presence there was intrigue and childlike curiosity. Was it just he or was Aislinn completely unfamiliar with those of the male sex? 

“Tell me more about Thurlow,” Leopold instructed, “for that is the reason why I bid Ella’s presence tonight. She was telling me some very fascinating things about the commander of my army; the man who once saved my father’s life.”

“I do not presume to know, even for a second, all that my cousin has been forced to endure at the hands of Captain Thurlow,” she said, mustering her own courage, which she had prematurely, and foolishly, assumed was already present by just entering that castle. “Nor am I privy to anything—er, I mean everything, that Ella knows. But I will tell you that Thurlow is—he is—”

“He is…?”

She sighed and dropped her head into her hands. “I know nothing,” she assented, her head still down. “And I stand here under false pretenses. Ella did not send me. I don’t even know where she is.”

“You don’t? Is she not even your cousin?” 

Her head shot up. “She is my cousin!” she pronounced, her once eyes relieved of their timidity and infused with her own variety of recklessness. “And she is the best person I have ever known. Whatever she told you, or was telling you, Your Highness, is the gospel truth. I would stake my life on it.” 

Prince Leopold took two large steps and stood before her so closely that she could feel the warmth emanating from his body. He peered into her eyes. She shivered. No fear; only invigoration and breathlessness.

Well, there was some fear. Was that what invigorated her so?

“You would stake your life on it?” Leopold said, hinting a most unexpected grin across his face.

“Yes.”

“It’s funny,” he said, his grin no longer slight, “I already have.”

She had not a chance to be stunned by his statement. A thunderous crash invaded the sensuous silence that haloed around them. She screamed.
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Where is everyone? Isolda wondered as she wandered the almost haunting corridors and winding pathways of the castle. Shouldn’t there have been a hailstorm of trumpets and jubilation? It was midnight. Isolda knew by the church bells bellowing from outside the walls.

King Leopold was born.
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Thurlow brusquely turned Ella around and pulled her into his torso. His left arm wrapped around her chest, the other bound her neck. She immediately felt her airways being compromised. She felt something cold and sharp graze her skin. Ella had no clue where he’d been concealing it, but suddenly Thurlow was pointing a knife at her throat. 

He has no intention of strangling me. He wants me to bleed out right here, quickly and effortlessly.

Gabriel was motionless. He stood in front of the gaping open doorway, a statue of control and reason. But Ella saw beyond that. His eyes were glazed over almost diabolically; his black hair was streaked with sweat and his chest rose and fell like each breath he took was refueling his body and his rage.

“Welcome, Gabriel,” Thurlow said gaily, poking gently at Ella’s neck with the point of his blade. “I knew I would be seeing you tonight. Better sooner rather than later, I say!”

“Sooner? I have been waiting fifteen years for this moment, Captain Thurlow,” Gabriel said, his eyes fixed on the knife at Ella’s throat. “I had always imagined it would just be you and me, but if you insist on hiding behind a woman that is your prerogative.”

“Nicely put,” Thurlow laughed. “But I am hardly hiding behind her. I am simply controlling her. If I let her go now, she will be yet another foe that I must take on. I know this girl, Gabriel. A lot longer than you have. She has claws that go with her feistiness.”

Gabriel spotted the deep laceration above Thurlow’s eye. “I see that,” he said. “Well done, Ella. But for a king, Thurlow, this certainly looks bad.”

Ella felt Thurlow’s grasp constrict. A snippet of pain in her neck sent chills down her spine. Had he cut her?

“So you have everything figured out, then,” Thurlow asserted, “just like Benjamin.”

“Yes, yes,” Gabriel said, like he was suddenly in a hurry. “But before I continue, I must stress upon you how crucial it is that you release Ella right now. You see, Captain, in your impetuousness, you don’t even realize that she is suffocating and her throat has already been punctured. At this rate, she will be dead in a minute. I think we both know that if anything happens to her, I will come at you like lightening and rip your skull from your spine before you can even lift that dagger. To hell with Benjamin or my vendetta. And if you are dead—well, you will never get a chance to divulge your many secrets like I know you are just dying to do.”

Thurlow smiled. “You still know how to talk, Gabriel,” he taunted. “Even under torture, you had such dignity about you. It is ironic really. Benjamin was nothing like that.”

He threw Ella to the ground and, as she clawed at the floor to pull away, Thurlow’s foot stomped cruelly on the back of her knee. She wailed.

“There,” Thurlow said, proudly, “a compromise.”

“As you see it, Captain,” Gabriel replied. “So tell me all the ways that my brother lacked dignity. Maybe I can assist you. Of course we both know my brother was an orphaned child with nobody to love him. That is quite undignified; although he still had roof over his head and food in his stomach, something even the most loved children of this land often go without. He was a petulant teenager; we all know that. He’d carry on like a spoiled brat who only ever saw everything in life that he wanted but did not possess. For someone poor, he could rival even the most presumptuous of aristocrats in his entitlement. And then his reputation as a soldier—well that was one for the ages. Arrogant, lack luster, unteachable, disobedient … untrustworthy. Why, it is no wonder why he reached out to a fellow comrade who likewise had axes to grind with God for life’s unfairness. And perhaps the most undignified thing of all: he described his innermost thoughts and his horrific ambitious with such a friend only to murder him when his infinitesimal rebellion crumbled before it had even begun and declared himself a hero. My goodness, you are right, Captain. Benjamin was quite the indigent.”

Ella, who had laboriously scooted as far from Thurlow as she could though it was no great distance, knew exactly where Gabriel was going. She watched as the volcanic emotion that pulsed beneath Thurlow’s façade began to tremor. 

“Wait a moment,” Gabriel went on, feigning puzzlement. “That is not my brother I am describing but you, sir.”

Thurlow inhaled a massive breath of oxygen. “It must have felt quite satisfying to get that off of your chest,” he said, coolly, “but I am afraid you missed something.”

“What is that?”

“You already know, don’t you? You burst in here like a lemur all but shouting it out from the top of your lungs. Say it, Gabriel. Tell Ella, the woman that you love, what you’ve kept from her; what you have known for fifteen years. For if Benjamin confided in you just what I am, he most surely explained to you why.”

Ella’s head was pounding; her cheeks still stinging and her leg throbbing. But the pain was nothing to the weight on her heart that very second. Gabriel was unmoving and intolerably silent.

“Explain to Ella,” Thurlow continued, taking pleasure in his perceived upper hand, “why it is that I will have nothing to fear by way of repercussions for my actions here tonight. I will, as she so naively put it, ‘get away with it’. For I will control everything. The army, the castle guard, the entire kingdom. Go on and tell her.”

 Gabriel could not stall any longer. He prayed Ella would forgive him for catapulting her into this nightmare, for not being there soon enough to have spared her pain.

“Ella,” he said, his eyes still fixed on Thurlow, “meet the man who would be king. Captain Thurlow is King William’s son.”





 

Chapter Thirty-Five

Mario made his rounds through the castle interior. He never expected to see a woman poking about the antechamber like she was a lost child.

“Your Ladyship,” Mario said, “you cannot be here. You must leave immediately or I will have no choice but to detain you.”

“Oh, thank God in heaven!” Isolda bawled, almost falling into the guard’s arms like she was about to faint. “I thought I might be lost forever in these dark hallways. Thank you so much sir. I need your help.”

“What is it, Milady?” Mario inquired politely.

“I am looking for my daughter. The prince summoned her here. It is past midnight and I cannot find her. I worry for her. I must know that she is all right.”

“Of course, Madame,” the guard complied, escorting Isolda back in the direction from whence she’d wandered. “And let me just say, though I know it will sound silly, it is nice to finally meet you, Isabella.”

Isolda stopped.

“Pardon?” she imposed, in a tone the young Mario could not decipher. A foretelling nervousness overcame him. He was completely inept at talking to women (or so his mother had told him).

“I am sorry,” Mario said, stuttering. “It’s just that when you said you were her mother, well, I thought your name was Isabella.”

“Why would you think that?”

“Because that was the woman the prince sent for. It is the one he is with right now. He remembered her by his mother’s name for some strange reason. I imagine she must have told him when they’d met in private earlier at the ball. She is a lovely woman, by the way, Madame. You must be quite proud.”

Isolda’s heart was pounding so forcefully, she wondered if the callow guard could hear it echoing off the walls.  “Did you see this woman, by chance?” she inquired, overly sweet so as not to make it even more difficult for the idiot to complete his sentences.  

“Only briefly, as she was entering His Highness’s private dormitory.”

“I see. If you will indulge me, be so kind as to tell me the color of her gown.”

“Pardon?”

“Her gown! What color was it?”

“Pink.”
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Ella was thunderstruck. She could barely draw breath. 

Thurlow, on the other hand, was reeling in excitement. “God, I can’t believe how wonderful it is to finally get that out in the open,” he exclaimed gleefully. “Except for dead men, Benjamin and my father that is, you and I are the only ones who ever knew that, Gabriel. Well, except for my mother, of course. I don’t believe either of you ever had the pleasure of meeting my mother, Anna. She is our departed monarch’s most dutiful live-in nurse.”

