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Chapter One
Poitiers, France
September 19, 1356
Cries of the injured and dying French men-at-arms filled the air as Welsh bowman cut
down the initial enemy onslaught. The vibration from the second charge toward the English lines traveled up through Arthur’s powerful legs, the tremor slight against Stephen’s armored calf. 
“Be still,” he ordered as the warhorse stamped his impatience. 
His friend and baron he served, Guy Guiscard, said something indistinguishable over the
noise. 
Stephen leaned closer. “What?” 
“We cannot hold them here, even on the high ground, not with their superior numbers.” 
Both eyed the grassy gap between theirs and the French held plateau. Unfurled enemy
banners flapped in the breeze, a colorful swell that continued up the expanse. 
“Maybe not but we can blanket the field with their blood,” Stephen said, exchanging a
smile with Guy. 
Black-robed priests, who had earlier busied themselves blessing bows and swords now
busied themselves taking confessions, offering prayers, and the Holy Eucharist. A decade before, at Crecy, he believed himself invincible—a young man’s arrogant mantle. Today’s hard battle
would leave few unscathed. When the fattest of the churchmen approached, Stephen looked to
the dying below. They’d prayed too. He turned to the priest and waved him off. 
On the other rise, squires stood and took the reins from a contingent of French cavalry
who’d dismounted. They retained their arming swords, axes, and morning stars. Behind them, line after line of mounted knights amassed on the grassy gap. 
“They’re saving the best horsemen for the initial cavalry charge,” Stephen said. 
He and Guy were in Edward of Woodstock--the Black Prince’s column. They’d be the
first to challenge the cavalry charge. 
“I’m tired of watching the devils parade around foolishly thinking they cannot lose,” Guy
said. 
Stephen flipped his visor down, the sound of the battle dimmed by the drone of his rapid
breathing inside the steel helm. The waiting was worse than fighting. He glanced over at Prince Edward. “Let us be done with this. Give the order,” he said low. 
The prince straightened in his saddle as more of the enemy climbed the hill in front of their
column. Then, the French cavalry charged. No longer a mere tremble of vibration, the ground
quaked with the bruising the soft earth took from the oncoming horses. They rode over the men on foot and made for the breach in the hedge where Edward sat. 
English arrows darkened the sky. A deafening roar rose from below as the arrows found
their marks. Horses screamed as multiple shafts pierced their hides. Those who didn’t fall reared, bucking their riders off. Others bolted, crushing French and English alike. 
Edward gave the signal. The prince’s column charged into the butchery. Arthur slid on the
grass wet from a lingering morning mist, blood, and the entrails of eviscerated horses and men. To Stephen’s right, Basil Manneville, best friend to Guy, went down. His horse had taken an ax to the chest as Basil leaped the hedge. 
Guy, several strides ahead, turned and rode to his aid. Stephen spun Arthur around, 
spurring him hard to help. His pursuit was cut off by a mounted enemy knight. The Frenchman
came at him with his long sword, which Stephen maneuvered away from then quickly pivoted to
engage. 
The long sword was never his favored weapon and Stephen faced the knight with his
shorter arming sword drawn. The Frenchman shielded his sword and drew his morning star. 
Trained by Stephen since he was a colt, Arthur didn’t flinch or shy from the charge. He bared his teeth at Stephen’s cue, ready to bite either the enemy or his horse. The Frenchman’s mount
danced to the left. The knight’s position altered a fraction leaving a vulnerable space open under his arm between the back and breastplates of his armor. 
Stephen plunged his sword deep into the Frenchman’s side, striking ribs then soft tissue. 
The knight swung once with his morning star and then fell from his mount. The strike missed. 
Several lengths off, enemy soldiers had Guy surrounded. As Stephen reversed direction to
ride to his aid, he caught a flash of orange and black in his peripheral vision. Guy’s warning from Yuletide the year before came back to him. Beware the black cat in a field of orange. 
The image closed in on him. He turned and saw the Frenchman’s surcoat, a panther on a
background of orange silk. Stephen hesitated for a split second as the warning became real. The French knight raised his sword high. Stephen brought his up. 
A second too late. 
Chapter Two
Poitiers, France
Present day
Roger Marchand followed as the English knight crawled, blood leaking from the slits in his
visor. The knight’s mount trailed along, nudging his master with his nose when he stopped and lay helpless by a flowering bush. 
Marchand slid his long sword from its ring to finish the knight off. “English pig.” He moved
to plunge the blade into the exposed part of the man’s neck. Before he could, his mount pinned his ears and reared. The animal’s mane bristled, he tossed his head, fighting the bit, and attempted to lunge, ready to bolt. 
The stallion never spooked. 
“Conquerant—” 
With his free hand, Marchand tightened his grip on the reins, trying to control the excited
horse, when sudden dizziness possessed him. Beneath him, the ground appeared to sway. The
wounded knight turned to a watery image as did Marchand’s sword and gauntleted hands. 
Unable to focus as all around him shifted, he squeezed his eyes shut then opened them
again to the same bewildering sight. Conquerant lurched from side to side. Unsteady, Marchand
wavered in the saddle and grasped the pommel to stay astride. He spit and spit again. How his
mouth watered, yet when he’d gone into battle, his tongue stuck to the roof it was so dry. 
As sudden as the confusing disturbance occurred, it ceased. Conquerant stilled. The
dizziness passed. The ground no longer moved. The Englishman’s image was solid again. Here
and there, the hair on his horse’s mane and tail stood on end. 
Eerie quiet surrounded them. 
War is never silent. 
Marchand looked to his right and then left. Other than the Englishman and his mount, all
else had changed. The battle no longer raged. The men and horses were no more. He looked to
where armies once gathered. The woods where the English had camped endured, but the rise
they’d formed upon had disappeared along with the French plateau. Strange houses stood there
now on a flat field. A strange, black road with painted lines lay where no road existed before. 
He made the Sign of the Cross. By all the saints, what happened to him and the
Englishman? He twisted in the saddle, searching for anything familiar and saw the profile of
Abbey Noialles not far away. 
He sighed and touched a hand to his heart. At least he was still in France. “Merci Dieu, 

merci Dieu,” he said, thanking God, relieved by the small grace. 
A few strides away stood a large, wooden plaque. He sheathed his sword and walked
Conquerant to the front of the plaque. Written in both French and English, the story spoke of a great battle fought on these grounds in 1356. The French was different than what he spoke, but he understood the words. 

Fought. What was the meaning of this tale? It claimed an English victory. He shook his
head in disbelief. How? The battle had not ended. The French greatly outnumbered the army of
the famous Black Prince. Unlike the hungry English, their bellies were full. Like all the other French nobles, weeks earlier, Marchand with his company of knights seized most of the
province’s harvest. They left only enough to feed the peasant farmers through the winter and
spring. 
English victory? Impossible. 
He turned at the sound of faint voices. Out of one of the strange houses came an oddly
dressed couple with a dog. He backed Conquerant a few feet so the sign offered partial
concealment. The dog immediately turned toward where he hid. 
The other horse pawed the ground. “Arthur,” the Englishman said barely above a whisper. 
Marchand’s hand went to the hilt of his sword. The dog remained alert, his snout raised, 
sniffing the air, but the animal didn’t move. It may not have heard the knight’s soft utterance. 
Marchand eyed the dog then the knight. He should finish the Englishman off. But to kill him might draw attention. One death groan would bring the dog. 
The man and woman headed in the opposite direction towards the Abbey. The dog trotted
to the edge of the odd road and stopped. Again, the animal fixed on the spot where Marchand hid. 
The dog barked and trotted a few steps closer. 
His owner turned and whistled. The dog didn’t move but stayed fixed on Marchand and
the knight. The man whistled a second time and called the dog. Only then did the animal turn and run to his master. The man and woman continued toward Noialles. 
When Marchand lost sight of the couple, he forced himself to action. He grabbed the reins
of the Englishman’s mount. The horse had value. Using the cover of trees that dotted the field, he galloped into the woods where the forest thickened with old oaks. 
From under the dark canopy, he watched the couple from the house return. As they
walked alongside the road, the dog ran ahead several paces then turned toward where the knight
lay. 
Face down, the ground was cool beneath Stephen’s hands. The other knight’s blow
must’ve unhorsed him. What happened to Arthur? Did he wander near or had he fallen into
enemy possession? 
Warm fluid ran into Stephen’s eyes and over his cheeks and seeped into his mouth. It
tasted foul, metallic, as though he’d licked his armor or sword. The taste wasn’t unfamiliar. He’d cut his mouth or lip often enough during practice in the lists to recognize the tinny quality. Blood . 
Panic raced through him. He needed to take his helm off and wipe his eyes to know how badly he
was hurt. He blinked. Something sliced at his eyelids. Stephen cried out and pounded the earth
with his fist as tortuous pain seized both eyes. Everything was black. His eyes were open and all he saw was black. The horrible reality of how bad his injury might be struck him. 
“Mon dieu,” a man’s voice above Stephen said. 
French. I am a prisoner. 
His captor rolled him over before he could rise. 
Stephen wasn’t a nobleman but a captive with no ransom value. Better dead. “Etre

rapide...  Please—be fast,” he said, hoping one knight to another, the enemy would honor his request to kill him quickly. 
“You are English,” the Frenchman replied. 
Obviously .  It occurred to Stephen he was the prisoner of a fool. 
“You have a serious injury, monsieur. And, why are you dressed like this? Are you...” the
man paused then added, “a re-enactor?” 
Stephen had no idea what a re-enactor was but was now certain he’d been captured by a
fool...a fool who spoke a strange manner of English, even for a Frenchman. 
“I am dressed for battle. You are French. I am English. We are at war. My injury is a war
wound.” 
“We are not at war. Your head wound has made you delirious I fear. You will be all right. 
My wife has called for an ambulance.” 
Worse than a fool, this Frenchman talked like a madman. Blind or not, he had to get away
from him. Perhaps, he’d find a merciful death at the hands of a different knight. Stephen rose onto his knees. Light-headedness and nausea washed over him. He forgot what happened when he
blinked and tried to close his eyes against the sensations. Once more, piercing pain raged. He bent and dropped his head, supporting himself on his forearms. 
“Stay still. You are in no condition to move.” From the weight, the French madman had
laid a hand on Stephen’s vambrace. 
In the distance came a howl like a wolf’s but different. The tone was not like any wolf
he’d ever heard. Nor had he heard any howl so long without breath. What hideous animal had
come to dine on the battlefield dead? 
“The ambulance will be here in a moment,” the madman said. 
Stephen didn’t know what an ambulance was and didn’t care. The announcement was just
more ramblings. What of the battle? “You won, then?” 
“Won? Monsieur, again I tell you, we are not at war.” 
“How did I receive this wound if we are not?” 
“I cannot imagine.” 
“In battle!” 
“What battle do you believe you fought in?” 
“Poitiers.” 
“Poitiers,” the man repeated. “It explains why you are dressed so odd. But the battle you
speak of is many centuries past. Many.” 
His injury must’ve affected his hearing. The man might be mad but surely he knew in
which century he lived. 
Before he could ask the man what year he believed it was the piercing howl came closer
and closer until it sounded right on top of him. His helm did little to muffle the hellish noise. Horror and panic like none he’d known gripped him. 
Then it stopped, and Stephen heard the footfalls of people running toward him. Male
voices speaking in rapid French joined a female voice. The madman’s wife no doubt since she
described to the new men how she and her husband found him in the field. She made it sound like he was alone on the battlefield, which could not be. He had seen dead from both sides as he, and Guy, and Basil, rode to challenge the French cavalry. Guy. Basil. 
“My friends...there...” He swung an arm out and gestured to the area he believed he saw
them last. “Are they dead?” The people whispered but did not answer. 
The newly arrived men eased him onto his back. One groaned and another sucked in air
through his teeth. 
“My friends... mes amis...are they dead... sont-ils morts?” Stephen repeated. 
“We speak English, monsieur,” said a deep-voiced man kneeling by his shoulder. “There is
no one here but you,” the man told him and removed the vambrace from his left arm. 
“I don’t believe you.” What was going on? Why were they lying? 
The deep-voiced man cut through his mail and wrapped what felt like a wide bandage
around his arm. There was a huffing noise but not human, and the band tightened with each huff. 
“What are you doing?” He dug at the armband. 
The man on his right grabbed him by the wrist and held his hand down against his chest. 
The huffing and tightening stopped. 
Above him, the madman and his wife mumbled. “Could the injury have affected his
sanity?” she asked someone. Stephen didn’t know what she meant. What was this sanity she
referred to? 
There was the sound of expelled air, a soft hiss, and the band loosened. The man who
strapped it to his arm ripped it off, judging from the tearing noise. As he tore the band away, the man who restrained him placed his fingertips onto Stephen’s wrist. He jerked his hand from the
man’s grip and drove his booted heels into the ground. Pushing off with one hand, he tried to get up. Better they kill him while he attempted escape than be fed to the battlefield beast or worse. 
A strong hand pulled him back. Stephen yanked free then rammed his elbow into what he
hoped was the man’s stomach but missed. Two men seized him by the upper arms and wrestled
him to the ground. 
“Cease. Be still.” One of them grasped Stephen’s wrist again. A long moment passed and
then he said, “Your heart is racing. Your pulse is dangerously high. What is his blood pressure?” 
Before Stephen could ask him what he was talking about, the other man answered. “Low
and dropping.” 
Stephen could bear it no longer. “What is going on? Tell me.” He started to rise onto his
elbow but both men pressed him flat. 
The second man said, “You’ve sustained what appears to be a serious head injury. We
won’t know how serious until we can get you to the emergency room and your helmet removed.” 

Emergency room? They spoke in riddles. What did they really plan to do to him? 
Exhaustion began to take Stephen but he mustered what strength he had left and fought to stay
awake. 
“We must stabilize you so as to not risk cervical spine injury. Lay quiet so we can put you
on a backboard,” the second man continued. 
“Backboard?” 
“Like a plank but not.” 
The words made no sense. Did they mean to keep him in a state worth torturing? A jolt of
fear spiked through him. 
Stephen was losing the fight with light-headedness, and the voices began to fade. 
“He’s losing consciousness. Let’s get him onto the backboard.” 
Stephen suffered a minor jostling as his helm banged against the plank. Sharp pain that felt
like spikes pierced its way to the back of his head. The agony of it spread from his temples to his jaw. 
Why are they doing this? 
 Stephen made one last plea. “What sport is it to taunt and torture a wounded man? I ask again for mercy. Please, kill me.” 
Shortly after the couple found the Englishman, a fearsome iron-clad cart arrived. 
Marchand shrank back, deeper into the woods. The English knight’s mount whinnied and tried to
rear as the huge cart rolled their way. The conveyance produced a deafening roar that drowned
out the horse’s whinny. Conquerant grew increasingly restless as the noise neared. Terrified
himself, Marchand thought to make the Sign of the Cross but held fast to the reins of both
destriers. 
Atop the cart’s iron coat, a light as bright as a thousand candles flickered and spun in a
rapid circular path. The light hurt his eyes. He turned, fearful such candle strength might damage his sight. 
Men in more odd clothing leapt from the strange cart. One carried a bag. The tools of a
torturer? They did things to the Englishman. He fought the men but they overpowered him. 
Enemy though he was, Marchand respected him for his attempt to battle on. “I do not
blame you, chevalier.” 
The men lifted the knight onto a plank where they strapped him down, and then they
loaded him into the rear of the iron cart. The hideous wail roared again. The thousand-candle-light flashed and the cart fled down the road at a speed Marchand never imagined possible. He shook
off the shiver that began at his neck and traveled down his spine. Where did they take the knight, and what waited for the Englishman once there? 
Perhaps this world was the hell priests rail about. He looked over to the Abbey. Only its
roof was visible. 
“How could such a place be in hell?” he whispered aloud. How could he be there when
his heart still beat? If not hell, then what place was this? 
Chapter Three
Once the iron-clad cart left, the couple and their dog returned home. The few other people
who’d come out to see the excitement went home too, including a woman who had stopped
hanging laundry on a garden line to watch. Marchand noted most of the men wore leg coverings
like the blue ones on the clothesline. He eyed them. Might fit. Might not. To learn exactly what this place was, he needed to interact with the people. 
Hot and sweaty under his helm, Marchand flipped his visor up and then cantered into the
woods with the English knight’s horse in tow. The cool air blew over him as he rode, a refreshing rush on his sticky hair and head. 
He rode to the Clain River, dismounted, and let the horses drink their fill. Kneeling next to
the horses, he removed his helm then drank and drank. His mouth tasted dry as the sand around
his Normandy holding. Marchand paused, palms cupped and poised to scoop up more water. His
holding. Did his cliff side chateau exist anymore? He shook off his concern, filled his hands with water and swallowed it all in two gulps. He couldn’t concern himself over the holding now. One
worry at a time, more pressing matters were at hand. 
After he drank what seemed like a bucket, he dipped his head into the river. The cold
shock of water helped to clear his mind. He smoothed his hair, squeezed the excess water out and stood. The horses nibbled on the grass growing along the bank. Battle is as hard on animals as
men. Before long they’d be hungry for more than the meager offering of river grass. Where could he graze them unseen, or at least find more fodder to feed both? Just finding food for Conquerant might prove difficult enough. He’d have to sell the English horse soon. But where to sell him——
another troubling question. 
First he’d steal other clothes. His protective armor clanked when he moved away from the
river. He paused. With all that happened, awareness of the lack of noise suddenly touched him. 
For months, the constant clamor of armor, horses, the jingle of tack, the hammering of farriers, the din of hundreds of men talking and shouting, the banging of cook pots and myriad of other noises filled the days and nights. Here the air was filled with soft woodland sounds. He gave himself to the peaceful moment, closed his eyes and listened. All around, birds sang. Some trilled sweet and cheery. Not all pleased the ear. The songs of some were closer to a harsh squawk, but they
weren’t the background to war. Nearby leaves rustled with the passage of small creatures. He
opened his eyes and got back to the business at hand. 
Marchand chose to carry only his eating dagger as a weapon and slid it into his short boot. 
He stripped off his armor and stacked it into a pile with the exception of his arming sword. Then, he placed armfuls of branches and limbs on top to hide the pieces. With no way to know how well traveled the woods were, he couldn’t chance losing the valuable armor. The cuirass cost him a
fortune to have made to fit his broad back and chest. Off came his surcoat with the Marchand
heraldic symbol embroidered on the front. The plain linen shirt he wore beneath it would draw no one’s eye. 
The horses were next. He stuck his folded surcoat into his kit, removed the saddles, 
bridles, Arthur’s chanfron and Conquerant’s caparison. Marchand concealed the horse trappings
as best he could behind another tree. 
There was nowhere to hide the horses. For now, they were at peace and he decided to
leave them to eat and rest untethered. Conquerant he trusted not to wander far or bolt. As long as they’re not being shot with arrows, or being ripped from their known world and tossed into a
strange new one, a knight’s warhorse is trained not to spook. The English horse was undoubtedly trained in the same fashion. Absent the need to compete for a mare, neither stallion challenged the other. By nature a herd animal, the English horse would likely stay near a companion horse. 
He needed another, better hiding place for his sword. If someone stumbled onto this dark-
wooded spot and stole the horses and armor, it would be a terrible loss. His sword though, was a special gift from his father, who’d been given it by the king. Trained in its use since his youth, Marchand was among the finest swordsmen in the province. The sword was as much a part of
him as his right arm. A search of the immediate area turned up a wild oleander covered in blooms. 
Fallen blossoms covered the ground around it. Marchand shoved the sword as far as he could
reach under the dark umbrella of the bush and then shook the branches hard to thicken the blanket of petals. 
He walked a different path back to the battlefield. When he reached the edge of the
woods, he stopped and watched. No one came or went from the houses. Nor did anyone travel
the road. Good. He spent a few minutes focused on the house where the laundry hung, looking for the woman. Twice she passed by an upstairs window. The bedchamber he assumed. If so, where
was the husband? From the sun’s position, it was mid-afternoon. The husband probably still toiled at his trade. All the men he knew worked from sunrise to sunset. 
Marchand checked in both directions one more time and then casually walked across the
road. By the rear corner of the house, he stopped again and poked his head around the wall. No
sign of a dog. He dropped and crawled on his hands and knees to the clothesline, where he hid
between two rows of bed linens. All was quiet. No yelling, no door opening, he guessed it safe and crawled to the row with clothing. He ripped the blue chausses and two shirts from their fasteners, then quickly snatched a bed linen. As calmly as he crossed the road from the woods, he returned the same way. 
In the shelter of the trees, he studied the strange leg garment with its metal rivets. He
toyed with the tiny flange, realizing after a couple of tugs, it cinched the top part together. He took off his chausses and after a struggle managed to get the still damp, too tight, new garment over his legs. They’d been made for a spare man, much narrower in width and shorter. The hem touched
four fingers above the top of Marchand’s ankle. The metal cinch was another struggle but he
sucked in a deep breath and got it closed. The material itself he liked. It seemed very durable and practical. He bundled his own chausses and the stolen shirts in the large linen, secreting the bundle behind the tree. 
The French army had broken their fast at daybreak, hours ago. Since leaving his spot by
the river, his stomach gurgled and growled continuously. Around him all the houses had planted
flowers but no vegetable gardens or fruit trees, nothing to ease his hunger. His perusal shifted to the Noialles. Every church he’d ever visited had a fine garden. Once more, he checked for other villagers and seeing none headed toward the abbey. 
Like the thief he’d become, he crept along the edge of the woods behind the houses, 
including the one with the dog. When he reached that house, Marchand put more trees and
shrubbery between him and the dog’s yard as he made his way to the church. 
A squat building sat across a cobblestone path wide enough for a carriage. A bright candle
or candles burned inside. Women, who didn’t wear nun’s habits or wimples crossed to and fro in
front of a window. The abbot’s whores no doubt. All knew the corrupt Italian Popes took women
to their beds. One had to expect their brethren did as well, although none spoke of the matter
except in whispers. 
Marchand snuck closer and hid behind a garden wall and peeked over. Past the open gate
sat a bucket that held bird-ruined tomatoes, droopy carrots, and brown-edged lettuce. A floppy hat like those worn by farmers hung on a post. He eased through the open gate, snatched the hat from the hook, and munched a carrot as he loaded it with the imperfect vegetables. 
“What are you doing there?” 
His head snapped up. A woman stood before him. He was unaware she’d come upon
him...a bad mistake, not paying attention. 
“I am hungry and you were throwing good food away. We’re both better served by my
filling my belly.” 
He studied her. Deep creases lined the area by her eyes and mouth. Her hair was shot
with grey and twisted into a knot at the nape of her neck. She looked over ripened for a whore. 
Like the other women he’d seen gathered by the English knight, this one wore a skirt sinful in its short length, exposing bare lower calves. At least her blouse covered her bodice. 
“Who are you, a priest’s whore to question me?” 
She gave a short gasp and clasped her hands tight to her bosom. “I am no whore. I am
Sister Catherine.” 
“Liar.” Marchand stood, keeping the hat with the vegetable treasure out of the whore’s
reach. “Where is your habit, your wimple? No nun dresses thus,” he said with a small tip of his chin. 
Her eyes widened slightly then narrowed. “Where have you been? Many Orders don’t
require us to wear habits. My wimple is inside. It’s hot so I took it off while I worked in the kitchen.” 
Then, she looked him up and down. “What is your name?” 
“Com...” Out of habit, he started to use his title, but then thought not to until he knew more
about this place he found himself. “Roger Marchand.” 
“Why don’t you come into the office?” Her eyes lingered on his chausses. “I’ll search the
donation basket for pants that fit,” she said, raising her eyes to his face. “And you can have a hot meal with fresh vegetables, but you must be on your way afterward.” 
Marchand followed close behind her, happy at the prospect of pants less tight and a full belly. 
“The donation basket is here on the mud porch. She dug through the contents and found a
pair in the same material with torn knees but they were larger. “These should fit.” 
She led him to a small chamber she called a bathroom. “You may change in here. Also, 
whether or not you use the toilet, wash your hands before you come to the table.” 
“Toilet? I don’t—” 
“You heard me. Wash your hands, whatever you do.” Her eyes darted to the large basin
attached to the floor. It had a fair-size hole in the bottom and was vaguely similar to a garderobe. 
He used the toilet first. He stood to the side and worked the metal pedal, not trusting the piss to swirl down but end up spraying him instead. “Where do the leavings go?” he wondered
aloud. Intrigued, he played with the pedal a few more time before washing his hands. 
As he made his way to the kitchen, he noticed a paper stuck to the wall—an ecclesiastical
calendar. The top had the portrait of some saint drawn in ink and on paper of strange origin. At the bottom, the calendar read September, 2013. He knew his letters. He knew his numbers. He
knew this day was September 19, 1356. What did the numbers 2013 refer to? 
“Sister Catherine, tell me what this means?” 
She joined him in the hall. “What?” 
“This,” he said and pointed to the numbers. 
“It’s a calendar.” 
“Yes, I know what it is. These numbers...what do they mean?” 
“That’s the month and year.” She pointed to a square three rows down from the top. 
“Today is September 19, 2013.” 
He shook his head in disbelief. “It cannot be the year you say,” he insisted, hammering a
finger on the date. 
The heated denial was less convincing than he wished. A litany of the day’s oddities went
through his mind—the dizziness when he started to kill the Englishman, Conquerant’s rebellious
behavior, the iron cart that howled and bore blinding candlelight, everything he’d experienced
undermined his conviction. 
She laid a hand on his arm. “Are you all right? You’ve gone deathly white.” 
“2013. You would swear this on your soul, Sister?” 
“Yes.” Concern crossed her face. “Roger, have you been recently released from a
sanatorium?” 
Sanatorium? The word meant nothing to him, but from her expression he surmised it
wasn’t a good place. 
“No, Sister.” Marchand gave her a weak smile. “Is...Is the abbey open?” 
“No, the main doors are locked after noon mass. The north chapel is still open. I’ll keep
your food warm, if you wish to pray.” 
“Thank you.” 
Marchand hurried across the cobblestone carriageway and inside the modest sanctuary. 
Alone there, he fell on his knees in front of the altar. He made the sign of the cross and raised his eyes to the large wooden cross on the wall. 
“Have mercy Father. Please help me to understand what has happened, why I am in this
place. I beg you help me find a way back to my time.” 
He bowed his head and prayed. He vowed to be a better man, although he didn’t think
himself a bad one. He vowed to give more to the poor. He vowed to stop hating his late wife for loving another man. 
When his mind ran dry of promises he wasn’t sure he could keep, Marchand stood. He
went to the altar rack of votive candles before the statue of the Virgin Mary. As he lit a candle for the souls of his dead son and wife, God answered his prayers. Understanding came to him. 
The calendar was God’s message to him. The Lord wanted him to see the date. The
Devil’s handiwork was at play here. This day and this place were cursed, which was why only the year changed. Marchand turned to the cross. “Thank you.” 
The Devil loved tricks. But even he had limitations and knew defeats. Tonight, while it
was still September 19, he’d return to the spot he and the Englishman encountered the time shift. 
Battle or no battle, he’d return to his true time and warn his king to retreat, to fight another day, in another place, and win. 
#
Marchand waited until the last of the pink streaks the setting sun left in the sky
disappeared. He finished the bread, a baguette Sister Catherine called it, and the whack of cheese she’d given him. Take this home with you, she said. If she knew where home was, she’d faint, he thought with some amusement. 
When the moon was high, he shed the pants, dressed in his chausses and put on his armor. 
He tacked up Conquerant and then the English horse, except for the chanfron. That he fastened to Conquerant’s face and head. The protective piece of horse armor was expensive. He’d keep it. 
After checking that he was alone, he walked the horses from the woods to the bush
behind the sign. He stayed mounted, ready to engage the enemy as soon as he arrived on the
battlefield. Marchand kept a loose hold on the reins of the English horse, thinking the animal might wish to nibble the grass where they stood. It was thicker than the river grass and both horses had to be hungry. Conquerant, he’d feed properly at camp once the battle was over. 
Unlike Conquerant, the English horse did not graze as they waited. Instead, the horse
snuffled at the ground where the wounded knight had lain. 
“Arthur.” Marchand repeated the name the knight whispered. 
The horse flicked his ears and raised his head. 
“Did he name you for their famous king of old?” 
Arthur dropped his head and snuffled more. 
Marchand’s mind wandered to the English knight who’d have to suffer this strange world. 
Where had they taken him? What would he think when he discovered the year? What did they
plan to do to him? A small measure of sympathy for the enemy knight touched his heart at the
grim possibilities. 
The uneventful hours passed at a tortuously slow speed. The abbey bells tolled ten. 
Conquerant’s head dropped and he dozed. Marchand fought to stay awake but lost the battle to
tiredness. He too dozed. The bells tolling eleven woke him with renewed hope. Within an hour, 
this world would be but a bad memory. 
At midnight the bells rang but the ground beneath him didn’t sway nor did a cloak of
dizziness settle on him. Calm now, Conquerant’s head bobbed as he faded in and out of a doze. 
The cursed day was ended, but everything else remained unchanged. 
“No.” 
Why had he failed? He sat in the exact spot as that morning. All was the same. All except
for the English knight. A new suspicion crept into Marchand’s thoughts. Perhaps the day wasn’t
cursed but the Englishman, who they’d taken away by unholy means. Perhaps this was his
punishment from either above or below. Fury replaced any sympathy he felt for the captured
man. The Lord or the Devil had invoked this penance upon the knight, and he, Marchand, was a
poor soul caught up in the man’s misdeeds. 
A shiver passed over him at the thought of shared fate. 
Chapter Four
Centre Hospitalier de l’Universite de Poitiers. 
“It is time to wake,” a man said. 
The voices had already woken him. Stephen lay still and said nothing, wanting to ascertain
what place this was that they’d taken him. He assumed he shared a cell with other English
prisoners, the dungeon of a local nobleman’s castle most likely. Strange that the room didn’t smell like a dungeon where tortured and injured enemy men were confined or worse, chained. Guy’s
holding, Elysian Fields, had a dungeon, but it hadn’t been used since before Guy’s father’s birth. In the past, Stephen visited other castles where the dungeons were used and often never empty. The odor of decaying flesh and corruption was potent and unmistakable. A sharp scent, perhaps from
an herbalist’s vinegar hung in the air here, but the room smelled clean. And, from somewhere to his left came a repetitious chirp, like a bird being poked again and again. 
Puzzling. 
The bed was unusually comfortable and his head lay on a feather pillow. He ran his hand
along the linen covering the mattress. It felt like a fine weave, not coarse and scratchy like in the barracks of Elysian Fields. He wiggled his feet under the softest of blankets. 
“I believe he’s stirring,” a feminine voice said. The mattress sank with her weight as she
sat by his hip. 
They’d removed his helm and armor, although he had no memory of them doing so. He
wore a short surcoat that tied in the back. A light cloth that kept the lids closed covered his eyes. 
They hurt less, but without being able to open and close them, it was impossible to tell if his sight had returned. 
“Are you awake?” the woman on the bed asked and brought his arm from under the
cover. She touched warm fingers to his wrist. Her fingers were softer than the blanket and she
smelled like a garden. 
How cunning of the enemy to use a woman as a tormentor. Probably a witch. He’d never
believed in witches, not since he was a small boy. After the strange business last winter with
Guy’s wife, he’d rethought the possibility. 
He tried to slide his arm back beneath the blanket. The woman didn’t allow it and laid his
arm across his waist. 
“The surgeon and ophthalmologist are here to discuss your injury and answer your
questions.” She rose from the bed. 
Ophthalmologist—another nonsense word . “Where am I?” He croaked out. He longed for
a cup of cool water to ease his dry throat. 
“I am your surgeon, Dr. Monette,” a man’s voice said. “You are in CHU de Poitiers.” 
“Under whose control is this prison? What noble holds me?” 
“This is not a prison, monsieur,” Monette continued. “This is University Hospital Center de
Poitiers.” 
He’d heard the term hospital used in reference to St. Giles in Norwich. A priestly place
that treated the sick, or so they said, although he didn’t put much store in the healing one received. 
The ministrations of all the nuns and priests in England hadn’t stopped the plague. Besides, he was not sick but wounded. He knew of few folks, priestly or otherwise, who willingly treated enemy
soldiers. 
“Do you want to know about your injury?” Monette asked. 
Stephen nodded. 
“Whatever struck your helm crushed the visor and drove it into your face and eyes. The
depth of your injuries are not life threatening, nor is there intracranial injury...brain damage. That is the good news. The high impact of the blow did shatter the anterior table of the frontal sinuses.” 

Intracranial and sinus, what manner of babble was this? 
 He’d make the fellow explain...if he could. “Tell me what you mean by frontal sinuses.” 
“They’re airway passages.” Monette took Stephen’s hand and drew his fingers along his
cheek from the bridge of his nose out. “Your sinuses are here.” 
Odd as the word was, perhaps there was some useful information involved. Out in the
field, he’d suspected his nose was broken. “Is that why I can’t draw breath through my nose?” 
“Yes. The injuries together will block the air passage. The worst damage is to your eyes. 
Bone fragments penetrated the orbit, the eye socket. Splinters of metal from your smashed visor also pierced your eyeball and ruptured the globe. The splinters of both were removed in surgery.” 
Stephen pushed himself up and sat straight. “The damage...I am not blind, am I.” The bird
to his left chirped faster. “It will heal, won’t it?” 
“Dr. Berger is the ophthalmologist. He can explain better.” 
“I am Dr. Berger.” 
Stephen felt the presence of the doctor as he stepped near the bed. While the man
remained standing, the stench of onion breath traveled down to Stephen. 
“Any delay in follow up treatment and surgery may result in permanent loss of sight. You
need another surgery. Tomorrow we will remove the bandage from your eyes and treat the
puncture wounds.” 
“So, I will know tomorrow?” 
“No, the day after. By then you will have healed enough for us to test the degree of sight
that was salvageable, if any.” 

Degree that was salvageable, if any. 
“You sound as though my cause is hopeless.” 
“Your prognosis is not good.” 
He didn’t understand what prognosis meant, but he understood not good. 
The horror of permanent blindness took hold. If this French hospital was a place where a
prisoner such as himself was not to be tortured and killed, then they must plan on releasing him. 
That was as big a horror as the possibility of torture. All knew how the blind suffered. His life as a knight was finished. With no trade or skill he could learn or still perform, he had no means of earning money to provide for himself. The life of a beggar was all that remained. 
Berger was wrong. 
Yes, the enemy’s sword struck his face and he was injured, perhaps terribly, but not blind. 
He threw the blanket off and swung his legs to the floor. He wanted out. They were lying to him and he knew it. He didn’t believe for a moment that he was permanently blind. This was some
new form of cruel trickery devised to beat his spirit down before they killed him. Hadn’t they lied about him being alone on the field, when he knew there were many dead and injured? 
He wobbled as he stood. Dizzy, he staggered and started to fall. A pole that had been next
to his bed came down on him. Something inserted in the back of his hand tore free. A malleable bag hit him on the side of the face. He cried out, flailing at the pole and bag and stumbled, his ribs striking a metal chest as he fell. He landed hard, knees first, then onto his side. The pole crashed to the floor. The bird-like chirping increased to a galloping pace. Excited voices combined with the other noise into a garbled jumble of sound. 
Ignoring the bruising pain, Stephen rolled back onto knees. The chaotic clamor didn’t
matter to him, only his sight. He just wanted to see. He grabbed the top of the thick cloth they’d placed over his eyes and tried to pull their blinding device off. 
“No monsieur!” one of the doctors ordered, while the woman and one of the men seized
his wrists and forced his hands from his face. 
Stephen yanked free of the woman’s grip. The man held fast to the other wrist. Stephen
lashed out. He punched where he’d expected the man’s face to be and found only air. The men
exchanged more strange French words he didn’t know. He continued to fight one-armed, finding
only air. The second man managed to grasp his free arm. The man pressed it tight to Stephen’s
side. Then, something sharp stabbed him in the arm. 
He sagged. He couldn’t stop himself from dropping into the first man’s embrace. “Sleep, 
monsieur,” the man said, and Stephen felt light, light enough for angels to carry him. 
Chapter Five
Stephen woke from the dreamless sleep groggy. Since the Frenchmen took him from the
field, he’d lost all sense of time. Bits and pieces of events faded in and out of memory. He
recalled at one point he’d tried to fight and they’d stuck him with a small spiked weapon. It hadn’t hurt, no more than a prick from a lady’s sewing needle. Then, he was floating and had the sense of angels lifting him. 
Not angels but his captors. 
The delicious scent brought him awake. He might’ve slept hours or days, he didn’t know. 
All he knew was the food smelled like fine fare and his stomach felt stuck to his backbone, he
was so hungry. Those last weeks before the battle the army had run short of provisions. The
knights had foraged for food along with their horses. The night before the battle he’d dined on overripe berries and dandelion soup. Soup indeed .  Nothing but a handful of dandelion greens thrown into a kettle of boiling water. 
“Is the food for me?” he’d asked, stomach rumbling. 
A new man, one whose voice he’d never heard answered, “Yes.” 
He attempted to rise but tethers kept him prone. His wrists and ankles were tied to the bed
with padded cuffs instead of chains. A small but curious kindness. 
“How am I to eat it tethered as I am? Smell alone will not get it to my stomach.” 
“I’ll release you, but first you must promise not to fight or to touch your eye wrap.” 
“Yes, yes, I promise.” He’d agree to most anything for a full belly. 
Stephen sat up as soon as he was free. 
The man put the tray of food on his lap and set cloth wrapped utensils into his palm. 
“What is this?” Stephen poked the tined edge of a four-pronged eating tool to his fingertip. 
“What is it? It’s a fork. You know—for sticking your food with and bringing pieces to your
mouth.” 
Seems silly. Why bother with cutting then sticking your food with the fork before bringing
it to your mouth, an eating dagger is faster, more sensible? Stab and eat. 
The aroma of meat and bread filled his nose and he put the fork aside. His head low to the
tray, he shoveled the vegetables into his mouth with the spoon. A juicy, plump chicken breast
nestled next to the vegetables. He tore the meat from the bone with his fingers, licking the buttery drippings from the tips as he devoured it. He last ate chicken in July and then it wasn’t a fat hen but a wiry, tough rooster. When the spoon no longer scooped vegetables, he used his bread to
wipe up any remaining morsels on the plate. The captors brought two more plates and he finished those before he was finally full. 
Stephen sensed someone enter the room as the man left with the last tray. 
“Who is there?” 
“I’m here to give you a sponge bath, if you like,” a female, young by the sound of her said. 
“You wish to bathe me?” 
The pass of his hand over his hair told him somebody had washed it. No dried blood was
caked anywhere. He sniffed his forearms. They smelled of soap and had also been cleaned. He
had no need of a bath. The woman offered something other than a wash. 
He smiled with knowledge. It had been a long time since he’d enjoyed the services of a
bawd. Tempting as the harlot’s offer was, he suspected enemy devilry and declined. 
“Would you like to listen to music?” she asked. 
The bawd traveled with minstrels. He wasn’t in the mood for her other services, but he’d
welcome a cheerful tune. “I would.” 
“What station do you wish,” she asked. 
“I don’t understand.” 
“I’ll turn it to a classical one.” 
A tune different from any he ever heard came from across the room. “I’ll come back
tomorrow,” the bawd said. Her light footfalls told him she left. 
Classical station ?  Lovelier than any minstrel’s music, he dozed off still baffled by weird words and goings on of his captors. They’d woken him an unknown amount of time later and said
it was the day and hour for his eye surgery. A man told him to make a fist. He said perfect when he found a vein and then stuck a needle into the crook of Stephen’s elbow. That was the last he remembered. 
“Monsieur, monsieur,” a female voice said, patting his hand. “Wake up.” 
Stephen yawned and propped himself up on an elbow. “Ugh.” His mouth tasted like sour
milk and his tongue felt like it was wrapped in a mitten. “I’d like some water.” 
“Here.” The woman slid a flexible spout between his lips. “Suck.” 
He didn’t know what the spout was made of, nor did he care. The water tasted sweet to
his parched mouth and he sucked the cup dry. “More.” When he’d sucked another cup dry, he
asked. “What day is this?” 
“September 22,” the woman said, taking the empty cup. 
Three days had passed since the battle. Why had they let him live? There could be no
good reason for it. 
“I’m Dr. Berger. Do you remember me speaking to you two days ago about your eye
surgery?” 
“Yes.” 
“Dr. Monette is here too. We want to talk to you about the day they found you. The more
we know about you, the more we can help.” 
“Who is the woman?” She didn’t sound like the first woman, the one who smelled like a
garden. This one carried no scent of any flower. Nor did she sound young as the bawd. What was
this one’s purpose? The first, he suspected, had created the potion that put him to sleep. 
“She is Nurse Cloutier.” 
Probably Witch Cloutier. “Ask what you will.” 
“What is your name?” 
“Stephen Palmer.” 
“What’s the last thing you remember before receiving your injury?” 
“I am a knight in service to the Baron Guiscard. He rode to the aid of his friend. I saw
your men surround the baron. They were trying to pull him from his mount. I was about to ride to his aid when one of your knights, his heraldic symbol was of a panther on a field of orange, 
challenged me.” Stephen thought again how Guy’s warning had made him falter. “I...I hesitated
and your man struck with his sword.” 
“Monsieur Palmer, your eye injury is serious. If this answer is an attempt at humor, then it
is a poor time to engage in such a jest.” 
“You asked what I remembered. I told you. I’m not in the habit of making jests with my
enemies.” 
“Monsieur Palmer, we are not your enemy. We are not at war.” A long moment passed
and then Berger asked, “What year do you believe it to be?” 
“The year of our Lord, 1356.” 
“Mon Dieu,” Cloutier said in the background. 
“From what the paramedics told us you said when they arrived, and your answer today, I
am convinced that you do believe this is 1356. Monsieur Palmer,” Berger covered Stephen’s hand
with his own. “The year is 2013.” 
Stephen checked his growing anger with their denials of the battle and war. He jerked his
hand from under Berger’s. 
“What is the point of these lies of yours? I am neither a fool nor mad. Why do you
persist?” 
“I am not a psychiatrist, but it is clear you’ve suffered some type of psychotic break.” 
“Psychotic break...what is this?” 
“Your reality is a delusion. Let me take the bandage from your eyes. Hopefully, the
surgery was a success. If so, perhaps seeing the truth of the world around you will help your
mental state.” 
Berger stood and stepped next to Stephen’s shoulder. “Nurse, assist me please. Sit up
Monsieur Palmer.” 
Stephen pushed the blanket that covered him down to the top of his thighs and then
scooted up straight. 
Cloutier’s body heat warmed his other shoulder. Scissors clicked near his ear. It seemed
to take forever for her to cut through the material. Stephen willed her to work faster. He’d see who imprisoned him and hear their explanation for all the lies. The year of our Lord 2013—bah. 
Cloutier moved away and Berger began to remove the bandage section by section. The
skin around his eyes tingled, followed by a sudden coolness as the last of the bandage was lifted. 
All was black. Black as a starless sky on a moonless night. No! He was not blind. He. 
Was. Not. Blind. He touched his fingers to the corners of his eyes. Maybe they’d put something
on his eyes while he slept. A device to make him believe he was blind. He couldn’t feel his
fingertips on the flesh around his eyes but felt his lashes on the pads. 
“Careful monsieur.” 
Stephen sensed the doctor’s hand come close. He twisted away and the doctor’s fingers
brushed his cheek. 
Then, damp warmth from his eyeball touched his fingertips. A shiver chased down his
spine at the thought he’d put a finger in his eye and not known it. 
“Monsieur—” Berger grabbed his hand and pulled it from his face. “You may touch your
face but not your eyeball.” 
“What have you done to me? I cannot feel my fingers on my face or eyes.” 
Monette answered. “The numbness is to be expected, as is the swelling. Your skin may
have a prickly sensation. This is from the surgery. Titanium micro-plates were inserted to stabilize your nose and sinuses. We were confident in our ability to repair the fractured area. 
Unfortunately, we could not be sure with the eye surgery due to the puncture wounds.” 

Micro-plates.  More jabber of no interest to him. 
“What do you see, monsieur?” It was Berger again. 
“Nothing. I see only darkness. Is this permanent?” The chirping metal chest peeped
faster. 
“I am afraid it might be, but let’s try one last test. I’m going to help you out of bed to a
chair.” Berger took one of Stephen’s arms and Monette the other. They led him a few steps then
turned him so the back of his knees touched the chair’s seat. “Sit.” 
A faint warmth touched his face but the absolute darkness remained. He reached out in
the direction the heat came from until his knuckles struck glass. This must be a fine prison for his captors to afford glass windows. Guy’s holding, Elysian Fields, had leaded windows. Guy had said the cost was enormous but worth it to keep out the cold. Stephen slid his hand up, down, and side to side. Strange, no leading held the panes in place. The window was warm though. 
“The sun is out,” he said. 
“Can you see the light from the sun at all?” Monette asked. 
Stephen shook his head. “No. I felt the sun’s warmth on the glass.” 
“No light perception,” Berger said. 
“What do you mean?” 
“I’m sorry, but it means the damage was irreparable. Your blindness is permanent.” 
Stephen swiveled to the left and patted the air, trying to get a fix on Berger’s exact
position. His palm found the doctor’s arm. Stephen wrapped his strong hand around Berger’s thin bicep. “Do another surgery.” 
“I am sorry, Monsieur Palmer, but there is nothing more I can do.” 
“What new hell is this place? For what purpose have you stolen my sight?” Stephen shot
up from the chair. He lunged forward in hopes to get his hands on Berger. 
Cloutier shouted for security as Berger clamped onto Stephen’s wrists. Stephen struggled
to pull his hands free and wrap them around the doctor’s neck. 
He didn’t care if the captors killed him in the process, but he would kill the man who
blinded him. 
“Bastard.” 
A thick forearm came around his neck like a vise. With the crook of the man’s arm
against Stephen’s throat, the man squeezed tight. Stephen fought for breath. He pulled at the
man’s arm with one hand and brought his elbow back hard into the man’s ribs. The man grunted
and squeezed tighter. Stephen’s legs buckled. The man stayed with him as he dropped, his chest
hard to Stephen’s back as he slipped to the floor. 
Chapter Six
“Oh,” Stephen groaned and took several deep breaths. He was sitting in the chair again. 
He couldn’t move his arms. Once more, they’d tied him with padded cuffs. 
“You test our patience with these outbursts Mr. Palmer,” Monette said. “Have another
and you’ll force us to relocate you to the Psych Ward, where you’ll be kept restrained at all
times.” 
He didn’t know what a psych ward was, but constant restraints meant chains. 
“If you swear to remain calm, we will release you.” It was Berger. 
“I’ll be calm.” 
He heard the soft slide of leather through buckles as Berger freed him. 
Stephen dabbed the puffed skin around his eyes with his fingertips. 
“Do not touch your eyes again, Mr. Palmer,” Berger warned. “They must heal.” 
“I won’t.” He stroked his cheeks. Strange, why was there only a tingle but no pain? For
them to insert the micro-plates they spoke of, they had to cut his face. 
“I don’t hurt. Why?” 
“We gave you a pain killer following the surgery and a sedative. Once that pain medication
wears off, we’ll give you Vicodin.” 
“What herbal potion is Vicodin? It’s not a plant I’ve heard of.” 
“It’s not a potion but a pill. You don’t have to take it if you don’t wish.” 
He had no fondness for pain and appreciated the lack of it he currently enjoyed, but he
needed his wits about him in this place. And, he’d like to know what a pill was but much was
different here and a pill was one more oddity. 
“You may not believe me, but I empathize with your distress and panic at losing your sight. 
I’m sending for a woman to keep company with you for a few days. Her name is Juliette. I think
you will find a friend in her,” Berger said. 
“Is she pretty?” 
“Does it matter?” 
Stephen gave a little laugh. His first laugh since the battle. “No...just curious.” 
#
Stephen sat in the chair by the window and inhaled deeply. Cloutier had opened it and a
gentle breeze that smelled of fresh grass blew inside. 
Cloutier had also spoken of a station  of some sort. He told her the bawd put something called a classical station on when she visited. 
“Bawd,” she repeated. “I don’t know this English word.” 
“I don’t know half of what you and the doctors say,” he said with a shrug. “Can’t say I
care anymore.” 
Cloutier repeated whatever the bawd did and music came from across the room. Then, 
she left. 
He explored the part of the room the music was the strongest and discovered it was
conjured up from the wall. He rubbed his hands over the area. The sound flowed out from behind
a mesh screen in the wall. His finger found a knob beneath the mesh. He jumped back as a slight tinkering produced a loud blast. What had he done? 
A nurse rushed into the room before he had a chance to tinker with the knob to lessen the
sound. “Such noise, Mr. Palmer, this is not acceptable. Do not toy with this again,” she scolded. 
The disturbing clamor wasn’t his fault. How could the touch of a button affect the noise
from the wall? “’Tis not my doing,” he said. 
She made no reply and left. 
He sat in the chair by the window, listening to the music. Hard to imagine but the music
today was lovelier than the station the bawd had chosen. Mystified by the...how would he
describe it? Grand sound...yes, grand sound, he listened intently. Many of the instruments were unique to him, but the way they came together was remarkable. He recognized the flutes and
drums, of course, and a variation of the trumpets he was familiar with. Coming to the front with power and then easing back were an indeterminate number of stringed instruments. They sounded
like a group of psalteries, only stronger, much stronger and with, perhaps the addition of citterns. 
What a wonder to the ear the music was .  How he’d love to create words to put to it and sing. He hummed the melody very softly to himself. 
Her scent preceded her as she stepped into the room. He stopped humming. 
“Hello, monsieur.” 
“You would be Juliette, I assume.” 
“I am,” she said. He heard a light tapping on the floor and then the dull thud of another
chair being placed next to his followed by two crisp snaps. 
“What broke?” 
“Nothing. I was folding my cane.” 
They’d sent a cripple to help the poor blind man. To what end? She was as damaged as
he. 
“I am Stephen Palmer. But you know that already.” 
“Yes.” 
“Why do they wish me to know you?” A blunt question but he wanted an explanation. 
“I suppose so I could share some of my experience and hard learned lessons with you.” 
“To be clear, I did not request this.” He flapped his hand back and forth in hopes the
dismissive gesture would get her to leave. “I don’t seek your shoulder upon which to weep. I am blind. It seems permanently. Although, I appreciate the offer, your feminine pity does not appeal to me.” 
“I’m glad you said that. It’s a proudful statement and pride leads to acceptance. 
Acceptance leads to healing and enjoying a productive, fruitful life.” 
Productive? Now? Hardly. 
“What would you know of such things when it comes to being struck blind?” he asked. 
“You are crippled but still see the world as you always have.” 
“I’m not crippled. They sent me because I too am blind.” 
Could he believe her? Probably. They think he can learn from her. Misplaced confidence
in his opinion. 

“ When I came in you were enjoying the music.” 
“I was.” 
“I heard you quietly humming. Nice job with Handel’s Allegro Deciso.” 
“Handel? Is he the creator of the music?” 
“Yes. Since you can carry a tune well, do you sing well too?” 
“I do. I know all the words to two songs Guy’s wife, Shakira, taught me. Guy is the baron
I serve.” During the nightmare of what had happened to him the last three days, he’d forgotten
about Guy. Surrounded like he was when Stephen last saw him, he had to have been dragged
from his mount. “Served,” he said, feeling the weight of the loss of a friend. “I think he’s dead.” 
“I’m sorry. You say ‘served’ but I take it he was your friend too, if his wife taught you
songs.” 
“Yes. He was a good fellow and a close mate.” He took a deep breath and let it out. “Do
you wish to hear the songs?” 
“Absolutely.” 
“The first is called Tusk.” The poor woman wouldn’t know what a tusk is having no
experience seeing an elephant, he thought. He’d seen one in the Royal Menagerie the previous
year. Hopefully, she’d have a basic understanding after he explained. 
“Being blind, you’ve never seen an elephant, but they have two curved horn-like features
growing out of their heads, their faces really. They grow in an upwards fashion.” He found her
forearm and bent it to demonstrate. 
“I’ve seen an elephant,” she said, as he lowered her arm. “Like you, I wasn’t always
blind. That’s one of the reasons the doctor asked for me. I know the things you know. I know
how the colors look. I know what various animals look like, how they’re shaped. I’ve seen the
sky, and the sea, and forests. I know how it feels to lose all that.” 
With every entity she listed, he envisioned it again in his mind: the green fields of England, 
Arthur with his feathered feet and thick mane and tail, a blue summer sky, the rough waters
between England and France. Maybe he’d be lucky and time wouldn’t erase those wonders from
his memory. 
“What is the second song?” she asked. 

“The Way You Look Tonight.” 
“Ooh, a romantic song. Did you sing it to a special lady?” 
“I sang it for all the ladies I left behind. They were very fond of the words and the way I
sang to them, of course.” He smiled for the second time since battle. 
“Sing them for me,” she said, leaning close enough for her hair to brush his cheek. It
smelled honey sweet. He raised his hand to stroke it as she sat back. 
“I was going to touch your hair. It has a pleasing smell.” 
She leaned in again, he could tell from the tiny amount of heat coming off her body. “My
shampoo is almond and honey scented.” She found his hand with hers and placed his on her head. 
“Shampoo, I don’t know what that is, but your hair feels so silky and clean.” 
The women on the farms they passed while on campaign kept their hair braided and wore
linen caps. Up close their hair was often oily with strands stuck together and worse, riddled with lice. He stopped stroking her hair at the thought of lice. He suffered from the problem on occasion but was free of the itchy creatures when he’d gone into battle. If Juliette had lice, he’d get them again. 
“Is something wrong? You stopped rather abruptly.” 
“Do you have lice?” He vigorously scratched his scalp thinking about the possibility. 
“No. I’ve never had them. Thank you for saying my hair feels silky. As you can tell, it’s
long and straight and baby fine. I can’t do much with it. Why did you ask about lice?” 
“As we traveled through different provinces, I noticed many of the ladies here had them. 
To be fair, many of our men-at-arms and most of the Welsh bowmen did too.” 
“I’d venture to say many of your women back home also had them. The problem’s not
uniquely French.” 