“No one will believe you, Thurlow,” Gabriel said, stepping closer ever so deliberately. “You are a lowlife; a nobody. You think the Queen, or Gwent’s army will believe that William sired you in secret with some young servant girl before he was ever king? It’s the stuff of childish fancy.”

“Why should I give a lick about what Arabella or anyone believes, Gabriel? As soon as my men rejoin me with confirmation that Leopold is dead, I will go to Her Majesty, the queen, and throw this in her tear-streaked face.”

Thurlow, who was still clutching his knife, reached with his other hand inside his jacket and withdrew a rolled parchment, the royal seal broken at its opening.

“It is none other than our beloved King William’s deathbed confession,” Thurlow said, waving the parchment in the air. “His written proclamation to Leopold—and now everyone—that I am his son. My mother confiscated it right after he passed, before anyone else could claim it. Unfortunately, per law, I am still a bastard. I cannot rule if there is a natural, legitimate heir to the throne. You see, when my mother gave birth to me, both she and William left me in that Godforsaken orphanage. When I was seventeen, my mother found me. She told me the truth about my parentage. She said she had prayed to God for forgiveness and knew she must make amends for having abandoned me. As if seventeen years of desertion could be made up with a measly penance. But at least she tried. That was more than my coward father was willing to do. I wanted to prove to him, before I ever met him, that I was worthy to be his son. So I joined the army. But my skills as a soldier were not nurtured. Instead, my aggression was suppressed. I was more than they believed me to be. Every superior I’ve ever had has told me, in some form or another, that I am relegated to mediocrity. In discontentment, I finally rallied the courage to approach King William, my father, in private and tell him who I was. He believed me, but did nothing. He had a wife and a young son and didn’t know what he could give me without sacrificing everything he had. Can you believe it? I always imagined my greatest enemy would be some kind of hellish beast or at the very least a fighter like you, but instead it was a coward. My own father was my greatest enemy.”

“And so you elected to kill him,” Gabriel remarked.

“He gave me no other choice! He was no different than the rest of them. All it would have taken was one point of his finger and my life would have changed. I would get everything I had been robbed of my whole life. By then, however, I was tired of waiting. 

“Benjamin was the one who convinced me to make it about more than my own revenge. He wanted equality and socialism. He only went along with the king’s assassination because he thought it was the only way that an alternative way of life would ever happen. He was quite idealistic; too much for my taste. But I needed him. As much as this may shock you to hear this, Gabriel, your brother was the mastermind of this revolution. In a way, he was the first Hussar.”

“I am sure if he were here, he would thank you for the compliment,” Gabriel retorted, his fingers frantically tapping the side of his leg.

“It was I who never had a chance to thank him. My ill-prepared plot to destroy William might well have been my own destruction if it were not for Benjamin trying to stop me. He was there. I killed him. He became the villain. I was the hero. That simple. You think being a king is something to covet? You should try being the man who saved the king and was bequeathed all the allowances and liberties that should have been his all along. Plus a stipend for time lost. It was all carried out behind closed doors, of course. William was still unwilling to risk his throne by revealing to anyone, even his wife and son, that I was his long-lost child. For a time, I could accept as much. It was a wide berth of authority that I could have been quite content with for some time. Unfortunately, there was the situation of my charming, oblivious baby brother. What to do about Leopold?”

Ella was in horrific pain and being forced to imbibe the poison of Thurlow’s filibuster was adding insult to injury. Would either Gabriel or Thurlow bother to heed her presence at all? Of course Gabriel was conscious of her plight, even determined to save her as he’d sworn he would. But she was more than just a by-standing damsel in distress in their demented interchange. Ella was only five years old when everything the two combatants were describing had transpired. She’d never met Benjamin, or King William, nor did she truly understand the ethos that not only compelled a man to commit murder, the worst offense against God, but to scoff at those that would sacrifice their last breath to uphold His greatest commandment. Ella was young, impulsive, impressionable, and naïve. But she knew enough. Neither Thurlow nor Gabriel understood people like Ella; they never would. 

There was no revolution, only life.

As gradually and inconspicuously as she could, Ella elevated her right hand toward the hollow of her neck. She unclasped the pin that fastened the corners of her shawl; the shawl that Marion had given to her before she left her home that night.

Swear to me you’ll be careful. 

Wincing, Ella pushed herself up by the heel of her hand until she was completely upright. She could not wait to calculate her maneuvers. If she stalled even a bit Thurlow would surely see her. Gabriel already did see her, making mental note of each movement. The pin was only three inches long; but when it was plunged into Thurlow’s kneecap, it might as well have been a dagger of rusty steel. 

Thurlow grunted and fell back. He did not drop his knife, but he was fumbling to regain a firm grip on it. By the time he did, Gabriel had advanced on him. He rammed Thurlow so brutally that both men fell against the glass window and caused it to crack. Jagged spider webs spread from the point of impact. Thurlow dropped his knife. It hit the ground on its hilt and bounced along the floorboard until it settled an arm’s length from Ella’s body.

She picked it up.

She had never witnessed two grown men fight before. She’d only ever imagined it. She’d pictured two men taking turns slinging their fists at one another in an evenly divided, albeit invisible, playing field. How could she have been so wrong, so simple-minded? 

 Gabriel was large and exceptionally strong. But so was Thurlow. The momentous adrenaline that both men yielded caused their bodies to hit one another with stentorian effect. Ella was horrified to see it happen right in front of her. For every blow that Gabriel imposed on Thurlow’s jaw, she heard both men grunt and she cringed. She thought she knew physical pain. She knew nothing. How were two people enduring such battery over and over again and still going back for more? 

Thurlow regained his footing and managed to grasp Gabriel’s thick collar and hurl him to the ground. He kicked Gabriel twice when he was down, once in the stomach and again at his chest. Gabriel gasped, struggling to draw breath with so merciless an attack on his lungs and abdomen. Thurlow attempted then to stomp on his opponent, but Gabriel rolled out of his way and shot to his feet, his fists raised. 

Ella held the knife in her trembling fingers. She wanted to help Gabriel, but how? She could barely put any weight on her leg and even nearing the battlefield threatened to knock her body senseless. There was no ebb and flow to their war. At times, to Ella’s relief, it appeared as though Gabriel was taking control. But Thurlow would not go down. 

Gabriel took his foe by the head with both hands and drove it down into his knee. Thurlow struck it and toppled backwards, falling into a medium-sized, stationary marble statue. Gabriel, confident he would soon emerge victorious, walked right into his downfall. Thurlow had picked up the statue and charged it at Gabriel’s face. Gabriel attempted to deflect the assault, but was unable to clear the large object before it struck his right temple. He fell, clutching his bleeding temple desperately. Once Gabriel hit the floor, Thurlow stepped over him, still holding the statue. It was terribly heavy and he could barely hold it. 

“You should have taken your freedom when you had the chance,” he chanted over Gabriel, who still was trying to regain his sight after the blow to his head, “but you’re just like your brother. You can’t leave well enough alone.”

Ella dug the blade into Thurlow’s shoulder blade. She tried to stab him in the middle of his back, but he’d shifted and she barely was able to get the knife halfway in. Thurlow bellowed in pain. He dropped the statue, which landed with a dull thud beside Gabriel’s body, and took Ella by the neck with one hand. With his other hand, he reached for the knife and, laboriously, extracted it from his shoulder. He threw it to the ground, many meters away from any of them.

“Wait your turn, Ella,” he goaded, pulling her in and kissing her violently. She tried to pull away but it lasted only seconds. Thurlow released her neck and, when she had taken only step back from him, struck her with the back of his right hand. Ella flew to the side and hit the window, almost exactly where Gabriel and Thurlow had first struck it. Her body collided with the glass and fell limp to the floor. The only thing Ella remembered was the sound of glass breaking and shards of sharp, transparent daggers raining all around her. Then everything went black.




 

Chapter Thirty-Six

Leopold felt the woman clutch his arm as the double doors to what was supposed to be his private conclave burst open. She screamed and the prince could scarcely believe that he found her needfulness of him so gratifying. He would protect her.

Halsty led the charge and Leopold was shocked by it. He anticipated Thurlow to be the first intruder. Leopold watched as half a dozen men in matching attire bustled in after him, all donning apparel that boasted the crest of the Hussars: the falcon of golden thread. Thurlow was not amongst them. Leopold became antsy. The last Hussar that entered was escorting a dirty, middle-aged man with a balding head and sunken eyes. The man’s wrists were bound. 

“Prince Leopold,” Halsty said ceremoniously, his sword drawn, “there is someone here who would like to speak with you.”

“Oh?” Leopold replied. His body and face was so calm, the space around him seemed to shutter in his place. 

“Yes,” Halsty affirmed, motioning with his free hand for his comrade to usher the bound man forward. “It seems our gypsy friend here is none too pleased with you and your father’s edict for their expulsion from Kersey. On behalf of his family and all those who were forced to leave their homes….” Halsty stepped toward Leopold, his sword raised and pointed squarely at the prince’s heart. 

“Aislinn,” Leopold said, “you might want to step back.”

She complied, her entire body trembling. Am I about to die? 