“ Touché,” he conceded in a light tone. “Does this ‘shampoo’ you speak of prevent
them?” 
“Not this particular shampoo, but there are medicated ones that get rid of lice.” 
He wrapped several locks of hair around the first two fingers of his hand and brought the
locks to his nose, finding the nutty scene now that she mentioned the almond. “Are you married?” 
“Yes.” 
“Is he blind too?” 
“No. Why do you ask?” 
“Curiosity.” Stephen released the locks of her hair and dropped his hand to his lap. “Were
you blind when he met you?” 
“Yes. Stephen, are you afraid a sighted person, perhaps a lady you might like in the future, 
will be put off by your blindness?” 
How could he not fear? How could he not fear his face scaring, not just ladies but
everyone who looked upon it? He’d felt the scars the sword wound left behind. He’d seen such
damage on the faces of old soldiers. 
“I’m not afraid of much. I’ve faced death more than once in battle.” 
“You didn’t answer the question.” 
“Shall I sing now?” 
She let out a long sigh. “Please do.” 
He opened with The Way You Look Tonight, which was his favorite of the two songs
Shakira taught him. He swayed as he sang, remembering how he moved from table to table, going
from lady to lady, reserving a few words for each lovely. 
“I enjoyed that very much. Impressive, since you sang a cappella,” she said after he
finished. 
“’A cappella?’” 
“Without music.” 
“I think you’ll find Tusk sounds better with music.” 
Afterward, he asked what she thought and she said she liked it. 
“But you’re right, it needs instruments to pump up the lyrics.” 
“’Pump up the lyrics.’ What an amusing expression.” 
“Would you like to go for a walk in the garden?” she asked. 
The idea of going outside troubled him. While alone in his room, he’d walked around and
mastered where each piece of furniture was placed. He had the bruises to show for it after a run-in with an open door and then banging his shin against the bed frame. The doctor ordered the
chest that chirped removed. No more bruised ribs from it, thank the saints. The pole with the bag was also gone. 
The open door led to a peculiar cold room with a basin and the oddest of pisspots made of
the same ceramic as the basin. The man who brought his food tray called it a bathroom. Together they went into the room. He ran Stephen’s hand over the most miraculous of spigots secured to
the basin, then put his fingers on a small, metal pedal and told him how to adjust water which
actually came out hot. And, he’d shown him where to stand in order to use the pisspot. 

Two steps and the sink is to your left. Then, one small step more, make one turn to

the left again, raise the seat— the man set his hand on an oval-shaped device and had him lift it. 

Aim straight and down and you’re good to go. 
“I need no instruction on how to piss. Not since I was a tyke,” he told the man. 
The man took no offense and then told him when he finished, he should always wash his
hands in the basin. 
“To what purpose?” 
“It cuts down on your risk of getting sick.” 
“Ah, with my ogre’s scarred face and sightless eyes, I wouldn’t want to catch a fever too. 
Now that would be awful.” 
“No, you don’t. A good sneeze can ruin the reconstructive work to your nose and
cheeks.” 
Stephen hadn’t considered that. Since then, he’d tried to remember to wash his hands. 
Juliette interrupted his thoughts. “You’ve gone very quiet. I suggested we walk in the
garden.” 
For all the strangeness of his now small world, at least he had learned it. The garden was
unseen treacherous ground for him to trip and fall, again and again, like a clumsy oaf. Clumsy oaf. 
Two words he’d never have associated with himself. 
“You hesitate, Stephen. Don’t. I’m here to show you that the world is still a place to be
enjoyed. You can have a full life.” 
Juliette stood and tugged him up by the hands. “There’ll be a robe and slippers in the
cupboard. I’ll hand them to you.” 
Hinges squeaked and a moment later she put a lightweight garment over his arm and he
heard the slippers drop at his feet. 
He fumbled trying to find the robe’s armholes but managed to get it on without help. The
slippers were a decent fit, which surprised him. 
“I wish I’d known about the robe sooner. This surcoat they gave me to wear is drafty in
the back, if you take my meaning.” 
“I do. Bum coverage is never good with those gowns.” 
Two snaps. Then, two more snaps. Another cane? He was blind not crippled. 
She placed the cane’s curved top into his palm. “This is a white cane. It tells others that
you are blind. It also helps you find a clear path so you can maneuver about without injury.” 
He slid his hand down to the floor. The cane was made of a lightweight metal, with two
joints where it folded, and had a round, cushioned tip at the bottom. 
“Are you ready for your first adventure?” she asked. 
“I don’t know that I’d call this endeavor an adventure. I suspect it will be more of a
misadventure,” he said in a humorous tone but with a bit of seriousness. 
“Which hand holds your cane?” she asked. 
“My right.” 
She looped her arm through his left. “Think of your cane as an extension of your arm. 
You’re reaching out and sweeping the area in front of you in a half circle motion, finding a clear path.” 
He did as she said and found the cane blocked on both his right and left but not directly in
front of him. The doorway .  He let her go first then stepped through and waited while she captured his arm again. 
They continued forward, their two canes making a soft rubbing sound as they went. After
they’d gone about fifteen strides by Stephen’s reckoning, the noise of talk and hustle and bustle grew loud. 
“Where are we now?” 
“At the edge of the nurse’s station.” 
‘Nurse’s station.’ No music came from this station, only 
 the chatter of feminine voices. 
“We’re almost to the door to the garden,” Juliette said and gave him a tug on the arm and
they changed directions. 
He jumped at the sudden whoosh and gust of fresh air. 
“It’s all right. You’re fine. The doors open automatically.” 
How convenient. Why didn’t King Edward have this nicety? 
Juliette took his elbow in a light clasp and led him into garden. A strong scent of roses
filled the air. Whatever other flowers that were planted, their fragrance stood no chance against the rose bed. 
“The hospital is known for their garden and wide variety of roses. Each has been chosen
for a different reason, some for color, some for shape, some for their scent and some for the size of their blooms.” 
Stephen ran his cane along what he suspected was a cobblestone path from the uneven
surface. With Juliette on his left, he tapped and found the path’s border on his right. 
“Sit.” Juliette knew the location of a bench and they sat quiet for a long time. 
He freed his mind of worries and relaxed. It felt good to be outside. He tipped his head, 
enjoying the sun on his face. Around him birds sang and he bent his ear to their individual songs. 
Where in the past, he’d never appreciated how each had a melody of his own, the singer in
Stephen appreciated it now. 
After a time, she asked, “Shall we walk more in the garden?” 
“I feel no need to do so.” Further meandering brought risk. “I like this spot.” 
He reached out in hopes a bush would be within arm’s length. First he found a stem laden
with thorns and then the blossom. “Am I permitted to pluck a flower?” 
“Not really.” 
He stood and tapped to find how high the path border was and then stepped over it to the
shrub. He cupped a bloom. How lush and soft it felt. 
“Do you happen to know what type of rose grows near the bench?” 
Juliette joined him. “One moment. She bent and then rose again. “It’s called a Brother

Cadfael.” 
“How do you know this?” 
“The tag has a Braille title.” 
“Braille?” 
“Braille is a form of written language for the blind.” 
“Who is Brother Cadfael?” 
“He’s a character in a mystery series.” 
“Strange someone would name a flower for a holy man.” He cupped the plump bloom
again. “This feels so soft and heavy with petals, almost like a peony. I imagine it’s beautiful.” 
“I imagine you’re right. Shall we go back to your room now?” 
“Yes. I’m hungry.” 
He stepped away from the rose bush without turning and testing his path with his cane. 
One moment he was on his feet, the next he was falling backwards, futilely wind-milling his arms in an effort to regain his balance. The scalloped stones of the border dug deep into the small of his back. His elbow slammed against the sharp edge of one. He’d have a mean bruise there
tomorrow and another painful one on his lower spine. New bruises to go with the ones on his
knees from when he fell days earlier. 
“Are you all right?” Juliette knelt next to him her hand on his chest. “Air rushed past me. 
When you groaned, I knew you fell.” She wrapped her hand around one of his to help him up. 
Stephen jerked his hand from hers. 
“What were your words,” he said and rolled onto his sore knees and pushed himself to his
feet. “The world is still a place you can enjoy.” He snorted. “Perhaps...if I am not made a cripple first.” He patted the ground, found his cane and left without waiting for Juliette. 
Chapter Seven
Gloucestershire, England
Alex had experienced the strangest changes and events nature can throw at a person. He
dealt with the tragic and the fantastic and found success and happiness. He believed himself
beyond surprise at anything. 
Then, he opened the morning paper. 
His eyes snapped up to where Shakira, his wife, was refilling her coffee cup. 
“You’re not going to believe this.” Alex laid the newspaper down on the table. 
“What?” 
“You’d better sit.” 
Shakira pulled out the chair next to him and sat. “What?” 
Alex turned the paper so she could read it and slid it in front of her. 
It didn’t take her long to react. “This has to be a coincidence,” she said, slightly wide-
eyed. “A really weird coincidence.” 
“As much as I’d like to agree with you, I’m afraid it is what it appears...Stephen has
somehow come through a time portal.” 
She continued reading. “The article says the man received a serious wound to the head. A
hospital spokesman says his story could be the result of the injury. It sounds like the patient is just delusional.” 
“You’re grasping at straws. Look at the facts. He’s in a hospital in the City of Poitiers, a
short ambulance ride from what was the battlefield. An expert from the Musee de l’Armee
confirmed when found he was wearing authentic armor from the period.” Alex pointed. “Keep reading.” 
Shakira skimmed through the rest of the story. “My god, he mentions Baron Guiscard,” 
she said in a breathy voice, looking up and more than slightly wide-eyed now. 
“Even if he was a master history buff and re-enactor, there’s nothing written about Baron
Guiscard. There’s only a minor notation by the prince’s campaign chronicler of the baron being
killed in battle. Someone other than Stephen wouldn’t know of the man.” 
“You told me Stephen was killed at Poitiers. You were certain of his death. How did he
escape his fate?” 
Alex shook his head. A year earlier he and Shakira had been caught in a freak lightning
storm that triggered a portal and threw them back in time. How the combination of the lightning and the granite outcropping formed a portal, a tear in time, he had no idea. The shocking trip
almost cost him his life. Once they’d returned to this century, they never went near the spot again. 
He’d happily donated that portion of his land to the renowned astrophysicist, Dr. Oliver Gordon. 
From what Alex overheard in the local pub, the appreciative scientist ran every sort of time-travel experiment. 
The question was: if the Stephen Palmer mentioned in the newspaper was, Stephen
Palmer, the knight he knew centuries ago, how did he survive the battle to get caught in a time warp in France? Had it been because of Alex’s warning? And what triggered this portal? There
was no freak storm that day at Poitiers. 
“This Stephen is blind,” Shakira continued. “Do you think he was only injured in the battle
and left for dead? Maybe that’s why you believed him killed at the time.” 
“You know I had ways to be certain. For him to have escaped death, he had to escape the
battlefield.” 
“We need to do something. Help him.” 
“I know. I’ll get hold of Ian. The two of us will go to France and see if we can get
Stephen released.” 
“Will they release him to a non-relative?” 
“The hospital is asking for help in identifying who he really is. I imagine they’ll be grateful to be rid of him.” 
“How will you explain the authentic armor, which I’m sure the French museum wants?” 
The easiest way to handle that situation, as far as Alex could see, was to not fight over the
armor. Any effort to regain possession would generate too many questions about the origin. 
“Let them have it. We tell them his wealthy family here has tried to keep his mental
condition quiet and will gladly gift the armor to the museum in exchange for their silence regarding the source.” 
“That sounds rather gothic novel-ish...a toffee-nosed family hiding their wacky relatives in
the attic.” 
“Like that hasn’t been done a thousand times.” 
She handed the paper back to Alex. “After you bring him back, then what?” 
“We convince him of the truth and hope he keeps his sanity. One more thing, Miranda’s
been with the History Channel a long time, see if she knows someone who can assist Stephen.” 
“Assist how?” 
“He has almost seven-hundred years of history, science and everything else to catch up
on. We need to find a tutor. We’ll leave that to you and Miranda.” 
In a familiar open-handed sign of impatience, Shakira asked, “What are we supposed to
tell him or her? We’d appreciate it if you don’t Tweet this, but we’ve a friend who’s here from the real Medieval Times and can’t get back.” 
“You clever ladies will think of something. I’ve got to call Ian and get going.” 
#
Esme pulled up to the house wondering if she had the right place. The plaque by the front
door of a swan playing a guitar above their name confirmed it was Shakira and Alex’s home. The
size surprised Esme. The Lancasters were quite well off financially. She expected a large manor house, not a humble crofter’s style cottage. 
Miranda greeted her at the door. “I haven’t seen you in months. How are you?” she
asked, stepping aside. 
“All right. Finding a full time job has been difficult. You’d think with my education, I’d
have found a position by now.” 
“The economy is terrible everywhere. Bad as it is, I thought for sure the channel would
hire you after your internship,” Miranda replied. 
“I did too. It really knocked me for six when they didn’t.” 
“Please sit.” Miranda indicated a spot next to her friend on the sofa. “You remember
Shakira? She joined me for lunch several times while you were working at the station.” 
“Yes.” Esme extended her hand. “It’s nice seeing you again.” 
Shakira shook her hand and said, “Same here. Speaking of lunch, have you eaten?” 
“Yes.” 
“Coffee then?” 
“No thanks. Your call intrigued me. Not just because you’re offering me a job but your
description of the man I’m tutoring. He has  special issues. Like what?” She looked to Miranda then Shakira and back for an answer as she sat. 
“Glass of wine, perhaps?” Shakira asked and stood. 
Esme’s mind raced with the possible issues the man might have that required wine to
soften the telling. An odd duck in one of her university classes referred to himself in the third person all the time. No problem. She could handle that sort of weirdness. Nor is it wine-worthy. 
The issue had to be something else. Maybe he suffered from an off-the-wall phobia, like fear of clouds. It’d be a pain dealing with something like that but she’d make it work. That wasn’t wine-worthy either. A horrible scenario occurred to her. What if he was into mimes or clowns? What if he got done up like that a lot. Ugh. Clowns and mimes creeped her out and Miranda knew it. That was wine worthy. “A Medoc sounds good, if you have it.” 
While Shakira was in the kitchen pouring the wine, Esme prodded Miranda. “Truthfully, 
how weird is this guy?” 
“I don’t know him. Shakira does. To be accurate, she knows him from before his trouble
started. She speaks highly of him. Alex and Ian know him well, especially Alex.” 
The vague answer didn’t relieve Esme’s worries an iota. In fact, it stirred up new ones. 
What trouble? What issues? Whatever they were, did she dare turn down a job, especially one
that paid as well as the Lancasters generous offer? 
Shakira returned with three glasses of wine. 
“To answer your question, he isn’t weird in a dangerous way. We wouldn’t put you in that
situation,” Shakira said. 
“I didn’t think that, but before we go any further, I need his issues defined, no glossing,” 
Esme said and took a sip of the fine Medoc. 
“He’s suffered a head injury and...” Shakira hesitated, “And had a psychotic break—” 
Esme choked as wine went down the wrong way. After a short coughing fit she set her
glass on the table and managed, “Whoa. Whoa. Whoa. Haven’t either of you seen that American
TV show, Criminal Minds? Every one of those crazy serial killers has had some kind of
psychotic break.” 
“That probably wasn’t the best term to use,” Miranda added quickly. “It’s the term the
French hospital he’s a patient at used. He’s delusional but not violent.” 
Shakira jumped in. “No. He’s a sweetheart.” 
She and Miranda were waving their hands in a no-no you’ve got it wrong gesture. 
Esme thoughts were on the paycheck she might be waving goodbye to. “Sweetheart, meat
heart, delusional how?” 
“He believes he’s a medieval knight...as in Age of Chivalry. He’s honorable, courteous
and charming with ladies,” Miranda said. 
“You said you didn’t know him.” 
“I don’t. I was just, you know, bundling all the stuff we think of when we talk about
chivalry.” 
“I can attest to what Miranda said.” Shakira went on, “Women adore him. Alex can tell
you about his unquestionable loyalty as a friend.” 
More at ease after hearing the medieval knight part, Esme calmed down. “Why a knight? 
Why not a gladiator, or a Viking? Do you know?” She looked from Shakira to Miranda and back. 
And they exchanged a look between them like each hoped the other could explain. 
Miranda answered, “He was a history buff and medieval period fascinated him. Our best
guess is he’s chosen an era that’s comfortable for him, a timeframe he identifies with on some
level.” 
“What do you want me to do with him as a tutor? He needs a therapist to help him return
to reality.” 
“We’re only going to deal with his current reality, which is he’s a knight living in our world. 
You’re to teach him the important events that occurred since the late thirteen hundreds,” Miranda said. 
“Why?” The word barely left Esme’s lips when the possibility she was talking herself out
of a job popped into her head. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m not questioning your decision for me to work with him. I trying to understand the goal,” she rushed to add. 
“Ah...” Miranda shot Shakira a questioning look. 
“Think of this as more of a re-education rather than a traditional tutoring job. We hope as
you bring him closer and closer to the modern world, the familiarity will help with the psychotic break,” Shakira said. 
The challenge involved interested Esme. She sipped her wine and considered how she’d
go about teaching someone so many things. Her marks at university were superior. She was
perfectly capable of teaching him what he needed to know, as long as the sciences were kept to
the basics. 
“Is he going to dress in medieval clothing? Because, if he is, then he’ll expect me too, and
I don’t have those kinds of costumes.” 
“No, he’ll dress normally. There is one other thing you should know.” 
“Yes...” Esme drew out the word suspicious of what tidbit Shakira would drop on her
now. 
“He’s blind from the injury as well. He’ll be struggling to adjust. If you feel it’s too much
to cope with, we understand.” 
Heartfelt sympathy for the poor man filled her. The unfortunate man awoke from his
injury to a black, unfamiliar world. “No worries. How traumatic for him. Will he be learning
Braille?” 
“Yes, and if you’re amenable, would you arrange for a Braille instructor?” Miranda asked. 
“Consider it done. I’d like to study it along with him. I think learning together is good. It’s good for his pride. Hopefully, as a result, my position as tutor is less awkward.” 
“I agree. I like your attitude,” Shakira said with a smile. 
“All this talk about the man and I still don’t know his name.” 
“It’s Stephen Palmer. If you’re available tonight, we’d like you to meet him over dinner,” 
Miranda said, “rather than starting off tomorrow as strangers.” 
A man who believes he’s a medieval knight. Even if she had plans, she’d cancel them. 
Curiosity wouldn’t let her put off meeting him. “Tell me where and when and I’ll be there,” Esme said. 
Chapter Eight
Poitiers, France
Alex and Ian waited in the doctor’s lounge while Monette finished with the last of the
emergency room patients. As Alex had predicted, Monette and the hospital administrator were
relieved they’d come for Stephen. The promise of a substantial donation to the favorite charity of Minister Tomlinson, Alex’s local MP, helped grease the way for them. Harrow called Deputy
Favreau, his equal in the French Parliament. Favreau contacted the hospital administration and
requested they co-operate and not worry about English paperwork. 
“Thank you for your patience,” Monette said and sat on the sofa across from them. He
rifled through the discharge paperwork, signed the last page, and handed the forms to Alex. Then he removed a small envelope from Stephen’s file. “This is a receipt from the Musee de l’Armee
representative for Mr. Palmer’s armor.” The doctor leaned forward. “I wish you luck with him, 
gentlemen. He’s an annoyingly arrogant man with sneaky rat eyes.” 
“Good to know. Can we see Mr. Palmer now?” Alex asked. 
“In a moment, but first I want to make certain you understand his mental state. We’ve
tested him. There’s no brain damage. We don’t know who inflicted the injury to him. He claims it was a French knight. Clearly, the attack has triggered a psychotic break, from which he may
never recover.” 
“We understand.” Alex folded the paperwork and tucked it into his inside coat pocket. 
“I have a question,” Ian said. 
Monette gestured for him to continue. 
“Where exactly in that field did they find him, if you know?” 
“I was not there, but I am told he was lying in the grass a few meters behind the sign
commemorating the battle. Shall we?” 
The doctor led them to a room past ICU and near the nurse’s station. He stopped in the
corridor just outside the closed door. 
“I’m afraid the musee representative took all of the garments Mr. Palmer wore when
found. The expert seemed as interested in the cloth pieces as the armor. My staff went through a stack of clothing left behind by previous patients so he’d have something other than the hospital gown and robe to wear. Nothing fits properly, but it is the best they could do.” 
“Thank you, I’m sure he appreciates the effort,” Alex said. 
“Good day and good luck,” Monette said and walked away. 
Ian looked at Alex. “I won’t sound like the man he remembers. I think it’s best if I stay
quiet until we get him out of here and the way home.” 
“I sound different too. I don’t know how or where to start to explain what’s happened.” 
Alex took a deep breath and blew it out, then opened the door. 
Stephen sat in front of the window, enjoying the sun on his face and the classic music
Cloutier made happen from the mysterious station. He turned at the sound of the door opening. 
“Who is it?” That morning the bawd who offered to bathe him two days earlier brought
him a tasty cake, flaky and filled with crème. A pastry she called it. He hoped it was her again with another cake. 
“Hello, Stephen. It’s Guy and Basil.” 
He straightened. What new trick of his captors was this? Had his blindness not pleased
them enough? “You’re not Guy. I know his voice as well as my own.” He’d test the impostors
and show them he wasn’t the dolt they thought him. “If you are who you say you are, then you
will know the answers. What is the name of your favorite destrier?” 
“Thor,” the one calling himself Guy said. 
He expected that one question to foil their plan. The odds of the man guessing the right
name were beyond measure. “When did we last see one another?” 
“We fought together at Poitiers. You were a knight in my service.” 
Information Monette might’ve told the man. Stephen considered his next question and
couldn’t imagine the French had any knowledge of Guy’s family. He needed to ask more personal
questions. “Tell me of your family?” 
“At the time of the battle, my father was dead. My mother lived with the holy sisters at
Hailes Abbey. I had a sister Madeline and a nephew, Geoffrey.” 
How could the man know such details? If Stephen hadn’t heard the difference in this
man’s voice, he’d surely believe him to be the true Guy. But the true Guy lay in the ground for hundreds of years now. 
Stephen posed the toughest test question. None other than he and Guy, the real Guy, knew
the answer. “You gave me a warning before we sailed. What was it?” 
“Beware the black panther in a sea of orange,” the man said, then added, “You were
flirting with a servant girl on the stairs at Elysian Fields.” 
“God’s blood, it is you.” Excited, he said, “You say Basil is with you.” 
“I’m here.” 
Wariness tempered Stephen’s excitement hearing the other man’s voice...a voice that
bore little bearing to Basil’s with his Midland rhythm. He’d test this man as well. He turned his head slightly toward the place this Basil spoke from. “What of your family?” 
“My father and mother were dead when we went to France. I had a younger brother, 
Grevill.” 
“What was your Coat of Arms?” 
“A leopard rampant on a bronze field.” 
“What was your destrier’s name?” 
“Saladin.” 
“Whose column did you ride in?” 
“Same as yours and Guy’s, Edward of Woodstock’s, the Black Prince.” 
Relief filled Stephen. Guy and Basil were here. That made the year 1356. He’d been right
not to trust his captors. They’d claimed almost seven hundred years had passed. The liars told him the year was 2013. He knew not to believe such absurdity. Taking him for a fool, they’d filled his room with oddities to convince him. 
Cane in hand, he stood, put a hand out, found Guy’s chest and embraced him. “I thought
you dead. I saw their men-at-arms drag you from your horse. And Basil...” He gave him a quick
embrace. “I cannot believe you survived. I saw you trapped under your mount at the mercy of an
enemy knight. How is it you live?” 
“It’s a most unusual story. We’ll explain everything on the way home,” Alex told him. 
“Home?” The possibility of returning to England never occurred to Stephen. He expected
if his captors ever set him free, he’d live a beggar’s life in the enemy countryside. Guy must’ve paid a huge ransom for the French to release him as well as himself. 
“I thought never to see home again.” He gave a grunt of bitter humor at his sadly correct
choice of words. He might stand on English soil, but he’d never see home again. 
“What is this place where they’ve kept us imprisoned?” he asked, hoping Guy or Basil
could offer some explanation for the strange things he’d experienced since he became a prisoner. 
“You’re not a captive of the French. This is a hospital. You were brought here to treat
your wounds. Nothing more.” 
“They told me when I woke from a dreamless sleep that this was a hospital. I thought of
St. Giles, but this is nothing like what I heard about St. Giles.” 
“It is a hospital, totally different but a good place.” 
Stephen begrudgingly agreed in part. He’d eaten well, his bed was the most comfortable
he’d slept on, the folks he’d spoken with were kind. He didn’t trust the doctors though, not about his lost eyesight. 
“The one who calls himself Monette, I believe he is truly a surgeon. The one called
Berger; I suspect he is no surgeon but a necromancer. Did they tell you I am blind?” 
“Yes.” 
“Berger did this to me.” 
“He didn’t. He’s not a sorcerer,” Guy said. 
“You’re certain?” 
“Yes.” 
Maybe Guy was guessing. Maybe they’d taken his sight too and convinced him otherwise. 
“How badly injured are you?” Stephen asked. 
“I’m not.” 
“You are in good health?” 
“Yes.” 

Not injured.  Resentment welled inside him. Guy had somehow known about the knight, 

beware the black cat on a field of
orange, he said. The warning was meant to help a friend, but Stephen couldn’t keep the bitterness at bay. If Guy hadn’t warned him, left him to his fate, then he would’ve died in all likelihood. And in his heart, he wished that had been the outcome. His life was forever changed, while Guy was as he had always been. 
Stephen took a moment to collect himself and not let his anger taint the conversation. 
“They tell me it is permanent, my blindness. But you remain unharmed. How is that?” 
“It is part of the same strange and long story Basil and I will relate on the trip home. 
“A man who said he was from a musee, whatever that is, stole my things. I want my
sword returned to me. He can have the armor, my surcoat and chausses as well, but not my
sword.” 
“We have his contact information. We’ll get your sword. If you’re ready, we’ll go.” 
Stephen pushed the anger from his thoughts. His friends had come and he was leaving this
strange place at last. 
“I’m ready. There’s nothing for me here.” As he reached for his cane, he wondered how
much there was for him at home. 
#
In the corridor, Guy took him by the elbow. 
“I appreciate your attempt to assist me, but let go—please. I am capable of walking the
hall.” Stephen worked the cane the way Juliette had instructed, side to side, while Guy and Basil walked behind him. Past the nurse’s station, he stopped and waited for the whoosh of the
impressive doors that opened without touch. 
“Our king should have these,” he said and stepped through. 
He’d gone four strides when Guy warned, “Watch out, there are stairs directly in front of
you,” and grabbed him by the arm. 
“Don’t.” Stephen tore from the grasp. “I must learn to do things on my own. He used his
cane to feel the depth of the rise and then took a tentative step forward. He found his way to the flat path without incident. 
“Stop. This is a dangerous spot. You have to let us help you now,” Guy said. Stephen
sensed they flanked him. 
A carriage of some kind went by in front of him at a speed no carriage he knew of could
travel. Nor was there the clatter of hooves or grinding of wheels. He’d witnessed carts and
carriages with runaway horses rushing down a road. Never were they so fast as to generate a
wind like the one that blew over him. He’d jerked back and shamefully gasped like a woman. The
carriage fouled the air in its wake. It didn’t stink as bad a tanner’s shop, but it left the air smelling sour and heavy. 
“What manner of carriage passed?” he asked. 
“Stephen, do you remember how you got to the hospital?” Guy asked. 
“I fell into one of several dreamless sleeps I experienced these past days. I have no
recollection of the journey.” 
“A special steel carriage brought you from the field to the hospital. Another type of steel
carriage like the one we’ll ride in just drove past. The unfamiliar ride may disturb you. You must trust us when we say you are safe.” 
He didn’t like the sound of the last. 
“Ah good, the limo driver saw us,” Guy added. 
A moment later, there was the crunch of grit on the ground. Stephen sensed the presence
of a large carriage in front of him. Something...a door...opened and slammed shut. If it was a
door, it didn’t sound wooden. No thud. It too, must be steel. 
“Monsieur Lancaster, Monsieur Cherlein,” a new voice said and the opening sound
repeated. 
Guy urged him forward a couple of steps, then placed a hand on Stephen’s head and
started to press down. 
Stephen pushed his hand away. “What are you doing?” 
“You need to duck or you’ll bump your head on the doorframe. 
“Show me the top and I can handle the rest,” he said, folding his cane, he lifted his free
hand. Guy took it and pressed it to a hard metal lintel. Stephen dipped his head enough to clear the entry. 
Guy took the cane from him and instructed him to raise his foot knee height and over to
the left until he found the edge of the carriage floor. When Stephen did, he told him to bend as though sitting on a chair and he’d guide him to the right spot. 
“Slide to your left,” Guy said. 
Stephen tested with his hand how far he could move. Soft leather, like deerskin, covered a
sturdy but comfortable bench. He slid until his left hip and leg hit a solid surface. Guy and Basil climbed in after him. 
Stephen settled into the seat prepared to be jostled as they rode over a rough road. 
“Why did the servant call you both by strange names?” he asked after the odd sounding
door closed. 
“Those are the names we use now. Do you want to explain?” Basil asked. 
Stephen followed the direction of the voice and knew he asked the question of Guy, who’d
chosen a seat diagonal to him. 
“I think its best,” Guy said. “Stephen, the doctor told us you refused to believe the year is
2013. This is a shock to you...” He leaned closer as he spoke, close enough for the warmth of his breath to be felt. “But it is.” 
Stephen reared back. To hear Guy confirm what the French surgeon said struck like a
lance blow to the chest. Had he been hit with a real lance he’d know how to react. He’d defend, or attack, or evade. For this, he knew no response. 
“No, this cannot be.” 
“I swear to you on my honor as a knight.” 
“You’re telling me I’ve come hundreds of years in time?” 
“Yes.” 
At a loss for words, he tried to understand how such a thing might happen. Guy and Basil
were friends he trusted completely. Never for a moment did he think they’d lie about such a
serious matter, not even in jest. 
Nothing made sense. But then, since the day they’d found him in the field, nothing was
normal in his life. 
“How is it you both are here, in this time with me?” 
“Do you believe in fate?” Guy asked. 
“I used to. I don’t know what to believe now.” 
“You were right to think me dead. Dragged from my horse, the enemy blades...well, you
can imagine.” 
Alarm seized Stephen. He didn’t fear death, but he feared the prospect of facing eternity
condemned to walk the earth between the real world and the afterlife he hoped existed. 
“You are a ghost.” 
Before Guy answered, the bellow of a massive beast came from the front of the carriage. 
“Merciful God, what animal rides with us?” 
“It’s not an animal. Don’t worry about the source of the noise. We’re quite safe. To
answer your question, I’m not a ghost now, but I once was. Basil too.” 
Ghosts once but no more? Only in stories did a man or woman come from the shadow
world into the world of the living again. “What happened?” 
“When we charged the French knights, Saladin took an ax blow to the chest and went
down. You saw me trapped. Guy tried to reach me. As you know, he was killed in the attempt.” 
“That’s how I wound up a ghost,” Guy added. “Basil was destined to die that day, not me, 
but my fate became entwined with his.” 
“Why did you not leave this earth?” Stephen asked Basil. 
“That’s a bit of a story. Leave it for another day.” 
“I must know, how can you be alive?” 
“Five plus years ago we were given another chance at life,” Guy said. 
“This name you go by, Alex Lancaster is your second chance.” 
“Yes.” 
“And, Ian Cherlein is yours?” 
“Yes.” 
“This is why you’ve different voices?” 
“Yes,” Alex said. 
Stephen believed and disbelieved many things during his life. One belief he never thought
carried an ounce of truth was the existence of miracles, having never seen anything close to one. 
That’s not to say he hadn’t seen some very unusual occurrences. He’d never forget the day the
stone outcropping took Guy’s wife, Shakira. The sight of her disappearing was forever marked in his memory but he didn’t believe it a miracle. At the time, he had suspected witchery. 
Guy and Basil given second lives was a miracle. How might that bode for him? 
“You live. You breathe here as new men in a new world. In this world that grants you so
much, can I regain my sight?” 
“We’ll consult the best experts, of course, but a cure might not be possible. It’s unlikely,” 
Guy told him. 
Stephen sagged against the cushioned corner. Living miracles surrounded him, yet none
bringing the miracle of sight touched him. 
Chapter Nine
At the airport Alex offered Stephen a hand to help him from the iron carriage. “No thank
you,” Stephen said and climbed out, clumsily but without a problem. 
They passed through a structure with automatic doors like at the hospital and outside to an
area where Alex said a private jet awaited . 
Stephen sensed the openness of the area around them. “This is the tarmac you mentioned, 
yes? The curious whirring and deep-throated rumble are the other planes?” 
“Yes,” Alex said. 
On the journey from the hospital, Alex warned him he’d hear what might sound like the
roar of a huge beast. He said not to worry. Stephen was fine with that. A reprieve from troubling thoughts, however small, was welcome. The last few days, he’d filled long hours worrying over
his future. 
They walked slow while he searched a clear path with his cane. 
“This next part will be a joy to explain,” Ian said to Alex, Stephen assumed, in a tone he’d
often heard Basil use when mocking the men he thought buffoons. 
“You do realize I can still hear?” 
“Sorry.” 
“Trust me, it is no joy to hear the accounts you’ve given me. France no longer has a
monarch and we are now allies. We have a queen instead of a king.” A questionable turn of
events. “A woman on the throne...but you say she has limited power. ‘Tis best.” 
He had to admit much of what they told him was good. “I like two of your wonders. The
roads you call paved that you claim are commonplace for smooth travel. Most pleasant. And, the carriage we rode in which moves at a speed I cannot begin to fathom. I always favored a speedy
mount.” 
“The carriage is called a car,” Ian said. 
Stephen didn’t think the difference important. He stopped, knelt on one knee and ran his
hand over the tarmac. “The ground is so even, I suspected we walked on paving,” he said and
stood. “Why is it warm?” 
“Paving is made of different material. This is asphalt, which warms on sunny days,” Alex
said as they continued to the private jet. 
“Basil, care to broach the subject that will be a ‘joy to explain’? You pricked my
curiosity.” Stephen’s cane struck a solid object in front of him. He tapped up and down and side to side. “Steps. High ones by the feel of the rise.” 
“Yes, but there aren’t many. By the way, it’s best to call me Ian. At the top of the stairs, a
woman will assist you to your seat.” 
“Is this assistance for me alone or does she assist you also?” Stephen started up. 
Alex climbed the stairs behind him. “She’s called a flight attendant and is there to serve all
of us in a variety of ways. She brings drinks, or food, or to help with other requests.” 
“To serve us in a variety of ways with requests-” He twisted and over his shoulder
wiggled his brows. “She sounds delightful.” 
“I imagine she is but not in the way you hope.” 
“Pity.” 
“Good day, gentlemen.” With a light palm to his forearm, the flight attendant led Stephen
to a seat. He bumped a wall with his elbow and then felt along the surface wondering about the
material. Smooth and cool to the touch, it wasn’t like the walls in the hospital. 
“Please let me know if you require anything before we take-off.” 
“Madam—or is it mademoiselle, I’m told you can bring food and drink. I’d love some of
both,” Stephen said and smiled up in the direction of her voice. 
“It’s Karen. What would you like? I have an excellent ploughman’s lunch tray, or I can
make you an omelet, or a juicy cheeseburger. Would you like coffee, tea, beer, soda? I also have an excellent selection of liquors, if you prefer.” 
Stephen turned to Alex who’d taken the seat beside him. “I don’t know what tea or soda
is. They gave me coffee in the hospital. Bitter stuff at first, but it got better by the third day, or I got used to it, not sure which.” He tipped his head toward where he believed Karen stood waiting. 
“I’ll have a beer, milady. I am certain of its taste.” 
He had no idea what the food dishes she spoke of were, but he was hungry. “I don’t know
any of these foodstuffs she mentioned. What do you suggest?” he whispered to Alex. 
“Omelet is French for eggs with bits of this and that tossed inside and folded over. You’ve
eaten eggs like that a hundred times. Try the cheeseburger. It’s minced beef meat with cheese
piled on top. They’re pretty tasty if done right.” 
“Milady Karen, I’ll have the burger. If it’s all right, don’t be sparing with the cheese. And, 
I’ll have the largest tankard of beer you have.” 
“What kind?” 
“Kind?” 
“Brand. What brand do you prefer?” 
“Bring him a Guinness,” Ian injected. “I’d like a Johnnie Walker Blue on the rocks.” 
“Make that two,” Alex said. 
“I’ll bring your drinks right away. The cheeseburger I’ll prepare after we’re in flight.” 
“I’ll take the beer and my food now, if you please, milady.” 
When he heard her step away, Stephen turned to Alex. “What does she mean ‘after
we’re in flight?’” 
“First, there are rules that require her to be strapped into a seat when we take-off. She
can’t be in the galley cooking.” 
“I still get the beer though?” 
“Yes. As to what she means by ‘in flight,’ we’re traveling in a plane. Picture a huge, steel
bird the size of the barracks that flies at a speed a hundred times faster than the car we rode in here.” 
“Wonders seem to abound here.” 
“That they do,” Alex confirmed. 
“Like Karen, the three of us need to be belted to our seats. You’ll find the receiver and
locking piece on each side of you,” Ian added. 
Stephen found the two belt pieces and linked them with ease. “Do we ride in the belly of
this bird?” 
Alex chuckled. “More like the butt of the beast. Don’t be frightened or worried. We’ll be
fine.” 
Afraid? Since leaving the hospital, only the thought of existing as a ghost had alarmed him. 
“I’m not the least afraid. I’m baffled that men have created such marvels since my time...our
time.” 
“The vast majority of them have come to us in the last two-hundred years.” 
“Your drinks,” Karen said. 
A gentle rustle from her clothing and a hint of floral perfume drifted over to Stephen as
she leaned in and set the drinks onto the table. The combination tempted him to reach out and run his hand along her arm. He imagined her with fair hair, sun kissed to the palest of yellows, and large blue eyes, blue as the morning glories that grew wild in the shire. His Karen had a blush to her cheeks, full lips and a dimple in her chin. Plump as ripe pears, her breasts fit perfect in his palm. In the vision, she wore red silk, the fiery color bright against her pale body. 
The slide of silk on a woman’s skin always made his blood rush. He’d often brought a
length of silk to a lady he favored just to watch her toy with it, dragging and draping it across her naked flesh. The lusty memory sent his blood rushing this time too. He shifted to a more
comfortable position and turned his attention to his newly arrived drink. 
Something clinked inside Alex and Ian’s glasses when she placed them onto the table. Ian
and Alex both asked for their drinks on the rocks. Surely they didn’t require real rocks, or did they? To what purpose? 
“Are there truly rocks in your drink?” he asked and carefully patted the table feeling for
his beer. 
“No. When you ask for a drink on the rocks it means with only ice,” Alex said. 
The day was warm and the air around them comfortable. How did Karen manage to
preserve chips of ice? 
Then the plane roared to life and they began rolling forward. They bounced as they
traveled on this paving. 
“Here,” Alex touched the cold beer to his fingers. 
Stephen wrapped his hand around a tall, smooth cup. Glass. He’d never drank beer from a
glass cup, only tin and pewter. He clasped the glass and cradled it protectively to his chest so it couldn’t dance off the table and spill. 
He brought the cup to his lips. The beer smelled different than the ales and beers he’d
drank in the past. In the past. Words he was yet unused to. 
He took a swallow. The froth on the top was denser than the foam on the beer he was
familiar with. The Guinness tasted on the bitter side but not as much as coffee. 
“Ah, it’s been an age since I enjoyed a beer.” He took another swallow. The liquid felt
thick on his tongue and had a sweet scent similar to caramel. He’d only had caramel once, in
London. As he recalled, it had a quality that left an after taste like the Guinness. No matter. 
Nothing much here smelled or tasted the same. 
Before he could take another swallow, the Hand of God pressed him to the back of the
seat. The plane no longer bounced or bumped, but soared. He knew without asking they were in
the air. 
“Do you ride this metal bird often?” 
“Not often, a few times a year when Shakira and I want to get away.” 
“Shakira—your lady wife is returned to you?” 
“Yes.” 
Her unexpected presence here, in this time, gave him second thoughts, serious misgivings
about how he judged her. Where he’d once thought she practiced the black arts, with what he
learned from Alex and Ian, he had to reconsider. Perhaps he was wrong. 
“When Simon and I saw her disappear...did what happen to me, happen to her? Was she
torn through time that day at the outcropping like I was at Poitiers?” 
“Yes, we both were. I was happily leading my life in this time when she and I were caught
in some kind of time portal. I can’t tell you more because I don’t know myself how the portal
worked.” 
“But you found your way back. Do you think I can return to my time?” 
“I don’t know. If it’s possible, why would you want to? Think what awaits you on the
battlefield.” 
Nothing good. “I imagine a battlefield scavenger would steal my helm, and in doing so, 
embed the bone and metal splinters too far for me to survive.” Mentally, he revisited the notion that death might’ve been a greater kindness than facing an unknown future in a dark world. 
He refused to dwell on what no one could change. “And you Ian, do you ride like this
often?” Stephen asked. 
“Miranda and I fly to America regularly. Our work requires us to meet with show’s
producers,” Ian said. “You needn’t be concerned if the sensation bothers you.” 
“Concerned? I’m not in the least. I’m having a merry time. I’m flying, how can I not be
merry? The only other times I’ve taken flight were downward, when I’ve fallen from my horse.” 
He gulped down several more swallows of beer. “Ian, you said you fly to America with Miranda, 
who I assume is your wife. Where or what is this America?” 
“It’s a very powerful country and part of the New World.” 
“There’s a newer world than this?” 
“You’ll learn about it soon. Shakira called before we reached the hospital. She and
Miranda hired a tutor for you.” 
“That was fast,” Ian said. 
“Miranda knew her. She interned as a research assistant at the station,” Alex explained. 
“Tutor? What is she to do?” Stephen asked. 
“She’ll teach you about major events and changes the world has gone through since
Poitiers.” 
Talk of the tutor sobered his merriment and reminded him of all he didn’t know. He may
be ignorant, but he refused to be a burden. 
“Guy...sorry...Alex, I understand I need to learn in order to function. I appreciate your
generosity in hiring a tutor. Obviously, I cannot serve you the way I once did. But, I will repay you.” 
“Stephen, the tutor isn’t charity. 
There was nothing else to call it. “Yes, it is.” 
Chapter Ten
“Are we in Gloucestershire yet?” Stephen asked, enjoying the wind on his face. At his
request, Alex had rolled the car window down for him from the driver’s side. He called this car a Range Rover. It rode higher than the French limo but just as nice. 
“Yes, we’re not far from my place.” 
“I thought as much. It’s the air. It’s crisper, fresher and sweet from all the orchards.” 
Home. He pictured the countryside in his mind and thought of things he loved about fall in
Gloucestershire: the leafy trees dotting the green hills with their first hint of autumn orange, the trickling streams, and the wild roses that climbed the stone walls and spilled over fences. 
“We’re here,” Alex said as the car came to a stop. 
This time neither Alex, nor Ian, offered to help Stephen out. There was still a bit of
clumsiness on his part but he did fine. He allowed Alex to guide him by the elbow around the car and towards the entry door. 
Alex released his arm and moved to his right. “We’ll be on either side of you, if you need a
hand.” 
After ten paces, Stephen worked his cane in a wider arc expecting to strike the castle
stairs. 
“Am I close to the steps?” 
“There’s only one short step two strides ahead,” Alex said. 
“I don’t understand. Where’s the large staircase?” 
“This isn’t Elysian Fields. It’s just my country cottage. Shakira and I also have place in
London.” 
“Why don’t you live in the castle?” 
“It no longer stands.” 
The formidable Guiscard holding had been around since the time of William the
Conqueror. “What happened?” 
“Elysian Fields is but a ruin, destroyed during the Civil War.” 
Stephen turned to his left where Ian walked next to him. “And Ashenwyck, does it still
stand?” 
“Also destroyed during the Civil War.” 
Elysian Fields gone. The only home he knew. He remembered little of his own family’s
humble holding. “What war are you speaking of? When was this Civil War?” 
“The tutor will tell you about it,” Alex said. 
They reached the front step and he heard the door open. 
“Stephen, I missed you. It’s so great to see you again,” Shakira said and gave him a big
hug. 
Hearing her voice brought the pleasant memory of the night she arranged a birthday
surprise for Guy. Alex now, he reminded himself. He’d sung the two songs she chose. How clear
the memory was of the day she first sang them to him. She’d wanted to give him an idea how the
words and melody went. Together they brought the music to life for all to enjoy. 
“Lady Shakira, you have no idea how happy I am to be in England again. I feared I’d
never return from France. Then, when we arrived here, Alex and Ian had a devil of a time
convincing the queen’s men to allow me entry. I understand much is changed. But what sort of
Parliament rules whether an Englishman by birth may or may not enter his homeland?” 
“It’s not personal. It’s all about papers. Parliament loves paperwork as do the men who
watch our border,” Shakira replied. 
“What did you tell immigration?” asked a woman whose voice Stephen never heard
before. 
“You must be Miranda,” he said. 
“I am. Shakira’s told me such nice stories about you.” 
She surprised him with a hug. Bold for a woman unacquainted with him. He waited for Ian
to chastise her. Ian said nothing and Miranda repeated her question. “What happened with
immigration?” 
“We explained Stephen had no identification. Needless to say, they were highly suspicious
and questioned us at length as to why he had no documents,” Alex told them. 
“They said I was a mad hermit.” Stephen chuckled, tapping the side of his head. 
“We told them he lived off the grid and whatnot. They ran his prints and of course, got
nothing. Then they called MI-5, who rolled a unit from London to check him out and verify he
wasn’t a domestic terrorist. Once they cleared him, MI-5 called MI-6, who also rolled a team to verify he wasn’t an international terrorist,” Alex said. “I half expected James Bond’s ‘M’ to show up.” 
“Sounds like a dog and pony show,” Shakira said. 
“Oh, it gets better. When the M’s finished with Stephen they gave us the third degree.” 
Ian added, “After the MI-5 guy interrogated me, he told me what a fan he was and asked
for an autograph.” 
“I can top that. The MI-6 stiff who questioned me said his girlfriend was a huge fan of Il
Divo and asked if I could get him two tickets to their sold out London show.” 
“That is ballsy,” Shakira said. “You didn’t agree, did you?” 
“You bet I did. I wanted out of there. Hell, I’d have given him my car. Finally, they gave
us a stern warning and made us responsible for any problems that might stem from letting Stephen into the country and we were free to go,” Alex said. 
“I saw our mobile dressing trailer outside. Is everything set up?” Ian asked. 
“Yes. Shall we go over and walk Stephen through?” 
“I’m not staying here with you?” Stephen asked Alex. 
“If we had the room, you would. But the spare bedroom is our personal music studio. We
couldn’t get the equipment out in time for your arrival.” 
“You’re not far from us,” Shakira said. “The trailer is a stone’s throw across the lawn at
the end of the drive.” 
“What sort of quarters is this trailer?” 
“It’s a home without a foundation that can be moved with special equipment,” Ian said. 
“We use it when we’re on location. Um, by location I mean when Ian and I film certain
historical programs, we’re often required to do so at the place an event occurred. In our industry we call that--” 
Stephen cut Miranda off. “I lost my sight not my wits. I know what location means. Not in
the way you speak of, but I am able to deduce the essence even if I don’t understand what film
is.” He immediately regretted his gruff response. She was trying to help. They were all just trying to help. “Tell me about this trailer,” he said in a more pleasant tone. 
“It has a bedroom with adjacent bath, a drawing room, a kitchen with a dining table and
chairs, which gives you a comfortable place to work with the tutor,” Miranda told him. “Shakira and I restocked the kitchen.” 
“Come.” Shakira looped her arm through his and led him out of their cottage. 
He counted the steps between the cottage and the trailer to himself. Dependence came in
a large measure at the moment, and independence, in small victories and accomplishments. He
vowed he’d learn how to get around without being led. For the time being, his journeys might only be minor, but even a minor feat was a worthy attainment. 
They reached the trailer. Shakira spoke true. It was a mere stone’s throw. 
“I had ramps brought rather than you dealing with stairs,” Miranda said and stepped ahead
of him. 
“Thank you.” 
“The driveway is directly to your left. Once you’re on the driveway, turn right to go to the
cottage. It is a flatter path. Flowers line both sides of the drive, but they’re low growing, easy to step over them.” Shakira released his arm. 
Shakira, Alex and Ian followed behind as Stephen climbed the ramp. It squeaked and
swayed a bit like the gangplank of the ship the army sailed on to France. On each side of the
raised bottom were metal railings. The gangplank on the king’s ship was wood with rope lines. 
Loading the horses up the plank and onto the ship had been a bit of an adventure. Some walked
up, nice and calm. Others balked and required one man on the lead rope and one encouraging the
animal from the rear. Arthur had cantered up the ramp, knocking two squires into the water to
everyone’s laughter. 
The memory brought a smile that turned to worry. 
Arthur. Was he safe or dead in the old world? 
“Ready to learn about your new home?” Miranda asked. 
“Yes, milady,” he said glad to think about something other than his lost stallion. 
“Ian and I will be in the drawing room while the ladies chatter to you about the kitchen,” 
Alex said as they passed Stephen and their wives. 
“In front of you is a closet. Turn left, take three strides and to your right is the kitchen. 
There’s no door, it’s open to the dining area. Come into the space,” Miranda said. 
He did as she asked. He tested the area’s size with his cane, apologizing when he tapped
Miranda with the tip. 
Next, he snapped the cane shut and felt the tops of the hard surfaces. When he got to the
sink, Stephen said, “A double-sided basin. ‘Tis odd and a waste of space compared to one big
deep one but...” He shrugged and then ran his hands over the faucet. “The hospital had a spigot with a paddle where a man could have as much hot or cold water as he sought.” 
“Same here. We call this setup a faucet. On each side of the spout a handle delivers hot or
cold water. Has anyone told you about Braille?” 
“Yes. A woman named Juliette. It’s a written language for the blind.” 
Miranda explained the stove. “Down the road, we’ll replace the knobs that tell you the
level of heat with Braille ones.” 
“Is it off at the moment?” 
“Yes.” 
Stephen explored the flat top. “Glass?” 
“It is.” 
“Glass that cooks like a flame with the turn of a knob... amazing.” 
“Use the microwave oven for now.” 
She put a cup of water inside to demonstrate how it heated food. At the end of a minute a
bell went off. She brought the cup out and had him pass his hand over the top. Steam warmed his palm. The microwave cooked food faster than he ever imagined. Everything in this time was fast
it seemed. 
“Feel.” She pressed his forefinger to the timer pad where she’d put what she called tape
on the four settings she thought he’d use the most. Then she showed him another miracle
contrivance called a refrigerator located under the counter. 
It made and stored ice. He had no need for ice and asked what purpose this served. 
Apparently, he’d use the ice in drinks on a hot day. 
“Rocks, right? I learned this today.” Iced drinks. He gave the idea a mental shrug. It didn’t
seem so special. On hot days, he found a dip in the river to cool the body and drinking a few
handfuls of water from a cold stream fine. The refrigerator part that stored food for days and
sometimes even weeks without spoilage, that was special. 
“If only we’d this advantage in our time, no one would’ve gone hungry.” 
“Sadly, its existence now hasn’t eliminated famine. Let’s move on,” Shakira said. 
The dining area opened to the drawing room. They walked around and she showed him
the furniture layout. The room also had a metal-framed box shoulder width long with a flat front. 
He drew his hand along the smooth face and down to a steel stand. Beneath it in a hollowed out
area were more steel boxes. 
“You’ll like what they do,” Alex said. 
Ian explained the large box. “This is a television. At the press of a button, images of
people appear on a flat surface with sound and voices.” He declined to say how this was
achieved. 
“Their visage but not their person is conjured up for all with sight to see. This is sorcery
then?” 
“It’s not magic but science. We’ll leave that story for another day too. If you discover a
show you like, you can listen to it at least.” Ian placed a hard device the length of Stephen’s hand into his palm. “This is a remote control. No matter where you are in the room, you can work the box above and those below with this.” 
Stephen ran his fingers over the device, which was covered with tiny nipples. Ian had
dotted the important nubs with more tape. The bottom two nubs produced music and a way to
switch to a new sound. 
“You can also control the music without the remote. Kneel down and I’ll show you.” 
Stephen dropped to one knee and Alex took his hand. By feel, Alex showed him the box
on the bottom and how buttons on it created the music. He had the power to change the sound
and style at his fingertips. Wonders filled this trailer home. What was the most wondrous, the
refrigerator or the music maker? He couldn’t say. 
As Alex instructed him how the music maker worked, Stephen memorized the use and
location of various buttons. 
“The discs are commonly called CDs. They—” 
“Don’t tell me,” Stephen said and stood. “I wish to discover how this music works for
myself. ‘Tis another of your marvels, that’s all I need to know.” 
“Come, your bedroom and bathroom are the last stop,” Miranda said. She guided him to
the bathroom and let him explore. As at the hospital, it had the same set up: basin, toilet, and glass-walled stall, except the ceramic basin here sat on a pedestal and the basin’s surround was wider. 
“The toothbrush holder is attached to the wall to the right of the faucet. I’ve put out a new
brush. Toothpaste and shave crème are in the cupboard over the sink.” 
“My new what?” 
“Toothbrush. Oh dear, I keep forgetting how new all of this is.” She put a stick with a
small brush on the end in his palm. She opened the cupboard and then closed it with a click. “The first is a brush to run across your teeth after you put paste on the top.” She put a finger to his lips. 
“Taste.” 
He sniffed first. It smelled minty. He’d had mint before but it was leafy not a paste. “Your
wife would have me eating out of her hand,” Stephen teased. 
From behind him Ian said, “She has that ability. She’s had me eating out of her hand for
almost two years.” 
Stephen tasted the paste with the tip of his tongue, not quite trusting what it was exactly. 
He pulled back. “Ugh. 
This tastes like no mint I’ve had before and makes my tongue tingle. Mint doesn’t act so.” 
“Does it taste bad? No,” Miranda answered for him. “Stop being a baby. You need to
start brushing your teeth, otherwise they’ll rot.” 
“Wrong, milady. I have never brushed, obviously, and I have all my teeth and suffer no
rot.” He opened his mouth wide to show her. 
“That’s good. But have you ever smelled foul breath?” 
“Many times.” 
“Modern woman hate it. They’ll find you very unkissable. Brushing keeps your breath
fresh, so do it.” 
He nodded. After all, this brushing wasn’t a difficult chore. 
Miranda took his hand and showed him rails attached to the wall by the basin and also on
the opposite wall. “Towel racks.” 
The drying linens in the hospital were the finest he’d ever used, soft on the face and not
scratchy. Those towels as he now knew them to be, paled in comparison to these. He lifted the
corner of one and dug his nails into the thick pile. 
He dropped the towel and asked, “You spoke of a shave crème. What is that?” 
“I wasn’t thinking when I mentioned it. I’m sorry. I forgot you can’t see in the mirror. 
Other than having a trim at the barbers or maybe asking the tutor to assist you, you’ve no use for the crème,” she said. 
Stephen grinned at her assumption. This time he had a leg up on her. “I don’t favor beards, 
milady.” From her perfume, he knew Shakira stood close. He turned to her. “Do I?” 
“That’s true. He kept his armor is excellent condition. The mirrors we had were adequate
but not great. Stephen used the polished surface of his armor as a mirror.” 
“Again, not thinking. I know about the poor quality of medieval mirrors from our shows
and my research,” Miranda said. 
“I wear a beard now because during the campaign it wasn’t always easy to shave in the
field. My armor, as you can guess, was no longer shiny and I shaved by feel every few days
instead of daily. Nor was there soap. Without benefit of it, shaving with my knife made my skin raw in places. I came to this time of yours after foregoing shaving the day before the battle.” 
“Why didn’t you shave in the hospital?” Shakira asked. 
“I asked for the means to shave, but they denied me. They said I couldn’t be trusted with
anything sharp.” 
“We’ll bring you what you need later today,” Miranda said. “Onto the bedroom and then
we’re done with the tour.” 
Stephen stepped past Miranda and searched the room without help. 
“This tall chest is for clothes I’m certain. Rather funny, since I have only the clothes I
wear, which are not mine.” 
“Open the drawers. Miranda and I shopped for some things to tide you over until you go
shopping for yourself.” 
Stephen did as Shakira asked and opened all the drawers. The top ones held short braies. 
Undergarments of a sort. He took the braies out. Made of a material he didn’t recognize, they
were also two different shapes. The smaller of the two would fit nice and snug, but it had a
strange band that snapped out of his finger hold. The second was of thinner material, cut looser and longer, with a snappy band like the other. 
He stretched the band on the longer braies out on each side until it was taut, then let go
with one hand. The band flicked back into place. “What is this material called? It amuses me.” He pulled the side back out again and let go. 
“Elastic,” Shakira said. 
“These are what I think they are, undergarments, right?” 
“Yes.” 
“Why is one loose and long and the other short and a tighter weave?” 
“Hold that question. Alex, come in here please,” Shakira called. 
After he joined her she said, “It was weird enough shopping for smalls for a man not my
husband. I’m not going to explain boxers and briefs too.” With that she moved past Stephen. 
“While you’re at it, explain the shower and using it... today,” she added and left the room. 
Alex told him about the undergarments along with all the clothes in the dresser 
 and the closet--tee shirts, collared shirts, jeans, and jackets. 
He finished and then directed Stephen back to the bathroom. “Let me show you how the
shower works. You need to take one before tonight.” 
“What for? They wiped me down at the hospital.” 
“The wipe down isn’t enough. You smell gamey. We’re dining with your tutor. She’ll
prefer you clean, I’m sure. Your hair is a mess too.” 
He ran his palms over his head. His hair was a source of pride. Women complimented him
on his nice head of hair. They liked tunneling their fingers through it when he bed them. He hadn’t cut it since midsummer and it hung past his shoulders, longer than usual. They’d cleaned it at the hospital days earlier. Since then, he kept his hair brushed but that was all. 
“Show me how to use the shower.” 
Alex finished and they stepped from the glass box. 
“Alex—” 
“Yes.” 
“Does the tutor know I’ve traveled through time?” 
“No. It wouldn’t bode well for any of us if it should get out I confessed that to her.” 
“She believes I am mad then—had this so called ‘psychotic break?’” 
“Yes. It’s best for now.” 
“How is it best for the world to think me mad when I am not?” 
“There’s knowledge most of the world isn’t ready to accept. Time travel is one. Even if
they learned to accept, this world is too greedy and selfish to handle the knowledge with care and prudence.” 
“I’ve gone from being brave and honorable to being mad. How do I handle that?” 
Chapter Eleven
“Hello,” Stephen said and stepped aside for Alex. “Look at this, I’m peach soft.” He
stroked his face amazed at the lack of prickly stubble. “I like your shave crème and razor.” 
“Handy stuff, handier than soap and a dagger. You’re not using your cane,” Alex said as
Stephen followed. 
“After everyone left I familiarized myself with the rooms. I repeated the path Miranda
took me on several times. I did it by touch and some by smell.” 
“The touch part is understandable. You know what room you’re in by the furniture...but
smell? The rooms don’t smell different to me.” 
“There’s a difference.” 
Alex stopped at the edge of the kitchen counter but Stephen continued five strides more to
the first of the soft drawing room chairs. He turned right, took two strides and said, “Come here.” 
Stephen reached out with one hand found Alex’s arm and said, “Come closer.” He held up
a handful of the draperies. “Smell.” 
Alex sniffed the material. “You’re right. There’s a faint scent of tobacco. Ian must smoke
his cigars in here occasionally. I hadn’t noticed when we walked through earlier.” 
“I don’t know what a cigar or tobacco is. This scent that clings to the furniture and
window covers is not unpleasant and as you can tell mild.” 
“They say a blind person’s other senses are heightened by the loss of the one. I wondered
if that was really true.” 
“I’d trade all the other improvements no matter how good to regain my sight.” 
“I can imagine how terrible the situation is for you.” 
“No, you can’t.” How could he, when by his own admission, he’d been given a new body, 
hale and robust? 
“You’re right. I’m trying to say, I’m sympathetic to what you’re going through.” 
Sympathy was pity’s demure sister. Stephen dropped the edge of the drapery and turned
his face so Alex didn’t see the hatred being thought pitiful brought him. 
“I don’t seek sympathy, yours or anyone else’s. How simple you make my problem sound. 
It’s not merely a matter of adjusting to the impenetrable black of my world,” he said, facing Alex. 
“Along with my sight, I lost my place in the world. I have no history here, no touchstone or way to measure my worth.” 
“True, you have no history here. But you’re wrong about the rest. Your worth as a man is
measured by the same standard as before. Everything that’s good and bad still remains within you and those qualities are how you’re judged.” 
“People judge by what they see first...a man who needs a cane to keep from walking into
doors and trees and most anything.” 
Alex patted him on the shoulder. “Let’s not talk about it anymore. We need to get going.” 
Stephen headed for the bedroom. He counted his strides to the far wall and felt along the
surface to guide him to the room. An attachment to the wall that was longer than it was wide and made of material he didn’t recognize had a toggle. He stopped. 
“What is this?” 
“A light switch. It does the same as dozens of candles without using actual candles.” 
“Candlelight at the touch of your fingers? Incredible,” Stephen said and patted along the
wall back to the bedroom. “By-the-by, you could have warned me the...the...what’s it called?” He tapped a tooth with his finger. 
“Toothpaste?” 
“Indeed, the toothpaste. It foamed in my mouth. I felt a mad dog. It’s bad enough the
world believes me mad without my looking like a wild animal too.” 
“You’ll be happy to know toothpaste foams like that for everyone. Not to worry. Let me
grab a shirt, trousers, shoes and socks for you.” 
“I tried on the undergarments Shakira provided. I chose the short braies,” he said and
dropped the towel he’d wrapped around his waist when Alex knocked. “I like the small
underwear. They’re soft and keep my bits grouped together well.” 
“Whoa, that’s way more than I needed to know.” 
A minute later, Alex said, “I picked jeans for you. They’re popular. Everyone wears them. 
I laid everything next to each other at the foot of the bed. “I’ll give you some privacy and wait in the drawing room.” 
Everything went fine. The tiny buttons on the shirt cuffs he managed with ease. The ones
for the collar tried his patience. If the lady tutor weren’t coming, he’d leave off getting the collar buttoned. Next he pulled the jeans on, but below the button top was a rip bordered with metal
teeth. The gap made taking care of personal needs easy. Convenient, but it didn’t seem right
showing his underwear to all and sundry. 
“Alex, these jeans are damaged, ripped in the front. I need another pair.” Stephen opened
the closet and found the side where the trousers were as Miranda called them. He ran his fingers down the material feeling for a pair whose cloth had the same texture and weight. 
“They’re not damaged,” Alex told him from the doorway. 
Stephen turned and pointed to the area of the rip. 
“The metal-toothed device is called a zipper. Zip it up and the opening will close.” 
“Zip up?” 
“Yes, there’s a little metal tongue at the base. Pull on it.” 
A closure with a tongue and teeth. He sighed long and hard. Why must he be baffled by
the tiniest of problems? 
“Why don’t the weavers who made these jeans just use buttons?” he mumbled. 