Leopold did not draw his own sword. “You can understand why I might be somewhat puzzled,” he said stolidly. “For this gypsy who so wants me dead is bound and, by the looks of it, quite starved and malnourished to wreak so terrible a vengeance.”

“Well, some things just never do make sense, Your Highness,” Halsty laughed.

“How right you are.”

“Now, as we sadly do not have a surplus of time, tell me: do you have any final requests?”

“Just one: tell me where Thurlow is?”

“Thurlow?”

“Yes. Captain Thurlow. It concerns me that he is not here. He is the commander of my army and the bodyguard to my family, is he not? It seems a gross failure of his duties that you gained access to this private meeting, even if you are his men. The best of the best, right?” 

Halsty knew he would enjoy this moment. It seemed too good to be true that Leopold was so very generous to the Hussar’s perverse pleasure.

“Captain Thurlow is otherwise engaged,” Halsty replied to Leopold’s query, “but he sends his regards.”

Leopold’s face warped into severe astonishment and disappointment. Even the frightened gypsy could tell the attempt was too brazen.

“You mean to tell me that he masterminded this entire affair and can’t even bother to oversee it?” Leopold exhorted as if in pain. “That is ludicrous! What if something went wrong? What if you fail miserably and he cannot be here to pick up the pieces? How could Thurlow be so reckless; that is not like him!”

Halsty’s eyes narrowed into slits. “What makes you think he masterminded any of this, Your Highness?” Halsty said cryptically. “How do you know this is not my doing only?”

“Because he is your leader. I have never seen you so much as sneeze without first getting permission from him, Sergeant Halsty. I’ve always assumed neither you nor any of your compatriots have the audacity to breathe without his say-so. Hasn’t it been that way all along?”

It was all Halsty could do in that moment not to impale the prince in that instant, right through his heart. But the sergeant so rarely got any opportunities to stew in victory and glory.

“You want to know where Captain Thurlow is right now?” Halsty proclaimed. “He is in the eastern wing of the castle trying to woo that little paramour of his. And let me say this plainly in front of God, you, and my companions that Captain Thurlow may have spearheaded our revolt, but he never had the guts to see it through. He is nothing more than a weakling. He is just like you, Your Highness.”

Prince Leopold grinned. Halsty’s confidence in his impending victory began waning. What was happening? How could a man smile in the face of death?

“Thank you, Sergeant Halsty,” Leopold said cavalierly. “That was all I needed to hear.”

Halsty heard the commotion at the rear before he ever saw Miles Gamely. The sword-wielding soldier who had once been Halsty’s teacher was preened in victory, having emerged from behind a secret wall that separated Leopold’s private sanctuary from a concealed compartment behind the cadenza. The antechamber was equipped with weaponry, sustenance, and even tunnels for individuals to escape—or to enter without being detected. Miles Gamely had been forced to wait in complete silence behind the partition while the entire intercourse transpired between the prince and the mystery woman and then his would-be assassin. It was more difficult a feat then Miles imagined it would be when he first met with the prince only hours earlier in the wake of his father’s death.

“Your Highness, now that your father has passed, Thurlow will try to kill you,” Gamely said sternly but with deep respect. “Of this I have no doubt.”

“Tonight?” Leopold entreated, his heart still grave from his father’s death.

“Yes, tonight. As I explained to you this morning, David and Hubert are not only waiting anxiously for you, as the king, to put Thurlow in his place and undo his devastating carnage, they are wary that something might happen that would prevent you from taking the throne. I believe the earls are right to fret, Your Highness. The Hussars know that you are not the king until midnight. They will use this to their advantage. Everything will happen tonight!”

“Very well, Gamely,” Leopold stated, his grief taking second seat to his revitalized resoluteness. “I have already set certain wheels in motion. I believe I met a woman tonight who may be able to help us bring the Hussars down without a revolt.”

“But sir—”

“I will tell you precisely how to I want this evening to go down, my friend…”

A fleet of Miles’ men, including Oli Roget, quickly overran the Hussars. Sergeant Halsty clung to the hilt of his sword. Oli had been his most trusted ally.

“Well timed, Commander Gamely,” Leopold said as he went to give comfort to the terrified woman, still cowering in the shadows. “I never expected that our first non-simulated battle would take place in my own chamber. And that it could scarcely be called a battle.”

“The battle that was not a battle,” Oli chortled as he untied the languid Gypsy.

“You knew we were coming,” Halsty stated, his eyes withdrawn, aimlessly scouring the room.

“Of course we knew, Sergeant,” Miles responded, though he had not been directly addressed. “Why else do you think you never saw any of us here in the last few hours? Our beloved king was dead and at midnight, we would usher in a new one. How could the army skip out on such a thing? You didn’t find it odd? Looks like you’ve gotten sloppy, Halsty. That is what happens when you sacrifice discipline for glory.”

Halsty lunged at full speed, his sword extended, aiming at Miles’ heart. Miles counter-parried fluidly and Halsty tumbled to the ground. 

The battle that was not a battle.

Miles Gamely stepped firmly on the fuller of Halsty’s downed weapon. Two castle guards just itching to arrest an infamous Hussar flanked him. Before they could, however, Gamely crouched down to meet Halsty’s face; he was so close, their noses almost touched. 

“What a shame,” Miles lamented, shaking his head. “You could have been so much better than you are.”
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Thurlow should not have turned his back to Gabriel, especially after striking Ella so forcefully that her body spliced the window, causing large plates of glass to fall around her unconscious body. He felt the consequence of his short-sightedness when Gabriel’s fist cut into his side. After countless more blows to his kidney, Thurlow feared he was going to retch. But Gabriel did not relent. His left arm wrapped around Thurlow’s neck and tightened like a python until his victim was turning purple. Thurlow mustered the last ounce of oxygen his body could impel and jutted his elbow frantically into Gabriel’s rib cage. Though his desperate act was successful, as Gabriel’s cracked rib caused him to loosen his hold, Thurlow was tremendously compromised. He was battered, bleeding— bested. He’d been foolish to embellish so rapaciously on having defeated King William, his greatest enemy, and bringing to fruition the spoils of a lifelong crusade. Thurlow had nothing else to sting his adrenaline and propel him forward but the intangible entity. It had been given its substance, and, by definition, ceased to be. Gabriel was still seized upon by his demon. His soul was still tortured by the devil. What greater motivation to kill was there?	When all physical strength was equal, victory was dictated by something entirely independent of might. 

And so Thurlow fled. He’d only just made it to the doorway when he was set upon, again, by the weight of Gabriel’s body. They both fell to the ground. Thurlow crawled forward painstakingly and pulled his right foot loose. Without hesitation, he shoved it brutally at Gabriel’s face; then he fled again. 

Gabriel eye’s stung with blood and sweat. He looked up and saw that Thurlow was making a run for it. As rapidly as his battered body and shaken mind allowed, Gabriel stood and trailed after him. Thurlow’s knee was badly damaged, thanks to Ella, and it shouldn’t have taken Gabriel long to overtake him. There emerged, however, a few obstacles. 

It looked as though a number of Hussars had come to aid their fearless leader. Gabriel wondered if they’d succeeded in slaying Leopold, but his ambitions and desires were otherwise engaged to fret about the prince. Gabriel would not allow himself to be hindered in his pursuit. Though it was trying, he neutralized his attackers and accelerated his pace to make up for time lost. 

Thurlow had previously praised the intricate network of hallways and corridors that comprised the castle’s architecture. It had often yielded many avenues of concealment for the Hussars. But that night, Thurlow cursed it. It seemed no matter where he turned, there was no end to the warren. Finally, as his body almost expired out from under him, Thurlow saw his own light at the end of the tunnel. A staircase, one that he actually recognized. He was still deep within the castle’s interior, but the staircase led to a series of rooms, each with their own secret corridors and passageways. A maze within a maze. The staircase was several paces ahead, cutting the concourse in half. At the end of hall, many yards past the staircase, a window. 

Outside, Gwent. Freedom. Rebirth. 
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Isolda ventured toward the light. It was a beacon in the gloom; the only even remotely bright portion of that whole damn castle. She’d been drawn to it first, however, by the noise. 

Mario had departed to acquire hot water and tea for his misplaced tourist when she’d told him she was suddenly ill. That had been several minutes before and Mario was undoubtedly arriving at the spot where he’d left her. He would be baffled. She was, of course, no longer there.

She could not bear to just sit there like a mewling lamb even though her life was being torn to shred before her very eyes. Thurlow had deceived her. For whatever deranged reason, he’d forfeited his evening with the object of his obsession and allowed Ella to meet in private with the prince. Who knew Thurlow’s agenda? Isolda didn’t and she no longer cared. 

Ella would win the heart of her prince and would become the queen. The man posing as her uncle, Gabriel, would most likely remain as her secret lothario after she and Leopold married. Isolda would never have thought her niece possible of such scandal and salaciousness, but what did she know? Isolda was a fool. That was all she knew, all she had left. She was a fool to play along with Peter’s charade when she knew in her heart and mind that it was not he. She was a fool to believe that he would want her in the same way she wanted him. She was unforgivably foolish for thinking Bethany would ever choose her mother over her precious Ella.