He found the tongue and started to tug then stopped when the danger in doing so without
care became evident. He took the precaution of readjusting his sensitive bits then slowly zipped the rest of the way. 
The shoes had a funny hard sole with a surprising amount of flexibility. Stephen bounced
up and down on his toes, liking how the loafers bent with the curve of his foot. 
He shrugged into the suede jacket, which was snug across the shoulders but otherwise fit. 
The clothes were comfortable, especially the jeans. Did they 
 look as good as they felt? Did he look good? 
“Am I acceptable for this place we’re going?” he asked as he entered the drawing room. 
“Tuck your shirt in and you’re good as gold. The place we’re going to is called a
restaurant. It’s better than the best inn you’ve ever been to but without the rooms where you can spend the night,” Alex said. 
“Are their cheeseburgers as tasty as on the plane?” 
“They don’t serve cheeseburgers. Tonight you’ll have filet mignon. You will fall in love
with this cut of beef.” 
Stephen had no doubts he would. He’d had beef on many occasions and enjoyed it even
when it was tough as a boot. The talk about the restaurant stirred a worry that troubled him while he’d readied. 
“Alex, the lady tutor, she knows I am not merely blind but scarred?” 
“Yes.” 
Stephen nodded, not truly reassured she wouldn’t be repulsed. A short time ago, he was a
handsome knight. Now he was neither. 
Alex put a hand on his shoulder. “The scars are not as gruesome as you imagine. They
will heal eventually and grow fainter with time.” 
“’Not as gruesome’ is a vague description. I hope the lady is of the same mind.” Even if
she is not put off by his scars, he had nothing in common with her. “What will I talk to her about?” 
“She has a university degree. Talk to her about medieval history if the opportunity arises.” 
“What is medieval history?” 
“The modern world refers to the time we came from as the Medieval Period.” 
“They think us evil?” 
“No. As I recall, Miranda said the term was derivative of a Latin word for the time, which
loosely translates to middle age. If not that, talk to her as you would any woman. Charm her. I’ve seen you do that many a time.” 
“How’s that going to work? I charmed ladies before a jousting challenge, or during a
banquet, or while picking summer apples. None of those opportunities exist for me now.” 
“Why not talk about your jousting prowess? The tournaments you used to participate in
and won. She already thinks you’re barmy. She’ll go along with whatever you want to discuss.” 
“In other words, it does not matter what I choose to say as no one cares what a blind, daft
man speaks of?” 
“Basically.” 
#
Ian, Miranda and the tutor were already at the restaurant when Stephen, Alex, and
Shakira arrived. 
“Don’t you look nice,” Miranda said. “Let me introduce you and then we’ll go to the
table.” 
He switched his cane to his left hand prepared to kiss the lady’s hand. 
“Stephen this is Esme Crippen. Esme—Stephen Palmer.” 
Esme put her palm to his. Instead of letting him bring her hand to his lips, she clasped and
pumped his in a mannish manner. 
“What are you doing, milady?” he asked as he wrestled with her for control of her hand. 
“Shaking you hand.” 
“Why?” 
“It’s a form of greeting.” 
“Yes, I know but never has a woman greeted me thus.” 
To be fair, the gesture wasn’t truly mannish. Her hand was soft as a lady’s should be and
she but pumped three times in a light motion before she released his hand. 
“Sorry, if I offended you,” she said. 
“None taken. But it is my habit to kiss rather than shake a lady’s hand.” 
“How knightly...” She gave a small, “Oh, of course,” and then said, “You’d prefer to kiss
my hand.” 
She was catering to the madman who thought himself a medieval knight...her kindness cut
deeper than the fine shaving razor. 
She took his hand again, turned it palm up and laid her fingers on his. 
“I’ve never had my hand kissed. I’d be pleased if you were the first.” 
“Milady.” He brushed the back of her fingers with his lips. “I am enchanted to make your
acquaintance.” 
“Enchanted. Another first. No one has ever said they were enchanted  to meet me.” 
Stephen responded with an uncertain smile. 
“The maitre‘d is waiting to seat us,” Ian said. 
As he and Alex followed behind the others, Stephen asked, “Did I put a foot wrong when I
said I was enchanted to meet her?” 
“Well, it’s not fashionable anymore to use the term when you’re introduced to a lady. But
you managed to make the whole hand kissing, enchanted thing work. Good show.” 
“Did she smile?” 
“Yes, quite big.” 
The strong, rich aroma of roasted meat hit Stephen as he stepped into a room not unlike a
busy banquet hall from what he perceived. From the hum of many conversations, the clink of
dishes from different parts of the dining area, and the faint rush of air by passing servants, he judged the room held a goodly number of people. Beneath the noise, music played. He paused for
a moment to listen. 
“What are you doing?” Alex asked. 
“Listening. Do you know this song? It’s beautiful.” 
“It’s called, The Music of the Night.  It’s from a play, a musical to be exact, called

Phantom of the Opera.” 
“Too bad there are no words.” 
“The original song has lyrics, which are words put to music. This version is what we refer
to as an instrumental.” 
“I know what lyrics are. I’d like to hear that song.” 
“I’ll play the original for you tomorrow.” 
A servant passed close and another blast of roast beef hit Stephen. That brought a new
embarrassment to mind. “Alex, until I learn to do for myself, would you ask the servant to cut my filet before he brings it to the table? I don’t wish to look a fool in front of milady Crippen.” 
“No problem. So you know, the person who brings our food is called a server or waiter, 
not a servant. The cook, in this type of establishment, is referred to as a chef.” 
“Understood.” 
With a light touch, the maitre’d guided his hand to the chair he’d pulled out between Esme
and Alex. Stephen thanked him and sat as Alex ordered a cabernet sauvignon, which was the
finest wine Stephen ever had. It was better than the wine the king and prince served at court the few times Stephen visited the palace. The waiter served it in a glass goblet—finally something
familiar, a goblet. He drank the first glass and half of another faster than usual. Almost
immediately, the delicious liquid took the edge off his nerves. The tightness in his back eased as he flexed his shoulders and relaxed into the chair. 

“Music of the Night, does the title have special meaning?” he asked of the rest during a break in the conversation. 
At the mention of the song 
 and the musical, Phantom of the Opera, e veryone at the table except Ian joined in with other melodies from musicals they liked. Alex said CDs with most of the songs they talked about were in the collection at the trailer. 
“We can listen to them during lunch breaks,” Esme told him. 
“Do you happen to sing, milady?” 
“Yes and no. I’ve been told I can’t carry a tune to save my soul. My singing is restricted
to the shower. And no offense, not that milady isn’t charming, but please call me Esme.” 
The steak arrived cut, but the server still provided him with a sharp knife. Stephen stabbed
a piece. “As you wish,” he said around a bite of filet from the dagger’s tip. 
Alex switched the knife for a four-tined utensil like the one in the hospital they’d called a
fork. “Use this.” 
The fork turned out handier than expected and Stephen loaded two chunks of filet onto it, 
ate them as fast as he could chew, and loaded two more chunks onto the fork. 
“Slow down,” Alex whispered. “You’re wolfing your steak and put only one piece of meat
on your fork at a time.” 
“’Tis the finest beef, the tenderest I’ve tasted,” he whispered back, “But I will eat
slower.” 
“Do you have any family?” Esme asked him. 
“No. My parents died when I was young. My mother died shortly after she gave birth to a
babe who arrived dead. I don’t remember her. I was in leading strings at the time of her death. 
My father never remarried and died when I was seven summers.” 
“Shakira told me you...um...are a knight who serves a baron.” 
Again, she was being mindful of his madness forming her curiosity in a delicate way, an effort both appreciated and hated. 
“Yes, I serve...served the Baron Guy Guiscard. When my father died, my uncle brought
me into his home. He had no use for another mouth to feed. Guy’s father knew mine. He offered
to take me and my uncle gladly gave me up. Guy’s father raised me from a boy to the rank of
squire and then to that of a knight.” 
Stephen longed to see Esme’s face. He wanted to see the level of horror in which she
viewed his loss of wits. 
“Not quite true,” Alex said. “You earned the rank of knight.” 
“Earned the rank of knight? Impressive. May I ask how?” 
Esme’s gentle-voiced question rankled. Did she test to see how deep his madness ran? 
“Is it not enough that I am?” he replied and took a large swallow of wine. 
“I meant no offense. I was interested.” 
Stephen considered whether to answer or not. He only had the truth to give her. In spite of
Alex’s warning, he’d rather face the consequences of the truth than be thought witless. 
“Edward the prince rose me up, along with many others who fought by his side at Crecy.” 
Next to him, a soft groan came from Alex. Everyone else at the table went deathly quiet. 
“Crecy...” Esme paused. 
What would she think now? How would she judge him? 
“I need to speak with you,” Alex said. 
There was the soft muffle of his chair being moved and Stephen sensed him standing. 
Stephen stood and Alex grasped his elbow and they walked outside the restaurant. 
“What do you think you’re playing at, telling Esme you fought at Crecy?” 
“Why shouldn’t I tell her the truth? She won’t believe me anyway. You said so yourself. It
doesn’t matter what a blind, daft man says.” 
“I do understand how difficult it is when you can’t be yourself. But trust me, the truth is
better kept among we five.” 
“Another warning?” 
“No, a friend’s honesty. Come on, our dinner’s getting cold.” 
“You mentioned Crecy,” Esme continued as Stephen sat. “Crecy...France?” 
“Let me answer the question on your lips,” Stephen said, “Yes, the Crecy of 1346. I may
not see your hesitation but feel it your tone. Worry not, dear lady. To use Gu...Alex’s words, I am barmy, not dangerous.” 
She laid her hand on his. “I suspect you’re not as barmy as you think. I’m glad you told me
about Crecy. That gives me a good start date for when we study together.” 
Miranda cleared her throat and piped in, “Off topic, but when Esme interned at the
channel, she shared a humorous bit of information about her family.” 
Esme moaned. “You’re going to make me tell aren’t you?” 
“Yes.” 
“I hoped you’d all get to know me better before you found out how silly my female
relatives are.” 
“Do tell,” Stephen said, grateful for the change of subject, which he suspected Miranda
knew when she spoke. 
After a deep sigh, Esme said, “For a century—four generations, all the women in my
family have E names. It’s ridiculous.” 
“I’ve never heard the name Esme. Did your mother imagine the name?” he asked. 
“Worse. My mum is into literature. She named my sisters and I according to what she was
into reading at the time.” 
“Esme, let me guess,” Shakira said. “She was reading Salinger’s For Esme-- with Love
and Squalor.” 
“Yes, my younger sister is named Emily from her Bronte period. My poor older sister was
caught in her Greek period. She was stuck with Electra.” 
“I rather like Electra. But then, I’ve had to live with the name Shakira. Until the pop star, 
Shakira, became the rage, I was the only one with that name.” 
“What are the other names?” Stephen asked. 
“My mum is Elizabeth. My aunt is Elsa. Grandma is Eden and great grandma was
Eugenia.” 
“How romantic she named you Esme after that particular story. Sergeant X writing of his
cherished meeting with Esme while he braves the squalor of combat,” Shakira said in a wistful
voice. 
Stephen knew a soldier’s kinship with the writer. If he had learned his letters, he’d have
written to a lady or two from the fields of France. Written when he longed for the green fields of home, or when he longed for a walk in the garden with a sweet lady, or when loneliness couldn’t be abated, even among the company of friends. 
“As I understand the use of the word squalor here, it speaks to the wretchedness of war, 
yes?” he asked Esme. 
“Yes. Once you learn Braille, you can read it. Or, there may be an audio version of the
story.” 
“Not necessary. I need no reminder of the sorrows of war.” 
Esme pressed her hand to his arm. “Of course, I didn’t mean to raise bad memories.” 
“You needn’t worry for me.” He reached for a way to lighten the moment. 
In his experience, a smile and a wink went a long way with the ladies. Stephen winked and
gave Esme a crooked smile that usually brought giggles from the ladies. 
She didn’t giggle but he sensed her leaning closer. A whiff of her perfume accompanied
the shift. Flowers. Carnation influenced by gardenia with a hint of jasmine. 
“Esme,” Stephen stretched her name out and gestured open-handed like presenting the
word before the gods. “It sounds like silk caught on the breeze. Is there meaning behind your
name, other than being the object of man’s love and squalor?” 
“I’m told it’s old French for ‘beloved.’ Others have said it’s short for the Spanish name, 
Esmeralda, which means ‘emerald.” 
Stephen sipped his wine and pretended to contemplate on the meanings. At last, he said, 
“For you, I would choose a soldier’s ideal. Beloved.” 

Chapter Twelve
Poitiers, France
A long field of lush grass lay across the river from where Marchand camped. Every
afternoon young men in girlish short, silk braies kicked a ball up and down the field. Apparently, the goal was to kick it into a net at each end. They acted happy to bounce the ball off their heads to maneuver closer. 
“Such poor tactics,” he said low from behind the cover of shrubbery where he watched. 
“Just throw the ball you band of fools.” 
In the early morning hours and late in the afternoon after the young men left, he let the
horses graze on the grassy field. When the players returned each day, he laughed to hear them
complain about the manure and loudly wonder who was responsible. 
Sister Catherine told him about the local stable. He’d walked the three kilometers, as she
called the distance, to see if the place suited his needs. He found it well kept and the horses in good condition. 
Over the last few days, when the field was empty, he worked with Arthur to learn which
cues the horse responded to. Like Conquerant, he’d been trained with leg cues and vocal clicks
and whistles. As a potential buyer, the stable owner was bound to ask for a display of his training. 
Confident, Marchand rode Arthur to the stable using only the pad and left the saddle
stored at the abbey along with Conquerant’s and the armor. The riders he observed rode in
saddles far different than the war saddles he and the English knight used. 
“Satisfied?” Finished with demonstrating Arthur’s skills, he jumped down. 
“I am; which surprises me.” Rene Patel, the stable’s owner rubbed Arthur’s left ear. 
“Shabby as you are—” he said, and when the horse didn’t pull away, Patel switched sides then
rubbed the right ear. “I didn’t believe you owned this horse and if you did, I doubted his training. I certainly questioned your skills when I saw you had no stirrups.” 

Shabby.  Marchand bristled. In his time, he was a count who rivaled the king in fashion. 
Fists clenched, he crossed his arms over his chest and checked his temper. “Stirrups are
convenient, but I’ve ridden all my life, often without them.” 
“I had my wife call Sister Catherine. She said she believes the horse is yours,” Patel
continued. 
“If he was not mine, would he respond so well? No, he would not. Now that you’ve seen
what he can do, how much will you pay?” 
“Five-thousand euros.” 
Marchand mouth briefly dropped open. He didn’t know what a euro was, but if it was the
equivalent of a livre tournois, the man offered a fortune. 
“I accept,” he said with a straight face. If Patel knew his delight, he might think he
overpaid and reduce the payment. 
Patel led him to what he called his office, which was in an out building near the main
stable. He withdrew a large ledger from a desk drawer. Marchand kept a similar one for his
household accounts. 
“What is your full name,” he asked as he sat. 
“Roger Louis Philippe Marchand.” 
“I’ll simply make it out to Roger Marchand.” 
Marchand watched with increasing indignation as Patel scribbled the date, Roger
Marchand, and the five-thousand number, then signed the scrap of paper. 
“Here you are,” Patel said and presented the paper to Marchand. 
“Do you take me for a fool or mad vagabond?” He batted Patel’s hand away. “You think
to give me this worthless paper?” 
Patel’s brows lifted high. “Worthless? This is a bank draft allowing you to be paid from my
account.” 
“Paper instead of coin. Hah! I know nothing of banks or drafts not wind created. I do
know the look and feel of real money and that is coin.” 
“What do you mean you don’t know about banks or drafts? Where have you been living—
in some Afghan cave?” 
“Where I’ve been is not important. I demand coin.” 
“I do not have five-thousand euros sitting around. Few do. From your expression, I
honestly believe you’re sincere about this coin business. How about you come with me to my
bank? Show them the draft and ask them to pay you in coin.” 
Was Patel leading him into some kind of trap? Marchand debated the possibility. If he
didn’t need money so badly, he’d take Arthur and go. Sister Catherine was nice enough to feed
him in exchange for labor. He completed most of the odd jobs she wanted done, but he couldn’t
count on her feeding him forever. Plus, he longed for the comfort of an inn, to sleep in a bed again with a pillow under his head and out of the elements. Then there was Conquerant to think of and his need for a stable and a reliable food source. He planned on asking Patel to stable Conquerant too and that cost money. 
Maybe he was walking into a trap, maybe not. One way or the other, he had to go. If it
turned out to be a trap, he’d find a way to kill Patel. 
“I will accompany you to this bank of yours.” 
He climbed into what Sister Catherine said was a car with Patel. He’d secretly peeked in
the Sister’s car. The inside of Patel’s was similar: a wheel, a stick between the seats that looked like the brake on a tradesman’s cart, and steel housing with numerical displays. 
Marchand suffocated his yelp behind a fake coughing fit as the car went faster and faster. 
He stifled more yelps as other cars flew past them. But he couldn’t keep from wincing when they did. 
Not long later, Patel entered Poitiers proper. People and cars crowded the street. The
town he’d enjoyed when the army passed through seemed to be no more. Patel turned and the
Cathedrale Saint-Pierre and its beautiful Crucifixion Window came into sight. A welcome vision to Marchand’s familiarity starved eyes. Patel turned again, and Marchand relaxed a little as they
drove by the narrow streets he recognized from his first visit. 
Patel stopped the car in front of a stone building with a glass door and a sign that read
Societe Generale. “My bank,” he said and indicated for Marchand to get out. 
Inside, Patel had him stand to the side and observe as people approached windows of thick
glass and talked to the man or woman who stood behind it. Scraps of paper were presented by
those who approached in exchange for colored paper of different shapes. 
“What are they receiving?” Marchand asked. 
“Euros.” 
“Euros, like what you wish to pay me?” 
Patel nodded. 
“This draft you gave me looks nothing like what they’ve been given.” 
“Come.” Patel walked up to a window and handed the woman stationed there the five-
thousand euro draft. A friendly conversation followed while she appeared to read a device the size of Sister Catherine’s calendar. Then, the woman withdrew a handful of the colored paper and
counted them out for Patel. 
Marchand pushed him aside. “Do you give him euros? And, are they accepted for
payment of goods and services?” 
She gave him a quizzical look and said, “Yes.” She finished counting and slid the stack to
Patel, who handed them to Marchand. 
“Are you happy now, Mr. Marchand?” Patel asked as they returned to his car. 
“Yes,” he said with a chagrined grunt. “I have need of a stable for another horse who is
not for sale. Will you take some of these for housing him?” 
“Of course.” 
“One more thing, how long is the walk here from your stable?” 
“If you need to come back, I’ll give you a ride.” 
“Thank you. I do wish to return after I bring my horse to your barn.” 
#
Once Conquerant was stabled, Patel dropped Marchand off in the center of town, as he
referred to the spot. Before driving away, he pointed out a Galeries Lafayette store. A place he said that sold men’s clothing and shoes. Marchand thanked him, told Patel he’d visit Conquerant soon and headed toward the store. 
Inside he wandered the first floor before locating a sign with an arrow that said “men’s
department,” above one that read, “escalator.” 
“Pardon.” A woman edged him to the side as he stood fixated by the moving steel stairs
and marveling at the ease of transport that filled this world. He saw no wheels or gears. How did the clever creation work? Stepping onto a stair as soon as it peeked out, he rode it to the top, immediately turned and rode the stairs down. Like a child with a new puppy, a broad smile burst from him. 
After a couple of repetitions, a stern faced man in a brown shirt with a metal badge on his
pocket and a round, brown cap approached. 
“What are you doing?” 
“I am riding the es-ca-la-tor. Did you not see?” 
“I don’t care for your sarcasm.” 
The man’s eyes dropped to Marchand’s pants then lifted to the faded shirt before settling
back onto his face. Such disdain in the man’s expression. Marchand thought about the times he’d looked upon a beggar at his gate the same way before ordering the cook to give the wretch scraps from his table. 
“Are you sure you have the right store?” the man asked. 
“I have coin.” 
“Then either shop or leave.” 
In the “men’s department,” he changed into new clothes and hurried to finish choosing
more. Twice he ventured a glance at the statues painted to look alive. Their dead eyes chilled his soul. 
The young fellow who assisted him suggested he buy shoes. According to the man, his
boots were a little “too Renaissance Faire” for the street and most “babes.” 
“Babes?” What would infants know of boots? 
“You know—babes, chicks, ladies.” 
What a baffling comparison. If women were called babes, what were infants called? Sure
the answer would baffle him further, he let the question go and headed for the “shoe department.” 
In his old world, Marchand never had a lady comment on his boots. Based on the young man’s
advice, he purchased a pair of Nike
trainers, which were the strangest shoes he’d ever seen but comfortable. 
He left wearing the new clothes and shoes. He threw out the donation clothes Sister
Catherine gave him but kept his boots. If he ever got back to his own time, he’d need them. 
Across the street from the Galeries Lafayette was a building called Champs Vert where
someone had placed chairs and tables outside. Men and women sat under colorful circular
canopies that attached to the tables. Servants came and went with plates of food and carafes of wine for the guests seated at the tables. 
Hidden in the shade of a tree, he leaned against the trunk and wondered how to get
invited. He didn’t have to wonder long. “Ah, this is good,” he said as excitement shot through him. 
The guests who rose to leave left euros for the servants. 
First food then he’d find an inn that took euros. Mindful of the cars that sped past, he
waited for a break in the flow and dashed across the road. 
An attractive woman sat him at one of the outdoor tables, handed him a stiff card with the
fare they offered printed on it, and left. Many of the dishes were unknown to him. He knew eggs, cheese, bread, lamb’s brains, beef tongue, and a few others. Sister Catherine served breakfast
with a warm chocolate drink each morning when he came to labor for her. The chocolate drink
was new to him and tasted like heaven in a cup. He requested a chocolate drink when a different servant came to the table. He hadn’t decided on what fare yet and looked to see what others at
nearby tables ate. 
“Pardon, what is this you eat?” He pointed to the plate of the man at the table next to him. 
“A croque madame.” 
“You think me a woman? What is wrong with you? Are you blind?” 
“I didn’t call you a woman. You asked about my sandwich. It’s called a croque madame. 
Wow, a French guy who doesn’t know his own food.” 
The man had an accent that was neither French nor English. “Where are you from?” 
“Chicago.” 
Marchand never heard of the place. He wanted to question him more but worried he’d get
asked something he couldn’t answer. 
“I’ll have the croque madame,” he told the servant when she brought his chocolate. 
The croque madame was two slices of bread with ham and cheese stuffed between and
fried with a fried egg on top. Marchand took a bite and found it tasty. If he dipped the rest in his drink, it would be even better. So, he dipped each bite into the warm chocolate. 
After he ate, he walked to the inn the servant called a B&B. With no grasp how long his
euros would last, he thought an inn that included a meal with the bed a good choice. Next to the B&B was a shop with a sign hung out that displayed a green cross called a pharmacy. The
Knights Templar bore a red cross on their white tunics and banners. The Knights Hospitaller bore a white cross on their black surcoats. What brotherhood bore a green cross? 
The shop did not appear to be affiliated with any religious order. Other than the green
cross, nothing holy was displayed. On shelves, behind glass windows in the front were boxes, 
bottles, and brushes attached to very short metal poles. The brush implements had cords like many things he’d seen at the abbey. The boxes had the faces of folks touching their heads as though in pain or some showed people sneezing. Picture boxes weren’t new, he’d seen them at the abbey. 
Then it made sense to him. He recognized what manner of place this was. An apothecary, 
he thought with a smile. Curious how it differed from those in the village close to his Norman
home, he went inside. 
Everywhere shelves held more boxes and bottles, oddities all around. Marchand scratched
at his cheek. His beard itched even after he soaped and rinsed it in the abbey bathroom. It also grew in radish red instead of blond like the hair on his head and the rest of his body. Worse, it grew in tufts. During the campaign, he used his squire’s dagger. He’d have shaved days ago here but didn’t want to use his eating dagger. 
“I want to shave,” he told the white-coated keeper of the apothecary. 
The shopkeeper pointed to a shelf where the strangest looking wrapped razors hung on
hooks. Marchand removed one and studied the small razor inside. The blade appeared thin and
sharp. 
On the stand next to the razors were cans of something called shave cream. 
“What is this?” he asked the shopkeeper. 
“Foam to help make shaving easier. What else?” 
Marchand turned the can over and over searching for the means to get the cream out of
the spout. Once he figured out how, he waited. When the shopkeeper was busy elsewhere, he
popped the flimsy cap off a can and pressed down on the soft top. 
Foam shot from the can onto other cans and dripped down over the shelves below. “Oh
no.” 
“What are you doing? You must buy that now.” The shopkeeper rushed over with paper
rags and began to wipe up the mess. 
“Yes, of course.” Marchand pulled the wad of euros from his front pocket. He twisted
enough to shield the bundle from the shopkeeper’s eyes and asked, “how much for both razor and
the can of cream?” 
“Eight euros and you are not to come back. Make your next mess at the pharmacy down
the road.” 
Marchand counted out exactly eight, a five euro piece of paper and three one euro coins. 
The coins excited him when he first received them. They appeared to be a combination of gold
and silver. To his disappointment, Patel explained they contained less valuable metals. 
The shopkeeper finished cleaning and yanked the money from Marchand’s hand. 
In the distance, came the deafening hi-low howl like that of the iron-clad car that took the
Englishman away. 
The cursed Englishman. If he wasn’t dead already, and if Marchand could find him, a way
to return home might be forced from the man. Perhaps he could buy the knight’s freedom and
then take him to the spot the nightmare occurred. 
“A question.” 
“Ask and then you must go,” the shopkeeper said. 
“That howl, what’s the purpose?” 
“To warn traffic out of the way of an oncoming ambulance.” 
“Ambulance?” 
“You are a loon.” He tapped the side of his head. “Crackers.” 
“Please, excuse my ignorance, but tell me what the ambulance is.” 
“It’s an emergency vehicle to take people to the hospital.” 
Marchand knew a little about hospitals. They treated the sick and were in monasteries. 
The king spoke of two, one in Montpellier and another in Tonnerre. 
“Where is the nearest one?” 
“The Centre Hospitalier du l’Universite de Poitiers is a kilometer south. Now be gone,” 
the shopkeeper said and flipped his fingers in a shooing motion. 
Marchand stepped out onto the sidewalk and walked south. They’d taken the Englishman
to a hospital. Good. It should be easy to buy access to the man or perhaps free him. Free him and bring him back to the spot this time nightmare began and force the devil’s knight to reverse what he’s done. 
Chapter Thirteen
Stephen woke to the warm sunlight on his chest and arms. He rolled over and sat up, 
stretched, rubbed his face and scratched his balls with a grunt of satisfaction. He’d slept well, better than in the hospital. 
A handful of knights he knew disliked the racket of day-to-day life. For Stephen, the
unnatural quiet within the trailer had an eerie, solitary sensibility. Only the cheerful sound of small birds broke the silence. He stood, felt his way to the window, and opened it to the comfortable familiarity of their singing. 
The animal medley ceased. 
“Don’t stop on my account. Your song pleases me.” 
He recalled little of life in his father’s home, snatches of memories, faces and moments he
couldn’t fix a purpose to. From the time of his father’s death until he went to the hospital, he’d never slept in a room alone. As a young boy, Guy’s father put him in the small barracks with
Elysian Fields other squires. Once he became a knight, he slept in the large barracks. Whether it was snoring, belching, bawdy talk, the rattle of weapons and armor being put on or taken off, or just the comings and goings of men, noise was always present. In the hospital, although he was
alone, the constant chatter from the nurses carried to his room. 
The quiet around the trailer continued. The songbirds waited for him to leave. “All right, 
I’ll go.” He dragged his hand along the wall and made his way to the bathroom. 
Before he left for his cottage the night before, Alex had reminded him to be diligent with
his ablutions— shower and clean your teeth each morning. 
“You need but tell me once,” Stephen had replied. 
The foaming toothpaste still disturbed him, but he used it as instructed. The shower was
different, he enjoyed the experience and looked forward to it. 
He ran the water until the warmth of steam filled the bathroom. After adjusting the water
temperature, he climbed inside. He turned the head to a hard spray to let the hot water beat on his back and shoulders. When the water started to cool, he soaped himself and quickly rinsed off. 
Except for the jacket, he played it safe and put the same clothes on that he wore the
previous night. 
Like most castle folk, he rose with the sunrise at home. He imagined he’d risen early
today too, but with no way to tell the sun’s position, he wasn’t certain. Nor had he a candle-clock that marked the hours in wax and he could count the notches. 
“How am I supposed to know the time?” 
He didn’t want to run to Alex’s with every issue. Stephen thought how he might ascertain
the approximate hour on his own. 
Dew. 
He grabbed his cane and stepped from his quarters, down the ramp, to the lawn. Kneeling, 
he checked the wetness of the morning dew on the grass. The blades were still heavy with the
damp. 
“Good. Plenty of time to eat.” 
He pivoted and started back the four strides to the ramp, then stopped. The day before
Shakira had said flowers bordered the driveway. She’d mentioned it to warn him of the decorative edge and to be careful not to trip. She never said what kind of flowers but he didn’t think it
mattered. Ladies liked them. A handful on the table would be a nice bit of cheer for Esme. 
From the ramp, Stephen tapped his cane along the outside wall of the trailer. When he
reached the end, he tested with his cane for where the ground changed from grass to the hard
edge of the border. He concentrated on keeping his path straight and strode twenty paces to the flower bed. 
On his hands and knees, he fingered the blooms trying to identify what she’d planted. The
small, round, velvety face was easy to recognize. 
“Pansies, I’ll need a handful of you.” 
He plucked a bunch and moved a few feet to find another batch. The next plants weren’t
pansies. From their scent, they might be Lily of the Valley. He pinched off several buds of those too, then stood and headed for the trailer. 
At twenty paces, he switched the flowers to his right hand and his cane to his left and
tested for the trailer’s wall. Not there. Stephen didn’t doubt the number of paces he’d taken to reach the drive or that he returned on the same path. He moved several strides, back and forth in each direction, arcing wide with his cane, searching for the wall. Not there. Somehow, he’d gone astray, which shouldn’t have happened. He’d been so careful. 
Then, his cane struck a hard surface. Not the drive. The drive was gravel. As he bent to
touch it, a loud, unpleasant bellow sounded. A shameful cry escaped him. His cane fell from his hand as he shot up, stumbling as a steel carriage passed close, whipping his hair. 
Heart pounding, he swore aloud, “God’s teeth.” He listened for any other approaching
cars. Nothing came from either direction. He eased back toward the spot he’d been when he lost
his cane and knelt. The surface felt the same as the pavement at the airport. To his relief, his cane lay within reach. He stood, turned around, and tapped the short pace to the unpaved surface
again. 
“Stephen, what are you doing out here by the road?” Alex called out. 
Stephen let out a sigh of relief and waited for Alex to join him. 
“I saw you from my kitchen window. That truck nearly hit you.” 
“Truck?” 
“It’s like the car that took us to the airport only much larger as it carries cargo. Back to
my question, what are you doing?” 
“I picked these flowers to set on the table. I wished to please Esme.” Stephen brought the
flowers he managed to hold onto up to show Alex. “I thought I traveled the same path when I
went to return to the trailer. Obviously, I had not. I’ve been trying to find my way since.” 
“I can see in the wet grass where you walked from the driveway border. You almost had
it correct. You veered too far to the right is all.” 
He grasped Stephen by the arm and the two stopped. “Why didn’t you come to the
cottage? You haven’t had time to adjust to the immediate area. Let Shakira and I help you for a little while anyway.” 
Stephen jerked his arm from Alex’s hold. “I will not run to you every time I wish to go
more than a few strides from the trailer.” 
“Your pride can get you hurt as is evidenced by the truck incident.” 
“Leave off the subject. Tell me, where is the trailer in relation to where we are?” 
“Straight ahead.” 
“How far?” 
“Thirty paces. At twenty-eight, the ramp is on your right. Let’s walk together.” 
“I’ll be fine. You needn’t attend to me.” Stephen counted the strides in his head. 
“I’m not attending to you. I’m going back to my now cold fried eggs and tomatoes, which
happen to be in the same direction.” 
Stephen’s stomach growled at the mention of breakfast. He’d have to hurry and fix
something if he wanted to eat before Esme arrived. 
#
Esme knocked as he dropped the second slice of bread in a trash container under his sink. 
“Dreadful device,” he mumbled and went to the door. 
“Hi,” she said, sounding chipper. 
“Hello, to you. Please, welcome.” He moved aside for her to enter. 
A paper bag she carried in her right arm brushed his arm when she passed. She left a trail
of floral scented air that reminded him of a garden after a summer rain. He closed the door and followed as she set whatever she carried onto the dining table. 
“Have you eaten this morning,” she asked and touched her palm to his chest. Was the
gesture for him alone or was the intimate touch common to ladies in this time? 
“No. I made an attempt at heating some bread and jam but the microwave made my fresh
bread stale.” 
She moved her hand, leaving a cool prickle of loss in its wake
“Do you like crispy bread that isn’t stale?” 
He shrugged. “I like a crispy crust.” 
“I’ll show you how to make a slice of bread crispy while it remains fresh.” 
She had him feel a metal machine with two long holes in the top she called a toaster. “Put
a slice or two of bread in the holes, push this lever down and wait. When the bread is ready, it will pop up. Do not, under any circumstances, stick a fork or knife or metal utensil into the holes. 
Don’t stick your fingers in either.” 
She searched the cupboards, found what she wanted and set it down. 
He ran his hand along the counter top and discovered she’d taken out cups. 
“I’ll make a pot of coffee,” she said and began running water. 
His mouth watered as the smell of the bread cooking grew strong. “Is the bread not close
to ready?” 
“Be patient. It’s almost done.” 
Stephen took a spoon from the drawer where he’d found the knife. Jam jar in hand, he
leaned against the counter’s edge. He dug in, filled the spoon and ate the sweet strawberry jam, then dipped the spoon in again for more. 
“Stephen. Really?” She made a disapproving sucky noise. “I suggest you not do that in
front of anyone else.” 
“What?” 
A sound like a sprung trap came from the toaster. 
“Your toast is ready,” Esme said. 
She shifted as she spoke and a whiff of her perfume teased his nose then drifted away. 
He swallowed the jam on the spoon and dipped into the jar for another to add a dollop to
his bread. 
“Don’t do that.” She patted his forearm. Clearly, she liked touching him. 
“What?” 
“You ate a bite of jam and then stuck the spoon you licked off of into the jar again. No one
wants to eat jam if they’ve seen you stirring it with a spit covered spoon.” She placed the toast in his free hand. “Here.” 
He rapped the slice of bread on the counter. “You said I’d get my crispy crust. This
toaster’s ruined the bread worse than the microwave. It’s all dry crumbles.” 
“Trust me, when I’m finished you’ll like the bread.” 
She snatched the slice from his hand. Another whiff of her scent wafted up with her
movement. Perhaps she’d dabbed her neck or even her hair with it. He imagined her hair
glistened in the sun. If he curled a lock around his finger, would she object? It’d be worth the risk to feel the silkiness on his skin. 
“What is the perfume you wear?” 
“L’air du Temps. It means—” 
“The air of time.” 
“You speak French.” 
“Yes. You sound surprised. Because I do not know my letters doesn’t mean I cannot
learn a language other than the one spoken to me daily. I spent many months on two campaigns
with our army in France. ‘Tis wise to know what the people of your enemy are saying.” 
“Shakira told me you couldn’t read but I never thought for a minute that your inability
meant you weren’t clever.” She gave his hand a light squeeze. Her hand was warm and soft as a
pansy bloom. How he’d love to know the touch of her lips was as well. 
Maybe a kiss was possible. “Does your husband take offense that you’re spending your
days with another man?” 
“I’m not married.” 
Pleasant news. One question down, one to go. “Are you affianced?” 
“Aff...what? Say it again.” 
“Affianced. Are you betrothed?” 
“No. Toast is almost done,” she said. 
By the scraping sound against the toast, she was slathering it in butter. Good. He liked lots
of butter on his bread. Earlier, he’d found the butter on a dish in the refrigerator and set it out to soften. He failed to see why anyone wanted it cold and hard. 
“Jam jar, please,” Esme said. 
He handed it over to her with the spoon still inside. 
Esme stepped to the sink and then back to where she was fixing his toast. “I put the spoon
in the sink. Hand me the knife or have you been licking it too?” 
“No.” He gave her the knife handle first. “Why does it trouble you so much, my licking my
own cutlery?” 
“Our mouths are filled with germs. Germs carry disease. People don’t know if you’re
carrying some illness,” she explained. 
“Like the plague?” 
“Along those lines, yes, although not the plague in this part of the world, but other
diseases.” 
Their concern was understandable. Back in his time, the Black Death devastated England
eight years past, in 1348. No one at Elysian Fields had been struck down. While the plague raged, the baron, Guy’s father, ordered the holding closed to all outside the gates. Supplies were rationed until messengers from the king’s household arrived and announced the danger was over. 
But he carried no disease or the hospital would’ve told him. Esme had naught to fear. 
He’d dare to show her. 
“I have something in my eye. Look, please. Tell me if you see a speck of dust or dirt,” he
said, pulling at the corner. 
Esme leaned close and put her palm to his cheek to turn his face where she could check
with ease. 
“I don’t see anything.” 
When she spoke he knew where her mouth was to his. He dipped his head and captured
her lips for a kiss. His hands found the curve of her waist with ease and closed on the graceful bend. 
The moment her palm touched his chest with gentle but firm feminine pressure, he broke
the kiss and straightened. Had he misread her touches? It would seem so. 
“Now that our lips have met, you have no reason to fuss over my putting my jammy spoon
back in the jar.” 
“I trusted you didn’t have a disease.” 

But you do have a beast’s face. Mentally finishing for her, he traced the roughest of his scars with a finger. “Worry not. I shan’t press the issue again without your acquiescence.” 
She moved his fingers away from the scars. “You need to understand, I can’t do anything
unprofessional. I can’t afford to lose this job.” 
“I won’t jeopardize your position but neither will I apologize for a sweeter than honey
stolen kiss.” 
“Sweeter than honey, listen to you. Aren’t you a smoothie?” 
“Smoothie?” 
“I think you can figure the meaning out. It was a lovely kiss though, however brief.” 
He heard a smile in her voice and wondered if it was truly because of the kiss, or a polite
kindness. He smiled and bobbed his head once. In spite of the slim odds, he hoped for the former and not the latter. “You flatter me.” 
His empty stomach growled in protest and he tore off a bite of the toast, only to spit it into
his palm. “Ugh, jam or no, ‘tis no better than the stalest of bread. Why would a body possess a device,” he pointed to where he knew the toaster sat, “that ruins good, fresh bread? They call me mad, but that’s true madness.” 
“I swear to you, toast is hugely popular,” she told him and wiped a cloth across his palm.” 
Hungrier now after smelling the bread as it cooked in the toaster, he let out a loud, 
frustrated sigh. “I just wanted some bread and jam for breakfast. A mite of food to tide me over.” 
“Sit at the table, and I will fix you something.” 
He heard her open the refrigerator and move items around and then close it. 
“You good with scrambled eggs and bacon?” 
“Yes, but don’t forget the real bread, and butter, and jam.” She wasn’t expected to cook
but since she offered, why argue the point? 
#
They finished breakfast and spent the next four hours discussing the English and French
political issues that led to war. The Hundred Years War, as Esme said it was termed. 
“I’m impressed with your knowledge of the English campaign leading up to the battle of
Poitiers,” she said. 
“I merely repeat what I experienced.” 
“Yes,” she dragged the word out in a soft tone, adding, “of course. Are there any specific
questions you want to ask regarding the period after Poitiers?” 
“Edward of Woodstock, I’d like to know if he made a good king. I always respected him
and thought he’d be a fine monarch, when the day came.” 
Short seconds passed in silence and then she asked, “Were you close?” 
“Close enough to call him friend.” 
“He never reigned. He died before his father.” 
“In battle? Was it at Poitiers?” 
“No, he died in June of 1376. From his symptoms, its most commonly believed he finally
succumbed to the disease of dysentery.” 
“The disease can take a terrible toll on an army during a campaign.” Such a base way for
any man to die but was especially unbefitting the prince. “Given a choice, he’d have chosen battle, gone to his death fighting.” 
He pushed away from the table. “I need some air.” 
He didn’t bother with his cane but felt his way to the door and went out to the small
landing at the top of the ramp. He held onto the landing’s railing, closed his eyes and thought about what Esme told him—how Poitiers was a great victory for the English. She spoke of the capture
of the French king and the dauphin, his son, of how a Te Deum was sung praising God for his
blessing on the English Army. The Poitiers she talked of bore small resemblance to the battle he fought, where glory played no part. Every stride toward the enemy Arthur took, every clash of
swords, every action within the chaos, he remembered. The sum total of his presence there were
bits and pieces of a strange dream branded on his memory. 
Sweet air surrounded him and he opened his eyes. The apple harvest was no doubt over, if
the season compared to his day. But the fruit trees pleasant scent lingered and he breathed it in, letting it cleanse his sadness away. A minute later, he returned. “I’m done with history for the day. I wish to move about.” 
“Let’s go for a walk.” 
The outside world hadn’t been too kind to him, so far. He instinctively touched his fingers
to the tender bruise on his back from his fall in the hospital garden. Not to mention the effort to obtain flowers that morning nearly got him crushed by a truck. To not go was to admit defeat. 
Besides, an invitation for a walk in the fresh air tempted him too much to resist. 
“I’ll get my cane.” 
“Yesterday, I noticed a small road with no traffic that looks like it originates from Alex and
Shakira’s. I’m not too familiar with this area, but I believe it may be a back road to the village. 
Shall we see where it leads?” Esme asked. 
“Lead away, milady.” 
Outside, she looped her arm through his as he stepped from the ramp. In the past, he’d
strolled arm-in-arm with ladies he wished to gain a kiss from. They’d peer up at him through their lashes to grant him a flirty smile. That couldn’t be Esme’s intention. 
Stephen stiffened. “Do you clutch me to save me from falling?” 
She pulled her arm from his. “I thought to offer a little guidance, help you head in the right
direction. And, I was concerned you might trip and fall.” 
“Then fall I must if I’m to learn to function without constant aid.” 
“It’s not a crime to get help once in a while. If the situation was one where you had your
sight and we went for a walk, you’d have offered your arm to me.” She looped her arm through
his. “We’re going to walk arm-in-arm. End of argument.” 
It was slow going. If he had a longer cane, he’d clear a wider path and move a bit faster. 
They walked along the side of the country road for about five minutes when Esme said, 
“Ooh, what a fancy stable. The sign says Elysian Fields. Interesting name choice for a stable, 
don’t you think?” 
“It’s Alex’s. The name has special meaning for him. Plus, he told me he owns a great
amount of the acreage around the cottage.” 
Alex...Guy as he knew him, kept a fine stable, one of the best in the shire. He favored
Percherons. If that breed still existed, Stephen would wager Alex filled this stable with them. “I’d like to visit.” 
The closer they got to the stable the more complex and loud the air became with typical
barn noise: the clomp of shod hooves on a hard surface, the creak of stall doors being opened and closed, the dull thud and snorts of horses running and playing in the paddock. 
From the side of the barn, came a large, shaggy dog, tongue lolling, it jumped up putting its
paws on his shoulders. 
“Hello boy and who might you be?” Stephen asked with a smile, holding his ground. 
“Sydney, get down. Sorry about that. He’s a she and I’m working on breaking her of that
bad habit.” The dog obeyed and dropped down on all fours. 
“No apologies needed, she did no harm, besides, I love dogs,” Stephen said. 
“Thank you for understanding. Can I help you? I’m Owen, the barn manager.” 
“Yes.” Stephen turned toward the voice. “This is Alex Lancaster’s stable, is it not?” 
“Yes.” 
“Stephen Palmer, I’m a friend of Alex’s.” Owen shook his extended hand. “I’d love to
visit with the animals. As you can see, I’m blind but have assistance to help keep me from doing harm or getting hurt.” 
“Hi, I’m Esme Crippen.” 
“I’ll be happy to walk around the facility with you and answer any questions,” Owen said. 
“Please do,” Stephen said. 
As Owen described the facility, Esme stopped in front of one stall. The horse was at his
manger eating from the sound. 
“What a gorgeous black horse,” Esme said. 
“Yes, that’s Eclipse. He belongs to Mrs. Lancaster. The horse in the next stall is Mr. 
Lancaster’s. He’s called Thor.” 