 And, Isolda reckoned, she was the most pathetic kind of simpleton to believe that Leopold was different from any other red-blooded male in the whole godforsaken world. They could not resist her. Ella was the siren, Venus, that sweetest nectar that few dared dream they would ever taste. And the entire time, the girl had sulked about like she was some poor victim of all that was so unfair in life.

Isolda screamed in her head. You have no idea just how unfair life can be, Ella! 

Isolda resumed her trancelike stroll toward the pale yellowness of the mysterious room. It called to her from only a few more feet away. There had been so many clamors and activity buzzing from that nexus that Isolda had been drawn to it before she even saw it. But the bustling had dissipated. Still, she moved onward.

What in the world had happened in this room?! Isolda could hardly believe what she was seeing: furniture overturned, decorations displaced, priceless trinkets destroyed, an enormous window broken in its corner. It was as if a tidal wave had swept in and demolished everything before disappearing into the air and taking every last vaporous explanation with it.

Then Isolda saw it. She saw her. Ella…her mortal enemy. Bruised, bleeding, and beginning to wake from her inexplicable slumber. Even battered she was regal in beauty. The breeze that flowed from the night sky through the broken glass teased the strands of her flaxen hair. Ella had come into the world, just like the tidal wave that had destroyed the vast great room, and decimated everything that Isolda loved. She’d reduced her own flesh and blood to nothing more than a cipher. Ella Delaquix…the name was seared into Isolda’s brain. 

You have no idea how unfair.		



 

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Thurlow sprinted toward his salvation. He was so close. Three Hussars had slowed Gabriel, but he must have overtaken them quite effortlessly for he was still rapidly closing the distance. Then, without warning Thurlow felt a pop in his wounded knee and within an instant he was on the ground. He rolled onto his back. Suddenly his salvation was stripped from his vision and in its place there was death. It took only seconds for Gabriel to pounce on Thurlow’s fumbling body. He pummeled Thurlow’s face unceasingly. With each punch Gabriel imagined Benjamin, his brother’s hands clutching so hopelessly the blade that pierced his heart, sliced and bleeding. He hit Thurlow again, harder, recalling the iron bar that tore chunks of flesh from his own body. 

Even under torture, you had such dignity about you. It is ironic really. Benjamin was nothing like that.

Then Gabriel saw Ella’s bruised face and torn gown. He enclosed Thurlow’s neck in his hands and began squeezing the life from his body. He watched, possessed, as his mortal enemy endeavored to claw away at his attacker’s hands in a futile attempt to save his own life.  

Until you are willing to face the light with someone who loves you…then you will always been in exile. Thurlow may have tortured your body, Gabriel. But you have been doing it to your soul ever since.

Gabriel saw Ella; he heard her. He wanted to call to her but knew she would never hear it. They were too far from one another. She was lying there in a pile of broken glass and the man that professed to love her was not there with her. That was all Ella had ever really asked: just for him to be there. 

Gabriel’s hands loosened, relinquishing their fatal hold. He looked down at Thurlow’s beaten face. His enemy’s eyes were bloodshot, bulging from their sockets and his lips were swollen and bloody, his teeth broken. He was struggling to breathe, more dead than alive. Gabriel opened his mouth to gloat triumphantly. He could have killed the man, but had chosen not to. He was the victor and could destroy Thurlow whenever he wanted. He’d proven it. Gabriel was itching to proclaim the rite of privilege that was born when someone was imbued with authority to annihilate life but chose to disregard it. Mercy: the ultimate power. Thurlow had been reduced to blood-soaked dust. Gabriel wanted to relish the moment, to own it. But something prevented him from following through with his glorious taunt. Instead Gabriel, almost mechanically, uttered words he never believed he would say to his greatest enemy.  

“I’m sorry.”

It couldn’t be possible. Thurlow was a murderer, a monster. He would have killed both Gabriel and Ella without a second thought. He was even willing to slay his own brother. How could Gabriel apologize to a man he could not even forgive? It made no sense. If he wasn’t sorry to Thurlow, then whom? He did not understand it; he wondered if he ever would.

Gabriel stood. His own body was throbbing terribly but still he turned and began running as quickly as he could back to Ella. After only a few seconds, Prince Leopold rounded a corner and almost collided with Gabriel. The prince—the King—commanded the stranger to halt. The man did not comply. 

Miles Gamely and the rest of his garrison rounded the same corner, just seconds after Leopold. They’d come, per Sergeant Halsty’s unsolicited instructions, to apprehend Captain Thurlow. Like Leopold, Miles was stopped short in his steps when he saw Thurlow, the object of his hunt, toiling to make it to his own feet. 

Thurlow clutched the wall to aid in his ascent. Once standing, he beheld Leopold, his brother, watching him. Thurlow could not think. He could not feel. There was only confusion and anguish. The captain reached into his jacket and pulled out, for the second time, a crumpled-up parchment. It had once been rolled meticulously and emblazoned with the royal seal of Gwent but had been almost thrashed during his and Gabriel’s epic battle. 

He could not think. He could not feel. He was broken. Thurlow looked down at the document that was supposed to have been his voucher into a world he’d dreamed of since childhood. Instead, it was an anvil to his final destination. Gazing one last time at Leopold, the King of Gwent, Thurlow tossed the parchment to the ground. 

“For you, Brother,” he pronounced as Leopold eyed the crumpled parchment on the ground. Thurlow looked down at it too, one last time; it was his own deathbed confession.

 With an uncanny lift to his step, he turned toward the window at the end of the thoroughfare and ran. He did not slow at the staircase. He simply ran. When he hit the tall, wide window with his entire body, the glass did not resist. It split first and then shattered, granting Thurlow unfettered access to his next life in Heaven or in Hell.




 

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Ella blinked her eyes a few times before they truly opened. Her head ached, her knee was mercilessly sore. But that was not all. There was more. She felt like something was clasping the right side of her face and with each second it was getting tighter. Ella raised her fingertips to the source of the peculiar sting. She felt coolness, a twinge of discomfort, and hastily withdrew her fingers. She held them in front of her eyes. They were red with blood. Ella screamed. 

Then Gabriel was there and he held her in his arms.
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To my son, William Leopold Hoffeline II;

	Just one of my punishments, my son, is my inability to utter these words aloud to you. God knows, I tried. But it is as though they are damned somewhere within my spirit. And thus my spirit is destroyed because of it.

I am sorry I was not a better father. To either you or your brother Wilhelm Thurlow DeGent. You will no doubt have learned this truth before you read my confession. I am sorry. I am a coward. I never knew how to tell you.

And I am a fool. He saved my life and I still did not know how to claim him as my son. So I did the only thing I could think that came close. I gave him my kingdom as a playground. When I began to see the man that he was becoming, a wicked man, I felt I owed it to him to believe he could be better than he was. And he would have been better, my son, if he had ever known you, if you had been allowed to be his brother and friend. Of that I am certain.

I will be meeting God soon. I will meet all the prophets and apostles of old. Didn’t the prophet Isaac have two sons who both coveted their birthright? Did Isaac fail by favoring Jacob? Perhaps the good Lord had mercy on a man like Isaac. Perhaps he will grant such pardon to me. I suppose not. I can’t imagine a less deserving creature of divine mercy than a failed father.

I love you, my son. Please forgive me.

	Your Father

Leopold returned again to his private chamber, clutching his sorrow in his hand. 

For you, my brother.

Leopold prayed Aislinn was still there. Mercifully, she was.

Who else could he talk to? He squeezed the thick letter in his hand. He could not hold it tightly enough. No matter how hard he compressed, it did not disappear. Who else could he talk to that didn’t already know all the sordid details of the broken, devastated monarch within the vast postern gate of Gwent’s citadel?

“Are you all right, Your Highness?” Her voice was gentle and inviting.

“No,” he replied, “as a matter of fact, I am not.”

“Should I leave?”

“No! Please stay. And please call me Leopold.”

She was sitting on a cushioned window seat. Leopold partly expected her to stand and approach him. She did not. Instead, she scooted over as far as she could and patted the seat next to her. There was scarcely enough space for them both to rest comfortably, but Leopold took the seat beside her anyway. For several moments, neither of them spoke. Finally, the swelling in his chest was too profound for him to ignore.

“This entire show that we put on tonight,” he said, “you know, with the army and everything. That was all because of Thurlow. I knew he was…a bad man. But once I became king, I owed it to my subjects and my father not to dismiss him simply because I did not like him or because of gossip. I had to get something definitive. I had to trap not only Thurlow, but also the Hussars. Both Commander Gamely and I were sure it would be Thurlow that entered the room to kill me. Then that whole charade with Sergeant Halsty would not have been necessary. Thurlow would be exposed in his treachery and there would be no more question of his guilt. But Miles Gamely and I devised a strategy just in case Thurlow didn’t come. Halsty was the sacrificial lamb. Well, he deserved it. At least now that criminal is in prison.”

“Why did you want to speak with Ella tonight, Your Highness, if you already knew all of it? Do you…fancy her?” 

Leopold looked at her and the swelling in his chest returned. He would not ignore it this time. “It is true. Ella had not shared anything with me that I did not already know,” Leopold explained, “but she said there was some man that I needed to speak with, that could tell me more. That was why I summoned her, Aislinn.”

“What did you mean when you said you had already staked your life on what Ella told you?”

“It was because of her that we staged the entrapment at all. Before Ella’s declamation, and before my father’s death, Miles and I were prepared to simply wait out the night and watch Thurlow and the Hussars carefully, waiting for them to provide an opportunity to justly seize them.”

“I see.”

“But none of it really matters anymore.” Leopold looked down.

“What is that?” she asked, pointing at the crushed paper in his fist.

“It is my crutch. It is a sorrow I have carried all my life but only now know why.” 

She gazed up at him, spellbound.

“It is a letter from my father,” he went on, opening up the paper though he knew she would not try to read it. “In it he tells me that he is sorry. He states all his regrets. He says he is a terrible father, a coward, and a man who never learned how to make amends. He only ever made things worse.”

“How sad for him to believe that about himself.”

“But it’s true, Aislinn. Everything to which he confessed was truth.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because he lied to me. He hid something from me that he had no right to conceal!” Leopold felt tears well up in his eyes. He was ashamed to have her see it.

“I had a brother, Aislinn,” he said, his emotions getting the better of him. “I had a brother that I hated without knowing it. I had a brother that I never got a chance to meet. Not for real. I never had a chance to…help him. It was Thurlow, Aislinn. Captain Thurlow was my brother. And now he is dead. He killed himself.”

She gasped. “I am sorry, Leopold,” she said, trying to remain unruffled though the weightiness of Leopold’s saga was indeed a hauntingly suspenseful tale. 

“It’s not your fault,” he said quietly.

She did not respond for several seconds. She hardly knew what she could say to him to allay his grief.

“I’m still sorry,” she said, finally.

Leopold looked over to her methodically. Would she be his second rescuer that evening? “Aislinn,” he said, inviting her attention, “can I request something of you?”

“Of course.”

“Tell me how you imagine the most perfect first encounter to go with the man who would become your husband?”

She felt her heart flutter. “Oh goodness, I don’t know,” she lied. “I have not given it much thought.”

“I have.”

“Oh?”

“But not in the way that most people would, I think.”

“Well, I am a person. Try me.”

“Let me see if I can put it to words. I’ve only ever gathered these notions in my mind. I would never have known whom to share them with. I suppose I would want to see her, my wife, be more than she was born to be. I would like her to have the courage to step outside the expectations of her birth and society. It sounds trite, even clichéd, I know.”

“No it doesn’t. It is not as simple as we would like it to be. To many, Thurlow was a hero, in fact a pioneer of sorts. But you would call him misguided. You would have tried to help him. Perhaps that makes you heroic. I don’t know; I am a little out of my element here.”

“I am not heroic, Aislinn. Wishing I had been able to know my brother before his descent into malevolence is not courageous.”

“It is to me. At least it would have been a promising first step.”

“I’m sorry?”

“Life is just steps, Your Highness.” she said, forming her words only the second before she uttered them. “Steps are all we are capable of. I don’t believe bravery is anything more than a step, one meager step by someone who performed an extraordinary act. Just once. But the next day, with the next step, they react differently and become a villain, simply because their intentions were self-serving or misguided. It is a teetering pendulum, Your Highness. We all bounce all around, dodging the pendulum like it won’t just come back, perpetually testing us.”

“And?”

“Well, it sounds to me like you want a woman, a wife, who is a good stepper. Who doesn’t try so hard to be heroic, just steps well and is willing to accept the consequences of where she ends up. I’ve never thought about it much until now. It is kind of childish and asinine in a way. Oh well; it’s late and I am quite tired.”

“Everything important in life is just steps, huh?”

“Well, that or the destination. Where all the steps lead. Choose your mantra; it’s all semantics anyway.”

“How do you know so much?” 	

“I know nothing. I am quite dumb, in truth, but once in a while I say smart things.”

“I think I believe in heroes, even after what you’ve just proposed.”

“Oh?

“I think you’ve just convinced me that a heroine is exactly what I want.”

“I have?”

She did not realize how close they had come to one another physically….but more than just their bodies. He took her face in his hands. His breath was so warm and intoxicating.

“I want to marry you,” he whispered.

She fell against the window. He laughed and helped her up. It had been quite unfair to have sprung such a confession on her with so little warning. He simply couldn’t help himself. And he had little time. It was past midnight. He was the King of Gwent. He needed his queen. Before she could make a sound, he brought her face to his and kissed her, softly at first and then eagerly. He slid both his hands down her neck and shoulders and wrapped them firmly around her waist. He released her lips and rested his head into the space between her neck and her right shoulder. He was holding her, breathing her in and stealing all the oxygen that she so desperately needed. 

She could have melted into their embrace and died right then and there a happy woman. 

He whispered into her ear. It was all over after that.

“Will you marry me?



 

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Gabriel watched as two women, dressed in white with gold crosses hanging from their necks, placed another blanket over Ella’s shoulders. The air was warm, but the women believed that with all that the poor girl had been forced to suffer, they could take no chances. Gabriel had carried Ella back into the hallways where he’d seen Leopold and demanded direction to some kind of hospital or clinic. 

Leopold recognized Ella and his heart was heavy. He’d called her to the castle that night. Had he been the reason she was so badly hurt? He instructed Miles Gamely to personally escort Gabriel to the royal family’s own hospital, which sat as a separate building from the castle, but still within the posterior gate. 

The building was very small, but immaculately clean. There were six beds and each featured a starched, gleaming white sheet. Two women quickly led Gabriel to set Ella’s body on one of the beds. He was then told to leave. Ella watched him as he left. When he looked back, she even smiled at him.

Before he’d taken a seat to rest his own aching body, Gabriel told Miles Gamely to send word immediately to the Delaquix household. Ella’s friends would never forgive him if he failed to summon them. Commander Gamely, to whom Gabriel took quite quickly, swore that he would see it done.

Gabriel fell back against the cold, sterile wall. He pressed into it with his spine several times, each time more aggressively then before. He wanted to break it down. He needed to feel it crumble beside him. When it became too taxing, Gabriel slid to the floor, letting his feet stretch out in front of him.

He thought of Benjamin. Would his brother forgive him for not killing Thurlow when he had the chance? Would he understand why Gabriel could not do it? Perhaps if Ella had been there, strong and unwavering, he would have been able to do it in spite of what would have most certainly been her pleading requests for him not to. But she was alone, hurt, and she needed him. Somehow, because of that, Gabriel could not kill his greatest foe. He could not end the life of one that deserved death more than any other human being Gabriel could envision. 

He was beginning to comprehend the powers of life that loomed all around him, independent of his own agenda or the weight of his desires, be they selfish or righteous. If he’d followed through with his actions, his original plan, it meant that he would not be there with Ella. He could not kill Thurlow and gloat over his dead body and still stand alongside the woman he loved in her own hour of need in the way she deserved. He could have tried to delude himself into believing there was time for both eventualities. Gabriel was beginning to comprehend…

Hope and revenge could never co-exist. 

It was close to five o’clock in the morning and Gabriel had fallen asleep on the cold, unforgiving floor. He was awakened by a warm, gentle hand on his face. He opened his eyes and saw Marion smiling at him.

“Ella is still sleeping,” she said calmly, “but she is well. You don’t need to be afraid for her.”

Gabriel shot to his feet. Several hours of immobility had taken its toll on his bones and muscles and a new kind of throbbing set upon his body. It hurt to even move. Still, he passed Marion and ran into the infirmary. There was a man there, wearing a long brown robe. The man examined Ella’s face. A long, off-white strip of gauze was stretched across her left cheek from the temple to just a few centimeters from the corner her mouth. The bandage had been applied with topical honey and Gabriel could smell the earthy sweetness as he sat at the chair to Ella’s side. She was sleeping quite soundly and was still, at least to Gabriel, breathtakingly beautiful. 

Several of the castle guards were in the background, peeking their heads through the gaping doors to the hospital’s main foyer. Amongst the gawkers was the dynamic teacher/apprentice duo of Samuel and Timothy. They all wanted to catch a glimpse of what had to be one more piece of the chaotic puzzle that was the last five hours in Gwent’s royal castle. 

There had been an assassination attempt that had been foiled before it truly started, countless arrests, and inexplicable damage to the castle’s interior. There was also the crushed, lifeless body of their former superior, Captain Thurlow, heaped at the base of the eastern wing’s outer wall. When ogling bystanders such as Samuel and Timothy also considered King William’s death and Prince Leopold’s inauguration, the last twelve hours had yielded more excitement for the citizens of Gwent then they had seen for at least fifteen years. Samuel wished he had a cold beer to accompany the spectacle. 

“I am ecstatic that the barbarous lunatic is finally dead,” Frome declared from Marion’s side. “How could he have hurt an innocent girl like this.”

“When can she accompany us home?” Marion inquired of the robed man that she correctly assumed was a physician. 

“When she awakens,” replied the man. “Her wounds are all quite superficial. Even the laceration on her face. I would like to ask her a question or two about it before she goes, however.”