Thor. The name brought a smile to Stephen, remembering Guy’s fierce destrier. 
“Tell me, is Thor a Percheron?” 
“Yes. But Mrs. Lancaster’s is a Thoroughbred. Hers is a big gelding but not quite as big
as Mr. Lancaster’s stallion.” 
“Are there two good hack horses here that Alex and Shakira don’t ride as often?” 
Stephen asked. 
“Stephen...” Esme tugged on his elbow and pulled him away several feet out Owen’s
earshot, he guessed. “You’re not thinking what I think you’re thinking. Are you?” 
“Milady, you’ve asked what is more a tangle than a question. In answer to what I believe
is your question, I desire to ride and wish to know if any of Alex’s horses are suitable for non-arena work.” 
“You can’t go riding in the countryside. You’re bound to get lost or worse.” 
“Or worse?” He chuckled. “I’ve been riding since I could walk. There’s nothing a horse
can do that I haven’t experienced, I—” 
“What if he bolts or rears? You could get slammed into a tree or something.” 
“Your fear for me is delightful and amusing. Should he bolt, he will eventually stop as I’ve
never known an animal to deliberately run itself into a tree. I’ve had horses rear. Staying on is leg strength not eyesight, along with good horsemanship skills, which I possess.” 
“I still have grave misgivings. How are you going to keep from getting lost when you can’t
see?” 
“I’m not going to ride so far that the animal won’t know how to find the barn. Even if I am
lost, when a horse wants dinner, he’ll find home.” 
“No. It’s not safe.” 
“Esme, I am blind and you believe mad, but above all else, I am a man. I will choose what
I do or do not do.” 
“It’s an uncontrolled environment. There are too many things that can go wrong.” 
“Try to understand. Nothing in my life is normal for me now. Every aspect of my world
has changed. I used to ride my warhorse, Arthur, every day. He’s gone, but the horses here will do. Allow me this small connection to my old world.” 
Disagreement gurgled in her throat but she finally said, “I do understand.” 
Stephen turned to Owen. “Sorry for the interruption. Are there two horses suited for
country riding?” 
“Yes, most are. But, I will need Mr. Lancaster’s permission before I allow you to take any
of his horses out.” 
“You’ll have it by tomorrow. If you’re not too peeved with me, I’d like to keep walking,” 
Stephen said to Esme. 
“I’m not angry. I just think you’re bound to get hurt.” 
“As you can see, I’ve survived worse than any horse could afflict.” Stephen stopped. The
one thing he wanted was to have Esme come with him on the ride, not as a guide but for the
pleasure of her company. “Do you ride?” 
“Yes.” 
“I’d be greatly honored if you’d join me.” 
“Yes. I don’t know if I’m as good as you allege you are, but I had lessons for many
years.” 
“Good. Tomorrow we ride.” 
Chapter Fourteen
Stephen tossed and turned as he lay awake thinking of the hurdles to overcome. A simple
thing like clothes troubled him. He didn’t know how to make sense of them yet. What if he wound up looking like a court jester? Today, he’d have his first orientation and mobility lesson. What troubles that entailed he couldn’t imagine. For his personal pleasure, he hoped the lessons would go well. It’d be nice to go for a stroll without getting lost. 
Unable to sleep, he swung his feet to the floor and sat on the edge of the bed, yawning. 
Stephen rubbed the sleep from his eyes with the heels of his hands, stretched and stood, then
padded over to the window. He opened it to a chorus of crickets and frogs. Like the morning
before, the quiet of the trailer vexed him. 
“What time is it?” he muttered, having taken to talking to himself. 
Barn owls made their presence known during the heart of the night. Since none hooted, he
guessed the hour was right before dawn. 
Yawning again, Stephen cautiously made his way to the bathroom. After splashing water
on his face, he went to the kitchen to make breakfast. 
“What to have?” Eggs with buttered bread to dip in them sounded tasty. This time he’d eat
his bread fresh out of the bag, rather than ruin it in the microwave or toaster. 
He fished around the cupboards for a bowl, cracked three eggs into it and put the dish in
the microwave. The taped one minute timer button was the only one he’d used so far. Confident
the eggs wouldn’t dry out the way the bread had, he pushed the button three times. While they
cooked, he took out two slices of bread and slathered them with butter. 
His head snapped up as a sudden loud bang followed three rapid pop, pop, pops. The
clamor had come from the microwave. 
“Ugh, what new deviltry is this?” 
Stephen stood at arm’s reach and opened the oven door. When nothing bad happened, he
inched his hand inside to remove the bowl of eggs. He instantly let go of the hot bowl, spun around to the sink, fumbled for a few precious seconds, and then ran cold water over his fingers. “Cursed thing.” 
When his fingers stopped throbbing, he tapped the side of the bowl with the back of his
hand. It had cooled enough to handle and for him to try and salvage breakfast. He began scraping out the contents of the bowl onto a small plate. 
There should’ve been a measure of resistance as he dug, but there wasn’t. “This cannot
be.” 
He stuck his finger into the eggs scrapings on the plate and then into the bowl. Shredded
bits stuck to the side of the dish and mouthfuls fit only for a mouse lay on the plate. 
“What calamity has this foul device heaped upon my food today?” 
He reached inside the microwave and poked along the sides and top. Yolk and sticky
white made a mess of the roof and walls. The thing had blasted them everywhere. “Disgusting.” 
Stephen shut the door, leaned against the counter edge, and nibbled his bread, ruminating
over his ruined meal. The morning already weighed on his foul mood. Weary from a poor night’s
rest, hungry because of the wicked oven, and he faced a day of new tasks. No surprise if the rest of the day turned into a cavalcade of mishaps, considering how the morning had already begun. 
“I’d touch the teat of a momma boar for a hearty breakfast,” he said. Stomach growling, 
he spread butter over another chunk of bread. 
Miranda and Shakira stored various foods for him in the refrigerator. Cheese and sliced
ham filled one drawer. After sniffing the wrapped cheeses, he cut off a whack of cheddar, pulled out several slices of ham and tucked them in the bread. Fruit was in another drawer and he
grabbed an apple. 
More eggs remained in a container in the refrigerator door, but he saw no point in
wrecking them in the oven. A strange, waxy carton contained milk, which he knew from sniffing
it. He wasn’t certain about the other bottles and jars. Esme would help identify them. 
If he hadn’t wolfed the dinner Shakira brought him the night before, he’d have gravy for
his bread. Soon he’d have to learn how to put a meal together for himself. He couldn’t rely on Shakira and Alex to provide him meals. At some point, they’d leave for London. Then what? 
Dawn arrived with the singing of birds. First light in the early fall came around five in the
morning. Their songs were a small occurrence to help him measure the time. 
Even though Esme wasn’t due for several more hours, Stephen showered and shaved. He
dressed in the jeans and a shirt with sleeves that didn’t cover his whole upper arm. 
Alex and Ian had shown him how to operate the CD player. With time on his hands, he
decided to memorize the words to Phantom of the
Opera. Esme helped arrange the CD’s for him so that one was in the first slot. He’d memorized the melodies of his favorite songs the
previous night. Remote in hand, he sat on the floor in front of the CD player. He played the
thunderous beginning music a dozen times or more, then moved onto Angel of Music. 
Esme knocked louder. The music and singing poured from the open drawing room
window. As she expected, Stephen hadn’t heard and she let herself in, calling out to him. 
“Stephen.” 
He still hadn’t heard over the CD and his vocal accompaniment of the song. She set her
laptop on the table while she paused to listen. He roamed the compact room without a cane. 
Arms outstretched, head tipped back, he insisted he was the Phantom of the Opera.  When that song ended, he turned, closed his eyes and began singing along to Music of the Night.  A remarkable tenor, his voice was different but as equally powerful as Michael Crawford’s. 
Arms no longer outstretched, his hands moved through the air with gentle strokes, like an
orchestra conductor. His brow furrowed a fraction as he sang of stirring the imagination. What
woman did he see behind those closed eyes? What lady did he passionately woo with the beautiful words? Did he visualize a medieval woman seen in a painting somewhere? Or, did he picture a
modern lady buried deep in his pre-injury, mental break psyche and mentally dress her as a
medieval lovely? 
She waited for his love song to end before calling, “Stephen,” again. 
“Esme.” He pressed the remote and paused the CD. 
“I hated to interrupt. You were having such a nice time.” 
“I was. Singing gives me wings. The music of my time wasn’t big, like songs on this CD, 
or the ones Lady Shakira had me sing.” 
“Big?” 
With a broad open-armed gesture said, “Grand, as big as the man who sings wishes.” 
This was the most animated she’d seen him. His infectious, cheerful grin prompted hers. 
“One song she gave me was called, Tusk.  When I practiced, I’d get to the part where I
sang out the title and punch the air.” He twisted to the right away from her, and like a pub fighter, threw his fist out brawler style. 
“I understand why she chose you. Your voice is impressive. Did you take lessons?” If he
had, maybe the question would trigger a modern memory. 
“No. I practiced with Lady Shakira but that’s all. Who sings to the Phantom’s songs?” 
“This version is Michael Crawford. Too bad you couldn’t see the original stage play .  The way he touched Sarah Brightman——she played Christine, when he sang the last song it was
both intensely romantic and carnal. He—” 
“Tell me not. I wish to keep the ideal of how I’d sing it to a lady. I am curious about what
torments him.” 
“He was born with a disfigured face. Shunned and abused by society growing up, as an
adult he lives beneath the Paris Opera House, hidden away. He has a brilliant musical mind. A
beautiful young chorus girl catches his attention and from a position where he’s hidden behind a mirror, he gives her voice lessons. Through his coaching, she grows into the most talented singer at the opera. When she falls in love with a handsome young man, the Phantom is driven mad with
jealousy and threatens to kill the man. But, in the end, although it breaks his heart, his love for her moves him to ultimately release both of them.” 
Stephen listened, his face a passive mask as Esme gave him the brief summary of the plot. 
“Interesting,” he said when she finished. “That I favored the songs of the man with the disfigured face.” 
“Nowadays we’d call it ironic.” 
“Ironic? I don’t know this word.” 
“Let’s leave it at your scars are nothing like the Phantom’s. You’re sufficiently attractive
even with them.” 
“You find me attractive then?” 
“Such a smirk. You look like the cat that ate the canary and yes, I find you handsome.” 
With a feathery touch, Esme traced the scars around his eyes. “The swelling diminishes
daily. The tiny stitch marks will fade soon too, but even if they didn’t, they won’t distract from the light in your blue eyes.” She cupped a cheekbone. “Good bones, high and strong.” At his jaw she drew her palm along the length. “Nice strong jaw too.” She finished by drawing one forefinger
down his narrow nose from bridge to tip. 
“’Tis quite long,” he said, light-heartedly. “You won’t be the first to say so.” 
“True, but it suits your face just fine.” 
She took the remote from him, turned the CD player off, tapped him on the arm and said, 
“We should get started on your lessons. We won’t have much time this afternoon. The Braille
instructor is also the rehabilitation teacher for your mobility training.” 
“We’re going riding in the afternoon or did you forget?” 
“No. That’s still on the schedule. The teacher is coming midday. Once he’s done, we’ll
go.” 
“Good. As we are on the topic of my blindness orientation, does this shirt look
acceptable?” 
“Yes. Most anything goes with jeans.” 
“What am I wearing?” 
“A white tee shirt, the jeans of course, and Nikes, you look fine. I brought a catalogue of
products to help the blind. We can order you a color teller, which assists with clothing
identification. In the meantime, let’s organize your closet.” She took his hand in a light hold and led him to the bedroom. 
She separated everything by use. Dress pants were on the far left, then came casual
slacks, mostly jeans. On the right, she did the same. Dress shirts on the far right, then casual shirts with Miranda’s padded hangers to divide the groups. 
“Are the rest of the shirts like this the same color?” 
“All your tee shirts are white,” she told him after checking the dresser. “What else? I think
a lot of problems for you will go away with organization and aids you can buy.” 
“I’d like to be able to judge the time.” 
“I saw a talking watch in the catalogue. Let’s buy one of those too.” 
“Talking watch?” 
“I’ll explain while we go through the catalogue. We’ll also get you a talking compass. I’d
feel better about you riding in the woods alone if you had a compass.” 
He liked the suggestion too. With a compass, he’d learn which direction danger lay, 
measure its distance and adjust. Esme didn’t need to know his relief. “If it eases you, then we’ll get one.” 
#
Andrew Utley, the rehabilitation teacher arrived at noon. Esme introduced herself and
Stephen. 
“Today, I’d like to work on orientation and mobility. Tomorrow we will start on Braille
basics. Are you all right with that Stephen?” Utley asked. 
Stephen shrugged. “It matters naught to me where you wish to start. You should know
that before being blinded I could not read. Your Braille is of little importance to me.” 
“Reading ability is essential in this day and age. Braille is especially important for you to
learn. It’s the primary means to help you function in strange places, to locate a room you need for example or the floor you want in a lift.” 
“I don’t understand.” Stephen turned to Esme. “Is lift a type of transport to another level
in a building?” 
“How do you not know what a lift is?” Utley asked. 
“I’ll explain later,” Esme told Stephen and then told Utley, “He has no memory of riding in
one.” 
“Trust me, down the road you’ll be happy you learned Braille,” Utley said. 
“I’ve gone twenty-six years without the skill and been fine. A slight frown turned to a
scowl. “Why should I suffer to learn something I never needed?” 
Utley opened his mouth to respond, but Esme interrupted him before Stephen became
more resistant. 
“Stephen, you want to be independent don’t you? Then give the Braille lessons a chance.” 
He stiffened as she laid a hand on his arm. “Please.” 
“I’ll do the mobility lessons. They will serve me well. But I don’t wish lessons in this
Braille reading falderol.” 
She raised her hands and shook them in frustration lost on Stephen. “Why are you being so
stubborn?” 
“You call it stubborn. I call it reasonable. Shall I arrange for a cooper to come and teach
you how to make barrels?” 
“You’re being ridiculous now.” 
“I take it you’ve no interest or use in barrel making, thus I do not foist such on you. 
Likewise, I’ve no need of learning my letters, Braille or otherwise.” 
Esme ran through a mental circuit board of enticements connected to reading that she
could use to sway him. She glanced over at Utley, who watched the exchange as he would a
tennis match, eyes shifting from Stephen, to her, back to Stephen. Then she glanced around the
trailer, searching for the slightest inducement. Her gaze landed on the CD player. 
“How did you learn the words to Music of the Night?” 
“I awoke hours before dawn. I memorized the Phantom’s songs while I waited for you.” 
He tapped the side of his head. “Always been a quick study.” 
She figured he’d done this the way she’d learned lyrics when a preteen. “Did you play a
verse, stop, sing the verse again and again, until the words stuck and then play another verse?” 
“What of it?” 
“Learn the bloody Braille and you’ll have your lyrics on paper. You can read as the music
plays and have a greater sense of the flow of the song. When you’re away from the music, you’re able to read the paper and practice in your head, no matter where you go. Please, tell me you
realize the advantage.” 
Stephen was silent for a long moment, his eyes focused on a place somewhere over her
shoulder. Then, he turned his gaze toward where she stood, although his eyes didn’t fix on her. 
“I shall give this one week. That is all. If I don’t care to continue, I’ll stand no protest from you. Agreed?” 
“Agreed, you bloody stubborn ox of a man.” 
He grinned. 
She took a deep calming breath and turned to the teacher. “What’s first Mr. Utley?” 
“I shall show you how to walk with a sighted guide,” he said to Stephen. “Esme mentioned
you’re adverse to receiving aid but it’s necessary and practical. There will be times you need
assistance. Afterward, we’ll work on you developing your listening skills as you walk.” 
“What about what I told you this morning...you know, the dangerous thing.” She wanted
Stephen to hear from an expert that riding was too dangerous, especially this early in his
adjustment to the disability. 
Utley gave her a fatherly smile. “I’m afraid you’re not going to like my answer.” He
turned back to Stephen. “Esme fears your determination to go horseback riding.” 
“Yes, she gave me an earful about it already. I’m going and that’s that.” 
“Good for you. Two of the most important words in a blind person’s vocabulary are: I can. 
You may not be able to do all you could with your horse in the past, but you can do a lot. Good for you for believing in yourself. Now, on to the lessons.” 
They rode in Utley’s car and relocated to a small school near the village. Classes were out
for the weekend. Utley had the keys and unlocked the main door. 
“How do you have keys to the school,” Esme asked. 
“My wife is the Head Mistress.” 
Inside, he led them to the auditorium, which had a stage and rows of uncomfortable
looking wooden chairs. In addition to the main aisle, two aisles bisected the seats into three groups of ten rows. 
“Ready Stephen?” 
“Ready.” 
“Good. We’ll start with me acting as your sighted guide. When I feel you’ve practiced
enough, I’ll step away and we’ll see how you do independently.” 
Utley placed Stephen’s hand on his shoulder and instructed him to try and keep a distance
of about two steps back. They started walking at a normal speed. To Esme’s surprise, Stephen
kept up. 
“I’m going to slow the pace. As we walk the main aisle, I want you to listen. If you hear
something different tell me,” Utley told him. 
On the third trip, Stephen said, “Wait, there’s a difference here.” He pointed to one of the
broad aisles bisecting two groups of rows. 
“Yes. What do you hear that captured your attention?” 
“I sense openness here. There’s a faint echo. Is it a wide passageway of some kind?” 
“Yes, exactly right. We call that a sound shadow.” 
Stephen’s face lit. “Walk faster.” 
When they reached the next wide passageway, Stephen stopped again. “There’s another
here.” 
“Yes. I’m going to step away and let you work solo. Only instead of the aisle we’ve been
using, work the passageways and stop when you hear a change.” 
Stephen slowed his walk and when he reached the door to the upstairs gallery, he stopped, 
cocked his head a fraction, and then continued. The next door led to the backstage area. Once
more, Stephen stopped and listened. Then, turning to where Utley and Esme stood, he asked. “Are there doorways to my left?” 
“Yes.” 
“I can hear a difference when I pass them too.” 
“Wait there while we join you,” Utley said. “You’re indeed a fast learner. I’d like to try
and get a bit of staircase practice done.” 
Utley took them to a short set of a half dozen stairs that led to the landing between floors. 
Esme scrutinized the stairs as Utley talked. The hospital probably had him use an elevator. 
The trailer had the ramp. She worried his experience with stairs was limited to those on the
private jet. 
“Mr. Utley, a word.” She waved him over several steps away from Stephen and
whispered. “Is it wise to push him with so much mobility training in one session? He’s done well. 
Maybe more practice in that same vein is better. End on a high note.” 
“Esme, let me try this,” Stephen said. 
“You weren’t supposed to hear me.” 
“I can hear doorways and passageways, hearing people is a small effort by comparison.” 
Utley joined Stephen at the top of the stairs. “Find the wall with your left hand.” 
Stephen did. 
“The handrail is six inches further and two feet down.” 
When Stephen found the handrail, Utley instructed him “Your cane should be in front of
your abdomen.” 
“My what?” 
“Your belly.” Utley went to him and repositioned Stephen’s hand and index finger. “You
were gripping your cane like a sword hilt.” 
“Was I now?” Stephen said with a crooked smile. 
He did as Utley told him, testing with his cane for the edge of the step first and then the
depth. One successful trip down and one up and he threw a cocky, overconfident smile her way. 
Next trip he went faster and stumbled going down. His right foot landed too close to the next steps edge and he lost his balance. He held tight to the handrail and with some fancy footwork, kept
himself from falling or losing his cane. 
“Stephen—” Esme started down the stairs but he recovered before she could reach him. 
“A cry of worry for me milady?” 
“Yes.” 
“Let’s quit for today. We’ll work on stairs again tomorrow and touch technique for
surface and foot placement,” Utley said. 
“Did you bring riding boots?” Stephen asked her on the way home from the school. 
“I’m wearing jeans, not proper jodhpurs and short boots under my jeans. Tomorrow, I’ll
bring jods and field boots.” 
“I’m afraid I only have jeans too and my Nikes, which are tight. With no funds to purchase
better gear, I’ll make do.” 
“I’ll speak to Alex about buying you what you need.” 
“Don’t. I’ve no wish for additional charity that isn’t intended for my basic needs.” 
Esme doubted either of the Lancasters considered Stephen a charity case. If she had the
money, she’d gift him a pair of riding breeches and proper field boots but quality boots were
expensive. 
“Your everyday shoes should fit. We can go shopping tomorrow for new Nikes.” She
could afford a pair of trainers. 
“If I won’t take Alex’s charity, why would I take yours?” 
“It’s not charity but a gift.” How to convince him it’s not a big deal? What could he give
her in trade? 
She smiled. 
“How about a trade then? Your singing is brilliant. After you’ve learned all the Phantom’s
songs, we’ll go to Alex’s cottage and you can make me a CD of your version.” 
“At this point, it’s all I’ve got to give. So yes, milady, I’ll be your Phantom.” 
Chapter Fifteen
Owen greeted Stephen and Esme as they arrived at the stable. “Good morning, Mr. 
Palmer, Miss Crippen. I’ve had two of the Percherons tacked up. Follow me, please.” 
They entered a breezeway barn with hard pavement aisle down the middle. 
“Here we are. The first horse is yours, Miss Crippen.” 
“He’s a handsome one. What’s his name?” she asked. 
“Monty.” 
“Funny name.” 
“My son, who’s a stable boy here, wanted to call him Kilimanjaro because of his bright
white mane on top of the dark bay body. It reminded him of the mountain’s snowcapped peak. 
Mr. Lancaster compromised with my boy. Monty is for the Mount part of Kilimanjaro.” 
Leather creaked as Esme mounted and adjusted in the saddle. 
Stephen listened for any nervous shift of his horse’s feet or the tiniest of snorts as he
approached with the cane. Alex’s horses would be well trained and not easily spooked, but even
the steadiest animal can surprise you. 
“I’ve provided Miss Crippen with a mounting block. Do you require one also?” Owen
asked. 
“No.” 
A fly buzzed near Stephen’s face, a big one by the sound. When he was a squire, he
swallowed a fat horsefly that flew into his mouth. He didn’t find it nearly as funny as the other squires. The hateful things had a nasty bite and served no useful purpose other than to annoy. He beat at the air around his head with his free hand. To his relief, his horse’s tail swished and the bug flew off. 
Stephen switched his cane to his left hand and with his right found the horse’s muscled
haunches within reach. “You’re a sturdy lad,” he said, stroking the flank so the animal knew
where he was and didn’t get startled. “We’re going to do fine today, aren’t we boy?” 
The horse nickered in agreement. 
Stephen snapped his cane closed and handed it to Owen. “Would you mind putting this
somewhere for me until I return?” 
“Certainly, I’ll have it in my office.” 
Stephen trailed his hand from the horse’s hip point over his back to the saddle’s cantle. He
didn’t attempt to mount yet. Instead, he talked to the horse about Arthur, as he continued to
withers and shoulders, then finally finished by petting the animal’s muzzle. 
“What’s his name? He is a he, yes? You understand I don’t wish to learn his sex by feel,” 
Stephen said as a joke. 
“Vidar.” 
“Do you know who Vidar is?” Esme asked in a perky tone. “No hints, Owen.” 
“No, should I?” Stephen asked. 
“All right, one hint. Think of Alex’s horse’s name.” 
“Thor,” he absently stroked Vidar’s neck as he pondered the connection. “I give up.” 
“In Norse myth, Vidar is the silent son of Odin and Gridr, and half-brother to Thor.” 
“Ah, a tough Viking God, I like it.” Stephen tested the stirrup straps, lengthened them, and
then mounted with ease. “Owen, I’m not sure of the exact location of Alex’s cottage and the
stable but I grew up in this area. If it still exists, there is an old Roman road near here. Once on the road, I’ll have a better sense of where I am.” 
“It still exists. That’s a good road for riding. There aren’t many cars to worry about, it’s
mostly farmers on tractors. Miss Crippen, just ahead at the edge of the woods starts a well-
traveled path. Vidar and Monty are familiar with it. As you come out the other side, the path will intersect with the Roman Road.” 
“How far down is that section from Hailes Abbey?” Stephen asked. 
“Hailes Abbey? Goodness, the old abbey’s been nothing but a ruin for centuries now sir,” 
Owen said. 
“The abbey is gone?” The news sliced into him. First learning Elysian Fields was no more, 
now, the abbey too was gone. Did nothing stand from his time? 
“Where’s the abbey’s ruin on that road?” Stephen asked. 
“To the right, about fifteen minutes at a nice, steady canter.” 
Stephen nodded. “Thank you. He turned to where Esme sat on his right. “Shall we?” 
“I’m ready.” 
“Enjoy yourselves,” Owen called after them as they trotted away. 
As they entered the woods, Esme asked, “Why all the interest in a crumbled abbey?” 
“I wish to visit the place where Elysian Fields stood. I can get my bearings from knowing
the location of the abbey.” 
“Elysian Fields? I know you said the name 
 was special to Alex, but Elysian Fields, the place, is mythological. How do you plan to visit?” 
The caution she didn’t bother to hide in her question alluded to his madness and pricked his
sore pride. Let her hear the truth. 
“It was the Guiscard family’s holding. I understand the castle was destroyed during the
English Civil War, which is a mystery to me—the war that is.” 
“I’ll tell you about it one day. You mentioned Guiscard. Isn’t that the family name of the
baron you said you served?” 
“Yes, Elysian Fields was home to both of us.” 
She asked him to tell her about the castle. He described the round Keep made of local
blonde stone. The holding included a small family chapel and a large stable of the same stone. The baron also kept sizeable vegetable and flower gardens, kennels and clean barracks. He knew
knights who couldn’t claim the last in the holdings where they lived. 
Vidar stayed steady and kept an even pace. None of the forest sounds bothered him, nor
did he shy when asked to cross a wide stream. 
“We’ve reached the old Roman road,” Stephen said, coming to a halt. 
“Yes, but how did you know?” 
“The breeze blows stronger without the shelter of the trees.” He nudged Vidar forward. 
When Vidar’s hooves struck pavement, Stephen turned left. “We’ll be there soon,” he
said. 
“I’m going to look up this Elysian Fields in some of my research books. If it had any
historical value, it’ll be listed somewhere,” Esme said. 
“I don’t know what qualifies as historical value. It had great value to those of us who
called it home.” 
“Guiscard sounds French, not English.” 
“It was originally. Guy’s distant ancestor was Norman and came over with William the
Conqueror. Those knights who fought with him received—,” 
“Saxon holdings as a reward,” Esme finished for him. 
He looked in her direction and lifted a brow in mock curiosity. “Is milady of Saxon descent
perhaps?” 
“I’ve no idea. Maybe. I know my family didn’t come over with the Normans or the
Norsemen. So maybe they were here already. What about you? Did your ancestors come over
with the Conqueror also?” 
“Doubtful. I remember my uncle saying something about early Palmers settling in
Northumberland then migrating here to escape the marauding Scots.” 
“Would you like me to research your heritage? I can.” 
His heritage. Stephen thought it funny in a dark way that she’d offer to do that when he’d
rather she take an interest in researching Stephen Palmer, medieval knight who fought at Poitiers. 
Though why there’d be a single word about him, a knight of no distinction in any chronicle, he
couldn’t imagine. 
“Stephen? Would you like me to look into your family name?” 
“No.” He had no heritage, only a life he enjoyed and was now lost. 
He cued Vidar into a trot, and then into a canter. Wind from the Bristol Channel that
smelled of salt and the sea and felt like freedom blew over him. He tipped his face into it and filled his lungs. 
“Stephen, I think this is a little fast for your first ride,” Esme yelled over the sound of the horse’s shod hooves striking the road. 
“It’s not my ‘first’ ride,” he said in a loud voice. “Nor, am I afraid. Ride slower if you
wish, but I desire to get where I want without further delay.” 
“Stephen, please, for me, just this one time, slow down.” 
He reined Vidar back to a trot. “Just this once, milady.” 
After a short distance, Stephen thought he heard other voices and halted Vidar to listen. 
He’d heard right. Two men talked, not far from them. 
“There are people in the woods. Did you hear?” 
“Yes. There’s a ravine a short distance from here that’s part of a science project. Mr. 
Lancaster gave the immediate area around it to a university professor and his students. That’s
probably who we’re hearing.” 
“I know the ravine you speak of. There was once another road near to it that led to the
abbey.” 
“I wouldn’t know.” 
They didn’t go far before Esme said, “I think we’re here,” 
Stephen slowed Vidar to a walk. “What do you see?” 
“Ruins. Hunks of Cotswold stone lying here and there.” 
Stephen halted Vidar and dismounted. “Help me find a good spot to tie the horses up.” 
The leather creaked again as Esme dismounted. “Over here.” She took Stephen by the
hand and led him to a tree. The low-hanging branches brushed the top of his head. He tied Vidar loosely to the lowest of them. From the loud chomp, the horse had immediately started chewing
the bark off the tree’s trunk. Stephen plucked a leaf, crushed it between his fingers, and smelled the damp green. He inhaled the pleasant sweet scent of apple. Arthur loved to strip apple trees of both their fruit and their bark when they were beyond bearing decent fruit. 
“I’ve tied Monty. Vidar’s munching a branch.” 
“I know. This is an apple tree. Horses find them tasty.” 
“Really? We both learned something today. Anyway, let me guide you around what’s left
of the holding.” She looped her arm through his and slowly they walked the grounds. 
“Oh my, I think we found the family graveyard. I see some tumble-down headstones. 
Let’s have a look.” 
Stephen expected she’d deposit him on the ground while she explored, but she kept hold of
his arm as they walked through the cemetery. 
“Wow, this is interesting,” she said. 
“What?” 
“Two headstones appear new. The rest are all knocked over, or moss covered, or
unreadable. But these are upright and the inscriptions are clear.” 
“Read them to me.” 
“The first says: Charles Marion Guiscard died 1349, 
Fortiter et Fideliter. That last is Latin. I wonder what it means.” 
“Charles was Guy’s father. Fortiter et Fideliter is the Guiscard motto. It means, Boldly and
Faithfully. What is the other headstone?” 
“Margaret
Anne Guiscard beloved wife of Charles and mother
of Guy and Madeline
died 1360. Who would replace the old headstones of people who died almost seven-hundred years ago? It’s weird.” 
“Not really. I am sure Alex had the headstones done.” 
“Why?” 
“Charles and Margaret were...” Stephen paused to think of a plausible reason. 
“Were what?” 
“I don’t know. Perhaps he’s done one of those heritage searches you spoke of and found
out he’s related to this couple.” 
“This cemetery was likely attached to the family chapel you spoke of, wouldn’t you
think?” 
“I know it was.” 
“The son of this couple is the man you believe you served. What happened to him? If Alex
is possibly related to the couple then he’s related to Guy and Madeline. I don’t see a new
headstone for either.” 
“Guy died at Poitiers. He was killed trying to aide his friend, Basil Manneville. Madeline
lived with her husband in Somerset. I assume she’s buried in his family’s cemetery.” 
Esme moved close, close enough for him to feel her warm breath on his neck. “Stephen, 
how is it you know all these details about an obscure baron? I mean, there can’t be a ton of
material written about him or I’d have read something.” 
“I cannot speak to what you should or should not remember of your readings.” 
“Don’t deflect. I’m puzzled. You obviously read about Guy somewhere and remember
who these other people are. How is it you don’t remember your current life?” 
He made no comment. No truth he spoke was believed or would help her be less baffled. 
“You’ve no response?” She gave a heavy sigh of frustration with his silence. She took
both his hands in hers. “The memory of this life is buried deep inside you somewhere. I wish I
knew how to bring it forth.” 
He pulled his hands away and cupped her cheek in his palm. “What you don’t grasp is that
there’s nothing wrong with my memory.” 
Stephen bent to kiss her on the forehead and found her lips instead. She had turned enough
for him to have missed his mark. This time no hand pressed against his chest to stop him. He felt the hint of a quiver and a smile beneath his lips. He didn’t waste a second analyzing why Esme let him kiss her. She did, and that’s all that mattered. 
From somewhere to the right came a loud quack followed by several tiny peeps. “I think
we’ve disturbed a mother duck and her ducklings,” Stephen said. 
“We have,” she said. “Momma is leading her brood away toward an overgrown field.” 
The field wasn’t always overgrown. Once it was the well-kept list, where he and all
Elysian Fields’ knights practiced jousting and exercises with their weapons. The hours spent there in comradeship were beyond his ability to count. 
“Hmm. Oh wow, there’s another new headstone. It’s a flat in-ground one. I’m going to go
read it,” Esme said. She led him by the hand over the soft soil. The grave wasn’t far from Charles and Margaret’s. 
“What does it say?” he asked. 
“Simon Harrow, born 1326 died 1375, Good friend and
courageous knight. Rest in