“Such as?” Marion asserted, feeling a maternal defensiveness arising within her.

“I am wondering if she observed the instrument that was used to cut her.”

Gabriel’s head lifted.

“What do you mean?” Marguerite beckoned, dabbing at her weepy eyes with a dark blue handkerchief. “Wouldn’t Thurlow have just used a knife? Surely he had a knife.”

“No,” the doctor explained, “it was not a regular blade that cut her. It was thick and haphazardly jagged, like a slivered stone or a shard of glass.”

Gabriel shot to his feet, the wooden chair flung to the ground behind him. Everyone, including the doctor, was startled. “It was not Thurlow who did this,” Gabriel announced. 

“What?” Frome exclaimed. “If not that bastard then whom?” 

Gabriel dropped his head to his chest, his eyes furrowed in severe contemplation. He didn’t know. It tortured him to admit it. There had to be someone who saw something or could provide some kind of clue. There had to be…

Gabriel’s head turned like a hawk toward the clinic doorway where two oafish guards were watching the situation like overgrown teenagers. He recalled the annoyingness of having to pass the two guards that night on his way into the castle to find Ella. He had tried to be polite when he requested entrance, but the older guard would not yield. He yammered on about having already allowed too many people in already. Just before Gabriel struck the impertinent guard in the face, he heard the younger and slower guard utter to his partner:

“Yes, but those were all just ladies. And one of them was looking for her daughter. We didn’t do anything wrong, did we Samuel?”

As Samuel watched the large, diabolical beast that had already broken his nose stride toward him that morning in the clinic, he feared the worst. He tried to flee, but there were too many bodies to mull through.

“You there!” Gabriel hollered to guard who had been so very impertinent, “Don’t move!”

Gabriel forcibly took Samuel by his arm. As he was about to depart with the nervous guard through the rapidly dissipating swarm of spectators, Gabriel turned back to Marion.

“When Ella awakens,” he beseeched, “tell her I will be back. I have something very important to tend to.”



 

Chapter Forty

Isolda had barely been able to undress before she’d collapsed on her bed. She could not recall ever having been so exhausted as she was in those wee small hours of the morning. Her head spun in a collage of the previous night’s activities. Had it all been a dream? Isolda recalled so many images, but she could not piece them together. Where was Aislinn? Had her daughter preceded Isolda home? She knew, as the mother, she should have looked in on both of her daughters before she retired herself hours before. But she’d failed to fulfill her maternal obligations. There was no opulent excuse that Isolda could concoct. She simply had not done it.

Perhaps she was afraid of what would happen when her twin daughters inevitably woke and began flooding their mother with questions. What would she say? How could she explain to them that they all might as well have just been dead?

Could she confess to them the lengths she had gone to preserve their honor?

You have no idea how unfair, Ella.

A horrific pounding echoed through her room, rattling the thin walls. Isolda hated that about her home: such thin walls. She clutched her forehead in her hand, willing it to become impervious to any and all distraction. She could simply stand no more. 
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Bethany excused her servant kindly and made her way to the front door. She was dressed quite nicely and her hair was even remarkably fashioned for so early in the morning. She’d woken up revitalized. She felt like a new person. 

Bethany opened the door and was taken aback by such an unusual and eclectic party of callers. In the front, none other than King Leopold. He was flanked on both sides by two guards. On the right, Miles Gamely. To Leopold’s left was Oli Roget, Miles Gamely’s best friend and the king’s new bodyguard. As if that were not enough, behind the three men stood another guard whom, whilst indeed a uniformed officer, could not have looked more misplaced. Bethany giggled a little below her breath at the guard who appeared so oblivious and wholly embarrassed by his swollen nose. When she’d last seen him, his nose was undamaged. 

“Your Highness, please do come in,” she said, stepping back, her head bowed. “To what does my family owe so wonderful a surprise?”

Leopold led his company forward until they were all standing resolutely in the narrow but spacious vestibule of the Armitage’s splendid estate. Bethany was rendered speechless. Leopold had only been the king of Gwent for less than a day and he already carried himself with a stateliness that she had never seen before in anyone. Only as she was about to close the door did she notice the fifth caller standing a few paces from the front steps. The man who Bethany only recognized as ‘not Ella’s uncle’ was standing fixedly, watching the entire exhibition like a mysterious spy. He did not make a sound but somehow Bethany knew not to close the door completely.

“Your Ladyship,” Leopold said, returning Bethany’s greeting as she approached him, “I apologize for the early hour. There are two purposes for our visit here this morning.”

Bethany waited. Lord Henry Armitage emerged from a private study just adjacent to where Leopold was standing. His face was glazed in shock and amazement. 

“Will you be so kind as to fetch your mother, the baroness,” Leopold requested, so politely that it made both Bethany and her father somewhat suspicious. There hinted an air of nefariousness in his majesty’s tone.

“Of course,” Bethany said and she turned toward the staircase.

“That won’t be necessary, Bethany,” Isolda said from the summit of the tapered staircase, donned in nothing but her exquisite and impenetrably thick satin robe. “I am already here.”

Henry looked up at his wife. He’d always known her to be a haughty woman, but what could possibly have been her motivation for exuding such arrogance in the presence of so dignified an audience?

“Baroness,” Miles Gamely spoke for the first time, “may we please see your hands?”

“What?” Isolda sued, wrapping her arms around her torso and taking a slight step backwards.

“It seems your niece was viciously assaulted in the castle last night by an unknown assailant,” Miles went on, “and it appears as though the weapon was a piece of glass from a broken window. Examination of the evidence revealed that there was indeed a long shard of glass near where Ella Delaquix was lying. There was blood, as expected, on the tip where her face was cut. But there was also some on the other end of it. We can only conclude that whoever attacked her was also wounded in the process. Now I must insist: please let us see your hands, Baroness.”

Isolda’s face had turned pale white. She stared down angrily at the man who spoke to her so presumptuously. “How dare you!” Isolda spat. “Ella is my family and I would never hurt her. I wasn’t even at the castle last night.”

Leopold severed his trancelike stare at Isolda, his future mother-in-law, and turned his attention to Samuel. The man, who at that point was willing to sell his own mother for a bottle of rum, looked back at the king before he spoke.

“I saw you there, Baroness, outside the gate,” Samuel revealed ineloquently. “You went in with Captain Thurlow. I saw you with my very own eyes.”

“Mother?”

Isolda was startled when she heard Aislinn’s voice in her left ear. Her daughter was emerging from the hallway that led to the private bedchambers of the Armitage family. Isolda had not even sensed her presence.

“I will apologize for nothing!” Isolda screeched, curling her fingers into a fist that, with the condemning laceration on her right hand, turned out to be rather painful. “I do nothing but for my family. Ella took everything from us. And she did nothing to deserve it but have a pretty face. Then she pouted and wept like I was the one that was being so very unfair to her. She has no idea how unfair life really is. Look at my daughters! They are as ravishing as Ella and yet Aislinn was sent home in disgrace last night. She went back just for you, King Leopold, and you spurned her! Just because you wanted to fawn like a satyr over Ella! Well, I had had enough. Ella is not so very pretty now!”

Isolda’s mirage of recollection was becoming plain to her. It had not been a dream. She’d seen Ella lying there, only partially conscious. Even in her desperate condition, she was still so ravishing. She would always get whatever she wanted because of her damn face! Isolda could not control her rage. All she could think about was leveling the playing field for once and letting Ella experience all the attention in a way she’d never dreamed. It had been too perfect an opportunity and Isolda had taken it. 

And she would have done it again.

“What are you talking about, Mother?” Aislinn begged, her face aghast. “How was I sent home in disgrace? I went to the ball, but then I left the castle with the Duchess of Timmelin and all the other guests after the announcement was made that the king died. I never went back.”

“Why are you saying these things, Aislinn?” Isolda exhorted frantically, her face turning from white to red. “I told you to return to the castle and you did. Those idiotic excuses for guards told me you were there!”

“Well, they must have been mistaken,” Aislinn contended, stepping closer to her mother on the dramatic stage that was the mezzanine of their interior balcony. “After you left last night, I tried to do as you instructed but I couldn’t. My door was locked from the outside. I banged and hollered for an hour but no one heard me. I was trapped. Then this morning, when I tried to exit again, the door was unlocked. Like it had never happened.”

In Aislinn’s explanation, she appeared almost as desperate as her mother. It had been more than unnerving to be captive in her own bedroom, slamming her fists against the door for someone to let her out. She even considered trying to escape through the window but feared the fall would seriously harm her. More than just fear, however, was bewilderment. Her door had never locked from the outside on its own. Someone had to have done it. 

“This can’t be happening!” Isolda nearly shouted. “You were there, Aislinn. I know it!”

“No, she wasn’t,” Bethany proclaimed, her voice a calming energy against Isolda’s increasingly propulsive tirade. “It was me, Mother.”

Both Isolda and Aislinn were stricken by a brutal hush.

“I heard what you said to Aislinn last night, Mother,” Bethany went on, trying not to enjoy her disclosure too much. “I heard it from my own bedroom. Like you’ve always complained, our walls are so shamefully thin. And I was just about to curse you both for destroying my own magical evening when I was set upon by a most self-serving idea. I decided it was my turn to take a chance on myself, since you never did. After you’d left, I snuck over to Aislinn’s room and locked the door. Then I hid the key. I was not dressed for the occasion but I couldn’t very well steal the yellow gown that I loved so much off from Aislinn’s body. So I retrieved one from her heap of unworthy discards. The gown that Aislinn had preferred in the beginning was still quite stunning. It was pink. Her favorite color. Not mine, though. I like yellow.”

Bethany took a step and eased into the vacant space alongside Leopold. She took his hand in hers proudly. “Remember when you told me,” she said with the sheerest pleasure she’d ever experienced, “that God would give us a kingdom? Well, it didn’t happen that way. But He did give me a king.”

Isolda fell forward against the railing. Bethany could not help but feel guilt for seeing her mother so undone. No matter how many times she had wronged Bethany, Isolda was still her mother. She was the only mother Bethany would ever get. Those ties were supposed to bind them forever. When Bethany looked over at her sister, however, what once had been just a tinge of regret transformed into an assault of remorse. 

Aislinn peered down at her twin sister and the look that befell her face was not one of anger or even shock. It was sorrow. Aislinn felt like a rock had been thrown at her chest. She had never been a kind enough sister to Bethany. She knew it. She’d been sick about it that whole horrific night. She knew, objectively, that her twin sister had every right to take her own pride back after it had been so deviously taken from her by her own kin. But still Aislinn was heartbroken. Betrayed, even if there was no merit for it. 

Would it ever have occurred to you to simply tell me that you were going to take my place instead of tricking me and leaving me to wail from my bedroom like a squealing pig? Aislinn thought but did not say out loud. Why didn’t you just ask me first? I would have agreed…willingly. I would have given you back your dress and told you I was sorry.

But Bethany had failed to give Aislinn such a chance and what once had been a fragile but living relationship was forever tarnished. 

You said you took a chance on yourself because no one else would, Sister. Perhaps you are right. But last night has proven that you never once took a chance on me either. I suppose now we are even; and the chance for both of us is gone.

Bethany could not look at her twin sister. She knew she had hurt Aislinn. She could feel it. She turned and faced Leopold, the man she had fallen in love with, and took fleeting comfort in his eyes. He saw Bethany’s heaviness of heart. She’d told him, just hours before, that she would only accept his proposal of marriage once he knew the truth of her true identity and why she’d done what she had. Leopold had not struggled for even a moment to overlook the deception, but he did take the time to heed that while, in the beginning, it had been quite exhilarating for Bethany to enter her own arena of espionage, it was not easy for her to risk losing her family. Especially Aislinn. 

“You wretch!” Isolda screamed at Bethany and began descending the steps. “How could you deceive your own mother like that? How could you do that to your sister? I always knew it. I knew it would have been better if you had been Isabella’s daughter instead of mine! You are just like her. You are conniving and unfeeling!” Isolda had reached the bottom of the steps.

“Stop it, Mother!” Bethany demanded. “Stop blaming a ghost for every one of your failures. You can pretend all you want that Isabella is the devil but it will never erase your own sins.”

“That woman was the devil! I would have done anything for her to like me, but she only ever despised me in return.”

“You lie,” Bethany exclaimed.

“It’s true, child.” Henry said.

Silence.

Henry’s declamation did more than still the storm. It teased of another one far worse, which had yet to reveal itself.

“What?” Bethany said, looking at her father; the man she hardly knew and never respected. 

“What your mother says is true,” Henry repeated. “Isabella did hate her. She hated her for many years. She only ever hid it in front of you children.”

Bethany gasped. Aislinn could barely stand. Tears were streaming down her cheek.

“That can’t be,” Bethany said, almost pleadingly.

“Why are we supposed to believe you?” Miles interjected, though he could not deny the inkling in his brain that he should remain as far from the domestic inferno as possible. “Of course you would say anything to protect your wife.”

Henry chortled. “If you knew even an iota about me or my wife, you would know the gross error of your claim,” Henry asserted. “It is not too difficult to tell that she can barely stand to be in the same room as me. In fact, it has been that way from before she and I were even married.”

“Be quiet, Henry,” Isolda choked out.

“I loved her back then,” he went on. “In some ways I love her now though I believe her to be the worst kind of woman. She is rather smart, however. And she is right about one thing. Isabella Delaquix could barely look at her.”

“Henry, shut your mouth!” Isolda shrieked. 

“Oh enough, Isolda!” Henry shot back. “Stop pretending you are such a victim. You are not. Isabella had every reason not to trust you.”

“She married my brother. We were family. She had no right to reject me like she did, just because she was a duke’s daughter.”

“That was not why and you know it! You betrayed her as no family ever should, and on her and Thomas’ wedding day of all days.”

“Henry, as God is my witness I will kill you where you stand.”

He laughed brazenly. There was a bizarre, almost perverse gleefulness in his voice. “How?” he prodded his wife. “From the looks of it, your hand is quite wounded to kill me. I suppose it is from your assault on Ella. Either way, if you murder me now, I will die a happy man. I never realized how hard it was to keep all of this scandalous information a secret for so many years, just to protect the reputation of a woman like you. It would suit me just fine to expose it all as my deathbed confession!”

Isolda’s eyes were like white stone. A creak emanated from the wooden floorboards and it pierced the silent air like steel striking steel.

“Father,” Bethany uttered almost inaudibly, “what are saying?”

 “I am sorry your parents were so undeserving of daughters like you,” Henry said to Bethany before he glanced up to Aislinn, who was still stultified at the top of the steps. “But I cannot be the bigger man now, or the better father, and spare you from this shame. On the night of Thomas and Isabella’s wedding, your mother met Isabella’s young, adolescent brother, Peter.”

“Henry,” Isolda chanted, gutturally, “don’t say one more word. Isabella is a vixen. If you ever loved me at all, let it stay that way.”

“If you ever loved me,” Henry chided mercilessly, “you would never have done what you did. Isabella was just reacting as any loving sister would. How can you blame her for never wanting to befriend a woman that, on the night of her wedding and when she was already engaged to be married to me, bedded her only brother: the teenage Peter Summerly?!”




 

Chapter Forty-One

Ella rustled herself awake. Marguerite was there, distracted by Louis who had come to her with a basket of fruit and pastries. She could not see Marion. A dull ache still loomed over her body, but just the fact that she was warm and clean seemed to lessen its effect of her. She quickly discerned that there was some sort of cloth bandage on her face. It partially covered the corner of her left eye. She felt the area gently with her fingertips. She could feel the groove of what must have been a deep cut across her cheek. It hurt her and she winced

“Oh my goodness, you’re awake!” Marguerite squealed, nearly pushing Louis to ground to get to Ella. “How do you feel, my darling?”

“Sore,” Ella replied. She tried to sit up but Marguerite insisted she not.

“No, no, child. Stay still and rest. You can come home soon. Are you hungry?”

“Not very.”

“Well, Louis here brought some fresh peaches. Marion and Frome went for a walk. She did not want to leave but Frome insisted. Can you believe that? I do believe she is in love. Men. It is amazing the effect baboons have on swans such as us.”

Ella smiled and it felt good, through it panged. “Marguerite?” she said.

“Yes, love?”

“What happened?”

Marguerite’s gleefulness disappeared and she was not sure why. After all, it had all ended well. Well enough.

“Thurlow is dead,” Marguerite stated clearly.

“Gabriel killed him?”

“I don’t know. If he did, he pushed him through a window.”

“A window?”

“Yes. Nothing too exciting there. Just went splat right there on the cobblestone walkway. Poor bastard.”

“And the prince?”

“He’s the king now.”

“What about—?”

“My dear, everyone’s alive and kicking but Captain Thurlow. Now the rest can wait for another time. Either eat something or go back to sleep.” 

Marguerite placed the basket that Louis had delivered and began walking away from Ella. She contemplated whether to say something to Ella about Gabriel; how he’d known precisely where to find her in that enormous castle. Would it only make things worse? Marguerite elected to let Ella decide.

“He came back, you know,” Marguerite disclosed to Ella, whose head had fallen back on the pillow and whose eyes were staring off into nothingness.

“What? Who?” Ella asked eagerly.

“Gabriel. He came looking for you last night at home after you’d left. When we told him about what Isolda had said and where you’d gone, he vanished. Just like that. Went after you like some warrior to rescue his true love. Or something ridiculously romantic like that. What a baboon.”

Ella grinned and leaned back into the pillow again. She closed her eyes. After a few moments, when she was sure Marguerite had left, she opened them. Ella saw the rays of sunlight beaming through the windows, but it still felt like nighttime. She could hear the chirp of crickets in her ears and the crisp air against her skin. But it was not nighttime anymore. Once the clocks had struck midnight, the morning was ushered in and it was a new day. Even though the darkness still prevailed. 

Thurlow was dead. Gabriel was alive and well and Ella’s hope lingered that he had not been the one to kill Thurlow. The ending she’d sought had come to pass and there was a new day ahead. 

Still, the darkness prevailed. 

Ella knew it would not last; it was being eased away ever so slowly by the promise of a better future. But until then, she yearned for the cover of the night’s darkness to hide her. And it was not because of her battered face. The pain was horrible and the dread of having to live the rest of her life with so obscene a scar was certainly trying. But still, miraculously, Ella did not feel a great deal of sadness over her physical misfortune. It was almost as if God had granted her wish to be unexceptional. Except now she was still exceptional, but for an entirely different reason. And yet Ella did not curse God. 

She cursed Gabriel. If he still would not come to her, after everything, and declare not only his love but also his promise to stay forever at her side, then her darkness would be everlasting. And there would still be no place to hide.
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Though Gabriel had heard everything from the outer steps to the Armitage estate, he still felt the need to step even farther away to get some breathing space. It was hard for him to fathom that an entire structure as large as that estate was in danger of collapsing just from the utterance of a few words. Were all families that mad? He’d never really had a family. At least not parents and cousins and a grand home like that. As unnerving as it had been to have to witness such a familial typhoon, Gabriel still felt himself longing for a family of his own. 

Many things were becoming clear to him. Why Isolda had reacted to him like she had, why she despised Ella so much. It was as though her great mistake had been worn across Ella’s face for the last twenty years. She’d had a moment of weakness with Peter Summerly. Isabella simply would not forgive her for it. Henry had told his wife that she was not a victim. Maybe she was. But then, Isolda had ruthlessly assaulted Ella and Gabriel felt enmity for the woman return to his mind. It seemed to Gabriel that the more he learned, the less he knew. He thought back to Isolda and her bloodshot eyes; her rants were almost an indiscernible language. Was that insanity? Gabriel wondered how close he’d come to losing his own mind. He’d already lost his heart. He thought of Ella and yearned to return to her. 

Bethany stepped out behind him. She needed fresh, cool air more than anyone. He turned to acknowledge her and then resumed his focus on the vastness of the open sky. (Though, in truth, it was only Ella he was seeing.)

“I imagine you will be going to see Ella now,” Bethany said to him. “Please give her my love and tell I will be there to see her soon. I am so sorry for what my mother did to her.”

Gabriel did not reply.

“What is your name, by the way?” Bethany inquired.

“Gabriel Solange.”

“And am I correct in assuming that you are not Ella’s uncle?”

He chuckled. “You are. Am I correct in assuming that I am now speaking to the future queen of Gwent?”

She did not respond. How could she? Bethany could scarcely believe it herself. 

Gabriel turned and smiled at her. She was indeed a handsome woman. He saw a resemblance to her cousin. “Congratulations,” he said. 

“What about you?” she responded coolly, though her cheeks were bright red.

“What about me?”

“You and Ella. I assume you love her. I am certain she loves you. Will you make an honest woman of her or will you do something foolish to push her away forever?”

Gabriel was stunned. Who was this woman? How did she know anything? How could he never have met Bethany before and yet she still seemed to read his mind?

“I don’t deserve her,” he confessed. “If it weren’t for me, none of this would have happened to her.”

“And yet she would still have you. What creatures of fancy we are.”

“I can’t offer her anything.”

“And yet she would still have you,” Bethany said again, a smirk across her face.

Gabriel pulled away. Bethany was proving herself to be quite intolerable. He knew what she was trying to do. It was an understatement to declare he did not like it one bit. Who did Bethany think she was? He knew Ella loved him; that she loved him in spite of everything he’d put her through. He would find a way to reconcile his countering thoughts and emotions in his own time. Why did it have to happen so quickly? What was it about women that made them think rashness always led to some sort of thrilling, death-defying adventure?

Still…




 

Chapter Forty-Two

Ella woke again. She was alone. She wondered how long she’d been slumbering as she was set upon by extreme hunger. She looked to her side and saw the basket of food that Marguerite had left. Laboriously, she pushed away from her mattress until she was sitting up. Almost.

“Shall I help you?”

Ella jumped. Gabriel was standing in the doorframe. He had changed into clean clothing and his wounds had been tended. Like Ella, just the feeling of being clean made Gabriel feel stronger and more alive. When Ella did not answer him, he made his way toward her. Had Marion failed to tell her he would return? He was not angry. Ella should have known better than to worry. She had to know he would come back. He always did.

“You must know that my lateness was due to a pressing matter that could not wait,” he contended as he neared her bedside. “Forgive me.”

“You’re forgiven,” replied Ella. “That is, of course, if you retrieve for me that basket of food.”

Gabriel quickened his step. He took a seat on the mattress beside her covered legs, and reached for the basket. Ella watched him survey the items and pluck out a bright but misshapen yellow apple and hand it to her. Ella wanted to cry. If they were tears of joy or sadness she did not know. Gabriel would provide the solution to the quandary, though his cavalier demeanor and aloof timbre were difficult for her to read.

He saw that she was wrought with some kind melancholy. “Are you unwell, Ella?” he asked.

“No, I am fine,” she said bashfully. “I only wish I could be in better spirits or at least better form to greet you.”

“You seem well enough to me.”

“Well, all things considered I will take that as a compliment.”

Gabriel was somewhat baffled.

“Ah, you are referring to your battle scar, yes?” he remarked. “I can see why that might discourage you. You’ve always been categorically concerned about your looks, even for someone who would rather not be handsome at all.”

What is he doing? Is he trying to provoke me into throwing this apple in his face?

“If it makes you feel any better,” he went on, “you must know that your current facial predicament, complete with that rather impressive laceration, in no way affects my fundamental opinion of your beauty.”

“Which is?” She rolled the apple around in her fingers.

“Unextraordinary.”

Her fingers stilled. Was he trying to impress her intellect by insulting her vanity? Ella didn’t know if she should be angry or disappointed. Or honored. “Thank you,” she conceded with great difficulty. 

Her eyes demonstrated her utter bewilderment. Gabriel found it hard to suppress his gaiety and seeing her so unhinged. Then he noticed, in Ella’s hand, the apple that threatened at any moment to become a weapon at her disposal. His face was already quite tender. He did not need a hard, spherical fruit hurled at his nose.

“Well, I must clarify,” he explained hurriedly, “that I would be lying if I said your looks are not bewitching and perfectly aligned with the visual stimuli of the human brain; but on a more personal level, you were never, as you’d put it, my type.”

This is too fun, he thought to himself, even if it does bring about another black eye.

“I see,” Ella said, slowly catching up to him. “And at the risk of running low on conversational topics, I will inquire: what is your type?”

“I am alarmed you would not have already deduced that information. I have spent the better part of this last month urging you to be the most docile kind of creature; refined, elegant, compliant, socially and academically intelligent, yet confident enough in her own blessed role in the paradigm of humankind not to use such intelligence in confrontation or irreverence.”

Ella snorted in spite of herself. He was causing her head to ache. “This might surprise you but I was not able to deduce all of that.”

Gabriel waved his hand back. “Well it is of no matter now,” he declared casually, “for it would seem that my preconceived notion of the attractiveness of women has been … altered, to include color, tenacity, and the most enticing form of irreverence.” 

Ella began to feel daylight draping its warmth around her. It was overcoming the darkness of the previous night. “Am I to believe there is a specific woman that amended such a myopic notion?” she inquired.

He leaned toward her. “Surely even you can deduce that,” he said, grinning slightly.

Ella pulled back a touch and furrowed her brow. There was no reason two people couldn’t enjoy his sophomoric amusement. “I am not sure how to respond to such a declaration,” she declared. “If your preference for compliant women has been altered to accommodate my behavior, then you must assume that my current preference for men is your particular brand of manhood.”

“What are you saying, exactly?”

Ella lifted the apple to her lips but did not take a bite. “What about my type?” she stated, more a solicitation than a query.

Gabriel took the apple from her fingertips. “Surely if a man of my pride and stubbornness can be compelled to change his mindset in the name of love, you can be…persuaded to evolve in a similar fashion.”

“Perhaps,” she teased. “You say it took you a month? I don’t know, Gabriel. What if my…‘evolution’ requires more time and persuasion than that?”

Gabriel took Ella’s chin gently in the palm of his hand and pulled her to him slowly. Just as his lips skimmed hers, he whispered what would become the creed of their own exceptional relationship. It was the only thing he could think of to offer the woman that he adored so wildly, so rashly; a woman he knew would always be twice the person he was. 

“Marry me, and you can have as much time and persuasion as you like.”

THE END



 

Epilogue:

Sergeant James Halsty kicked the pebbles into the concrete walls of his cell. It was a prison that was nicer than Halsty would have preferred, even in his incarceration. Criminals deserved the accommodations that he and his Hussars had provided in their lair. But since Miles Gamely had taken control of the army, the castle guard, and disbanded what was left of the Hussars, he’d seen to it that the lair was torn down. 

Miles Gamely. James Halsty saw so much of his father in that self-righteous excuse for a leader. And Miles Gamely had had the audacity to stand above a man like Halsty and declare the man unworthy. 

What a shame…you could have been so much better than you are.

Halsty felt his gut tighten, like a metal wire was constricting it. “Soon, Miles Gamely,” the prisoner said out loud, unencumbered by apprehension or delusions of privacy. “You will very soon see just how much better I am.” 
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