peace. Considering the times, forty-nine years old is a fairly long life.” 
“Simon.” At least his stout-hearted friend had survived Poitiers. 
The still fresh memory of how he looked when Stephen last saw him came to mind. It was
the morning of the battle. They’d gone down to the river to water the horses. Stephen had teased Simon about his beard. Where Stephen preferred no beard, Simon was proud of his thick, ginger
one and kept it well trimmed at home, in England. As the campaign wore on, Simon’s beard went
unattended as foraging for food demanded more time. That morning, Stephen told him he looked
like a bear’s bastard offspring. They’d shared a hearty laugh and talked about the first thing they planned on doing upon returning home. Simon said he was going to avail himself of the innkeeper’s daughter’s bosomy charms. Had that come to pass? Stephen hoped so. 
Thoughts of the battle raised more questions. Once the battle ended, Simon would have
searched for Stephen. What would he think when he couldn’t find his body? God willing, he found Arthur at least. 
“You say the name like you’re familiar with him too. Do you believe you are?” Esme
asked. 
“No.” 
“I don’t believe you. You knew Guy’s parents and how he died. This person lived at the
same time frame and must’ve had a connection to Elysian Fields if he was buried on the grounds. 
How can you not know anything about him?” 
“What would you have me say?” 
“The truth or what you believe is the truth.” 
Not all lies are bad. Not all truths are good. He told countless lies in his life, but made an
effort to be honest most of the time. Right or wrong, the truth about him needed telling. 
“He was my good friend.” 
A denial of the possibility was what he expected but she said nothing at first. He didn’t
know what to think of her silence. Then she said, “Tell me about him. You say you came as a
young boy here. Were the two of you friends from childhood?” 
“No. Simon was a few years older than me and friendly with those his age. He’d already
become a knight when I became a squire. Like all the knights, he treated us squires like a
steaming pile of horse manure when it suited him.” 
“What changed?” 
“Crecy. Our army was terribly outnumbered as you know. We older squires were given
the opportunity to fight and prove ourselves. Simon’s mount was injured, and he had to fight on foot. We fought shoulder to shoulder.” 
Esme made no comment. 
“Do you believe me?” Stephen asked. 
“It doesn’t matter whether or not I believe. What matters is what you believe.” 
“Ah, you don’t.” No surprise. 
“I didn’t say that,” Esme said in a female’s clipped, brook-no-nonsense manner. 
“A crafty avoidance is an answer.” 
She was quiet for a moment. “Let’s walk around the ruin some more,” she said and took
his arm. 
“This weekend when I’m off I’m going into the city to the British Museum Library.” 
“British Museum? What the devil is a museum?” 
“A place that houses artifacts and other objects of historical value.” 
“’Historical value,’ you like this phrase. I take the library has old...what...manuscripts, 
illuminated bibles, for what do you search?” 
“I’m going to start researching Poitiers campaign records.” 
“To what end?” 
“I’m curious to see if the people you talk about are listed.” 
Stephen didn’t see how anything she might discover would affect either he or Alex in the
present. But he might be wrong. 
Chapter Sixteen
At the stable, he dismounted and handed Vidar’s reins to Owen. “We’ll see you tomorrow
at the same time, if that’s all right.” 
“No problem. Your cane Mr. Palmer,” Owen placed the folded cane in Stephen’s palm. 
“Thank you.” 
“I’ll have the horses ready unless you wish different mounts,” Owen said. 
“I’d like Vidar again.” Stephen turned toward Esme. “Did you like Monty, or do you
prefer another?” 
“I’ll stay with Monty if we go for a hack, but I’m not sure it’s a good idea.” 
“Still afraid of a mishap?” Stephen asked. 
“A little, yes. I’m also concerned about how the Lancasters will feel about my taking time
from tutoring to dilly-dally on horseback.” 
“Should Alex or Shakira ask, I’ll tell them you are dogged in your determination to help me
learn. That said, Lady Esme, my ability to learn falters when my bottom grows weary of sitting.” 
“Thank you. I’m not sure they’ll be appeased with your butt-boredom reason for spending
part of our time away from the books. Let’s see how it goes.” 
They walked back to the trailer with her arm looped through his again. Esme led him
around the driveway’s flower border, which was the way they went before. Maybe riding a horse
with the same skill he possessed while sighted gave him back some of the confidence his injury
had drained from him. Maybe it was because he’d done well with his mobility lesson, but the
desire to test himself even more welled up. 
“Walk me to somewhere in the middle of the driveway, if you would,” he told Esme. 
She stopped. “What’s going through your head?” 
“I must work on finding the trailer better. Yesterday, I lost my way and wandered into the
road and into the path of a truck. It nearly struck me.” 
“You say that so calmly when you were almost killed.” 
“There’s no ‘almost killed,’ my caring tutor. It’s simple. You either live or you die. There’s
no in between. I moved out of the truck’s way. I lived.” 
“Maybe there’s no in between for you, but there is for those who care about you, me
included. The prospect of you almost being killed scares us less aloof types.” 
“Thank you for your kind worry.” 
They walked a short distance when Esme stopped and released his arm. “You’re in the
middle of the drive. Go for it.” 
Stephen went straight but stopped when he heard her following. “Please stay where you
are and give me the chance to try and do this alone first.” 
“Yes. Sorry.” 
He moved on, touched the brick edge on the flower border, and stepped over onto the
grass beyond. He continued, working his cane the approximate distance between his shoulders, 
the way Utley instructed. When he’d gone twenty paces, he stopped and listened. The trailer
could be to the right or to his left. He refused to ask Esme. 
It seemed forever while he waited to hear some clue. The enclosed area of the school
auditorium didn’t carry such a variety of noises. Here in the open, fixing on one sound hint was impossible. Finally, a car passed by on the road. From the proximity of the crunch on the
pavement, Stephen guessed he was forty strides away. The trailer ramp was twenty-seven paces
from the road, which meant the trailer sat on his right. 
He worked the cane as he moved right to well beyond where the trailer should’ve been in
his estimation. Then, he worked it to the left. Somehow he’d gotten the position wrong, again. He threw the cane to the ground, bent and picked up a rock ready to hurl it hard. 
“Let me help now.” Esme put a light hand on his arm. 
Stephen shook it off and threw the rock hard to the right. 
“Stephen stop.” 
“I can’t find my way home,” he said, his voicing rising. “What sort of man does that make
me?” 
“You have a learning curve and that takes time but you will get a handle on everything. 
This is a small set back. For God’s sake, look how well you did in mobility orientation. Today you went riding and not in a confined arena. Those are big accomplishments. Be proud.” 
He nodded in hope she’d leave off the subject of pride. The accomplishment in the school
wasn’t as big as she thought. Riding Vidar meant little, he’d ridden since he could climb onto a pony. 
Stephen knelt and patted the ground until he found his cane. 
“How far off am I from locating the trailer?” he asked. 
“Not too far. You veered too sharply to the right. Have you ever seen a clock face?” 
“Yes. There’s a clock tower by Westminster Palace. I’ve visited the palace and seen it.” 
“I’m impressed. You must have been a knight of some standing to be invited to the
palace.” 
Stephen leaned into Esme and smiled as her hair tickled his cheek. A ripple of delight
washed over him when she didn’t move away. 
“It wasn’t an invitation but the king’s command,” he said, sniffing. Her hair smelled of the
perfume she wore the night she came to dinner. “Edward ordered his nobles, which included Guy, 
to London to discuss war strategy. The roads weren’t safe. Simon and I traveled with Guy in case of danger.” 
She turned her head and bumped him on the chin. “Oops, sorry.” 
“Don’t be. I’m not.” 
She started to pull away but Stephen tipped his head, keeping his cheek in touch with her
soft hair. “What about a clock were you going to tell me?” 
“Picture a clock face. The trailer is at one o’clock and you walked a little past two
o’clock.” She tugged on his arm. “Ready?” 
“Yes.” 
He tried to feel the angle they walked as Esme led him to the trailer, but couldn’t. Some
clever means to gauge the proper route had to exist. That, too, escaped him. 
#
“Want me to put something together for your dinner?” Esme asked when they entered the
trailer. 
Stephen planned on trying to cook eggs again. During his lessons, she’d explained to cut
the microwave time. But she’d stay longer if he allowed her to cook. “That would be lovely. 
Thank you,” he said and moved by the sink where she ran water. 
“I’ll see what I can set up before Tony gets here. You should wash your hands too.” 
“Who’s Tony?” He asked soaping his hands. 
“He’s the man I’ve been dating for the last few weeks.” 
“Dating?” 
“We see each other socially. It’s sort of like courting but not as serious.” 
“’Like courting.’ I don’t understand.” He rinsed and dried his hands and went on, “One
either courts a lady or he doesn’t. There are women a man hopes to bed. One works at charming
her. The other type of woman a man does indeed court in hopes the lady may wed him. You
make ‘dating’ sound like an animal that is in-between. I can tell you no such animal exists.” 
The refrigerator door opened and cool air spilled out. 
“Times change, Stephen,” she said with her head inside, judging from the hollow sound. 
“You have precooked, cubed turkey. Very convenient.” She opened the bottom drawer where the
frozen food Miranda and Shakira bought was stored. “Perfect, you have frozen peas and carrots. 
I can throw together a shabby turkey pie.” 
“What is ‘shabby’ pie?” 
“I’ll stir in a can of cream of turkey soup with the meat and defrosted veggies. Then, I’ll
whip up easy dough from biscuit mix and put several dollops on top. It’s not a proper pie, but
tasty.” 
“As to our discussion, I don’t believe times have changed all that much, milady. I doubt
men now are so different in their desires as men in my time.” 
The microwave whirred while she brought out pots and pans. He waited for an answer as
she worked, but she just busied herself with the meal. 
“Do you deliberately ignore my thoughts on the desires of men?” He knew he was right. 
Her denying it didn’t change the truth. Stephen tapped her on the shoulder. He might not be able to see her eyes, but he wanted her to face him and hedge her answer looking him in the eye. And hedge she would. He’d bet a bag of coin on it, if he had coin. 
“I’m not ignoring your comments. I disagree. I think there’s a place in between where
men and women in this age can ease into a relationship after first seeing how well they get along.” 
“Hogwash. Perhaps there’s this ‘place’ where the lady is concerned, but not the fellow.” 
She had her back to him now, pulling items out of the refrigerator and cupboards. “What
makes you think men haven’t changed? Are you so prejudiced against your gender, you believe
them incapable of emotional growth?” 
“I don’t know what ‘emotional growth’ is. As I’m a man, I believe I possess some
expertise regarding my ‘gender.’ Are you mixing my biscuits or beating them? From the banging
on the bowl, I suspect you’re pounding the poor batter to death.” 
“You want me to make this or not?” 
He stepped back, hands raised in surrender. “Trust me, I know the minds of men.” 
“I’m not discussing the matter with you any further.” 
“At least I’m blind with cause.” 
“Stephen—” 
“I’ll say no more. Perhaps we’ll find common ground in wine. Would you like a glass? I
found a nice red in the rack above the stove.” 
“How do you know it’s red?” 
“Alex said most of the bottles here were reds as that’s Miranda and Ian’s preference. I
drank a couple of glasses of this. It tastes like the finest variation of wine the prince served from Bordeaux. When I say the finest, I mean this is the best I’ve ever tasted.” 
“I’ll have one if you’re having some. Not too much though. I have to leave soon. Do you
need help getting the glasses?” 
“No. I memorized where things are kept and where the furniture sits. My memory is
excellent.” 
An appreciative grin came and went as he stepped behind her, his hip brushing against her
firm bottom in the trailer’s tiny u-shaped kitchen. He removed two goblets from the cupboard by the wine rack. The night before he’d placed the bottle on the counter in the corner, where he
wouldn’t knock it over. 
“Milady,” he said, offering her a glass after he finished pouring for them both. She took it
from him and he raised his goblet. “Peace...for now.” 
“Peace, forever I hope.” She touched her glass to his. “I’ve put your pie in the oven. I set
the timer, the button on the far right will go off when it’s done. Push the button in to stop the pinging. Pot holders are on the counter to the left of the stove. Turn the big dial in the middle and above the door to shut the oven off. Are you all right to do that?” 
“Yes.” 
A higher, lighter version of the bellow the truck made sounded outside. “Is that a car?” 
“Yes.” 
“What makes the noise? What is the purpose? The truck yesterday made a similar noise.” 
“It’s the horn. It can be a warning, like with the truck that almost hit you. Or in this case, 
Tony, the guy I told you about, is letting me know he’s here to pick me up.” There was a soft
clang as she set her wine glass on the counter. 
“You mean give you a ride?” 
“Yes.” 
“And this is the way he signals his arrival...with an ugly blast of noise?” 
“You can get the sour look off your face. You’re acting upset and you shouldn’t be. 
Everyone does it.” 
“’Everyone does it,’ is no excuse for bad manners.” He stepped closer forcing her to step
back. “Let me make certain I understand. This Tony person sits on his arse and expects you to
come dancing out to him. Yes?” 
Esme sighed loud and hard. “I’m to meet him at the car, yes. Dancing isn’t required.” 
“That is not how a courtship goes. He’s to show you he is honored by your presence. He
needs to get out of the car, walk to the door, greet you properly, and escort you to wherever
you’re going.” 
The horn beeped again, twice. 
“I’ve heard enough.” Stephen turned, grabbed his cane propped at the end of the counter, 
and headed for the door. 
“Don’t you dare say anything to Tony.” She was right on his heels. “Stephen, listen to me. 
I don’t mind him honking, but I do mind you sticking your nose in my business.” 
He continued, jerking his arm out of her grasp when she caught up with him on the ramp. 
Tony parked near to the trailer. Stephen reached his car easily and ran his hand along the frame to the driver’s window, which was up. He rapped his knuckles hard on the glass. “Roll the window
down. I would have words with you.” 
There was short whir and Tony said, “Hi, you must be Stephen. The man Esme is
tutoring.” 
“I am. Leave off talk about me. I’m here to speak to you.” 
“Me? About what?” 
“Your manners. Using your horn to signal for Esme to join you is unacceptable. You care
about her. You wish her company. Then show it. Next time, I insist you come to the door.” 
“Stephen please, let it go,” Esme groaned out. 
Tony chuckled. “Yeah, I know where this is coming from. She told me you had a weird
breakdown and think you’re some kind of medieval knight. Bottom line Stephen, I’m in the real
world. Esme doesn’t mind me honking. Why should you?” 
Esme told him as much but she was wrong. She should care. “The better question is: why
don’t you care enough to treat her as a cherished lady rather than cargo?” 
“You’re out of line nutter.” Tony sighed and said, “Look, I’m not interested in fighting with
a crip so you need to back off.” 

Crip...Stephen suspected he knew what was meant by the word but asked, just to be
certain, “Crip?” 
“Yeah, as in cripple. I’m not beating up a blind guy, but you’re pushing the issue, and I
don’t know why. I guess you figure you can say anything you want because you’re blind.” 
“Tony...” Esme said. 
“What? He’s giving me an earful about something that not only doesn’t concern him, but
we don’t have a problem with.” 
“Stephen, I’ll see you tomorrow,” Esme said, and a car door opened then slammed shut. 
“Get out of the car,” Stephen said. “I’m blind, but I’m not a coward to hide behind my
disadvantage. Get out of the car.” 
“Listen, fuckwit—” 
“Pull away now, Tony,” Esme ordered. “Now.” 
“Fucking nutball,” Tony said loud out the window as the car started toward the drive. 
Stephen stood there until he couldn’t hear the car anymore. The lout was right. Once he
was a force to be reckoned with, now he couldn’t hold his own in a fight. 
“Knave.” He spit on the ground like he used to when drawn into a fight. Whatever it took, 
no one would ever think him a defenseless cripple again. Somehow, some way, he’d be strong in a new way, a way that didn’t require sight. Before her tutoring job ended, he’d challenge Tony. 
“I’ll make it my mission to see you lose. She deserves better,” he said and returned to the
trailer. 
Chapter Seventeen
Poitiers, France
“You’re speaking of Stephen Palmer,” the nurse at the desk said. She clicked lettered
buttons on a board while reading a screen that looked like Sister Catherine’s television. 
“He’s an Englishman who suffered a serious injury to the eye area and wore armor,” 
Marchand said. 
“Yes, I know who you’re talking about. According to our records, he was discharged two
days ago.” 
“Discharged? You mean he’s gone. How can this be with such a wound?” When the men
carried him off the field, Marchand thought the English knight knocked at death’s door. 
“Patient privacy prevents me from discussing his treatment or injuries. I can only tell you
that he was released into the care of an Alex Lancaster and an Ian Cherlein. Family friends it
says here.” 
Marchand’s worst suspicions surfaced. “Were they English too?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“I was on duty when the men came for Mr. Palmer,” another nurse said as she
approached the desk. “They were English.” 
“You must get Palmer back. It’s urgent,” Marchand told them. 
“We don’t want him back,” the second nurse said. 
Marchand slammed his fist on the desk. “I insist. He and his friends are in league with the
devil. They possess dangerous secrets.” 
The second nurse’s eyes widened and she pressed a button on the wall. 
“You need to calm down. Security is on the way,” the desk nurse said and stood, putting
more space between him and her. 
“I tell you they know secrets of time. They move through it at will. This ability has stolen a
great victory from us. I demand you go after Palmer.” 
Two beefy men dressed in similar blue clothing came around the corner. One rested his
hand on a club attached to a ring on his belt. The second man had a club attached to a ring also but kept his hands free. Both nurses pointed at Marchand. 
“He’s crazy. He thinks a patient who was here earlier in the week is possessed by the
devil and is demanding we do something about it,” the first nurse said. 
The second man moved next to Marchand and grasped his arm. “Come along nice and
quiet while we escort you to the door.” 
Marchand yanked out of the hold and stepped away. “Do not touch me with your filthy
hands. I am the Comte D’Honfleur.” 
The first man slid the club from its holder. “What is it with these lunatics? They’re always
a duke or a count or Napoleon. They’re never simply Pierre, chimney sweep.” 
“You can cooperate and come with us. Or, we can call more men and you’ll end up in the
psyche ward bruised and sore,” the second man said and fingered a smallish black box with a cord affixed to the end that hung on his collar. 
Marchand’s strength was well known to many in his province. He eyed the men the
nurses referred to as security. They could be beaten. They’d get a few good hits in but lose the fight. The threat of others arriving to their aid gave him pause. To know how many enemies you
face is excellent information to have. Conversely, not knowing could have drastic results. 
“I will go. But you are all warned.” Marchand swept the air with his finger. “I tell you the
truth when I say the English are enslaved to Satan and possess his tricks.” 
“I hate when you loonies bring the devil into your ramblings,” the man with the club said. 
Marchand watched him out of the corner of his eye as the three of them walked to the
door. God had let him see the power the devil and his minions possess. What fools not to listen. 
“Don’t come back,” the first man said and slid his club back into the ring holder. 
When Marchand reached the end of the walkway that led to what people referred to as a
carpark, he turned and looked over his shoulder. The two men stood behind the glass doors
watching him. The one who threatened to call more security flapped his hand back and forth, as
though Marchand were a troublesome fly. 
“Scum,” Marchand said aloud, making a show of how he mouthed the words in hopes they
read his lips. 
He started on his way to town, thoughts of the evil power in the hands of the English on
his mind. Perhaps a measure of good might come from it. If he found out where the knight was
taken, somewhere in England, Marchand assumed, he’d force him back to the battlefield. Once
there, he’d compel the knight to work his magic to return them to their true time. He’d convince the king to retreat from the site of defeat, regroup, and fight on another day, in another place. 
Victory would once again be France’s. A terrible possibility crept into his thoughts. What if it was too late? What if the battle here, near Poitiers, was a decisive one? He shook his head as he
walked. How could this place be so important? 
#
Marchand wanted to sit with a glass of wine and consider how he might discover the
whereabouts of the Englishman, Stephen Palmer. 
Down the street from the Champs Vert, where he ate lunch, was another inn called Vue
Sur Le Lac. Bright canopies covered their tables too. In a mood to try a different place, he went there. He sat at an outdoor table, ordered a demi-carafe of red wine and wondered briefly at the inn’s odd name as the place had no view of a lake. La Torchaise, the small lake closest to the city, was two leagues away. 
His thoughts returned to Palmer. How did Lancaster and Cherlein know to find him at the
hospital? The answer came to him on the tail end of the question. The devil knew and sent the
other two to fetch Palmer. Satan’s magic had healed him enough to allow him the strength to
travel. But with that kind of power available to the English, why send men to remove him? Why
not move Palmer through the air like an evil spirit? That answer came on swift wings to Marchand too. Once a favorite of God’s with the wealth of heaven’s knowledge and now turned to fallen
angel, the devil remained a cunning creature. For his own protection, perhaps the devil limits the powers of those who do his bidding. Makes sense, Marchand thought. It’s what he’d do. 
An older, gray-haired man in a long, white apron brought the wine and set it on the table
with a goblet then left. By the time Marchand finished the wine, the canopies over the tables cast long shadows. Unsure how much time passed, he estimated it was around late afternoon. If he
had a wrist clock, he’d know. The server left a paper with numbers scribbled on it, which
Marchand knew from dining earlier was the amount he owed. He held his hands under the table, 
looking up twice to see if anyone watched, and counted out the exact amount of euros demanded. 
He glanced around at the nearby tables then placed the coins and paper currency on the tray and left. 
At the entrance to the bistro, he waited a moment to see if someone stole the money. 
Twice today he’d been called names that indicated he was touched in the head. After such insults, he was in no mood to tolerate a thief. If anyone other than the old man who brought the wine
snatched the tray, there’d be trouble. When no one showed interest in the money, he continued on, desiring to walk around the area. 
He stopped and entered a shop that displayed wrist clocks. He looked at several inside the
glass box. A few caught his eye. 
“May I show you a watch?” the shopkeeper asked as he scurried from the other side of
the room. 

A watch.  Strange name, wrist clock sounded more suitable to him. 
“Yes. I prefer one with a quality leather band, like that,” Marchand told him, pointing out the one that interested him. 
The shopkeeper removed the one Marchand chose. With his thick wrist, he could only use
the first hole, but the band fit. Marchand paid and wore it out of the store. 
He stood in the passageway of the building staring at the tiniest of metal strands moving
across the numbers. A second hand the shopkeeper called it. What an amazing thing, to break up a minute in this way. 
Words of challenge exchanged and the sound of shuffling feet drew his interest from the
watch. The ring of metal against metal came from a chamber above the shop. Swordplay. 
“Finally, something I know.” He smiled and climbed the stairs. 
He followed the sounds to a room at the end of the corridor. A plaque outside the door
read, Classes de Sabres. He stood inside the open doorway, curiously watching the lesson. The swords used were not like any he’d ever seen. They were thin-bladed and the pretty, basket-shaped hilts suited more for a woman and not as practical as his heavy steel hilt. And of what use were the strange wired masks the swordsmen wore instead of the better protection of a helm? 
The man nearest who’d offered another verbal challenge to another defending himself
stopped and turned to Marchand. 
“Can I help you? Are you interested in fencing lessons?” 
“Fencing?” Marchand smirked. “Is that what you call this toying with girlish swords?” 
“Fencing is a sport of skill and artful tactics. Nor are sabers girlish. How dare you insult us and the sport with your degrading comments,” the man who’d been on the defense said as he
joined the other. 
They both pushed their masks up and the first man said, “I suppose you think you can do
better?” The fool made a poor attempt at intimidation. He brought the saber parallel to his head splitting the air as he whipped it down. 
Marchand didn’t flinch. “Your footwork is good,” he told the first man. “Yours is
satisfactory,” he told the defender who blushed pink. 
“En garde? The announcing of your intent is unacceptable as it is silly. Touche? More
babble. And these sabers,” Marchand tipped his chin at the man’s hand. “Are sillier yet. As for lessons, I am happy to show you how to handle a real sword, a merciless one.” 
“Are you?” The first man made a rude fart sound with his lips. 
The second man took several steps back. “Don’t encourage him,” he said eyeing
Marchand. “His opinion means nothing.” 
“Are you with me or not? This is a matter of pride,” the first man said to the second. 
The second man looked Marchand up and down, making no effort to hide how boring he
found Marchand’s challenge. “Yes, all right. I’m with you,” he said at last. 
“Where is this fearsome sword,” the first man asked Marchand in a disdainful tone.” 
“Stored at Noialles Abbey. It will take me an hour to walk there and back. Will you be
here when I return or do you plan to run?” 
“Walk? Take a taxi or do you hope we’ll leave so you don’t need to prove your alleged
skill?” 
“Taxi? Is it like a car?” 
“Yes. Are you from Mars? How do you not know a taxi?” 
“Where is one found?” 
“End of the block under the sign that says, ‘taxi stand’ imbecile.” 
He didn’t care for the sound of the word imbecile and suspected this man too thought him
touched in the head. He’d rather show his superior sword work than waste words on getting the
man to apologize for the insult. 
“Wait. I’ll return shortly.” Marchand turned to go and then turned back. “Would either of
you care to wager on my ability to defeat you in swordplay?” 
The first man looked over to the other who shrugged and nodded. “If we are going to
engage him, why not make some money? “By all means, what do you wish to lose?” the second
man asked. 
Concerned how many euros a taxi charged he said, “The cost of my taxi ride both ways.” 
“Done.” 
“One more question. What are your names? I like to know who I’ll be raining defeat
upon.” 
“I’m Andre, and trouncing you is going to give me great pleasure,” the first man said. 
“This is Christophe.” He gestured to the man next to him. 
“My given name is Roger.” He turned and rushed down the stairs to the street, grinning all
the way to the taxi stand. At last, a place and chance to enjoy something from the life he knew, an opportunity to step back into his world. 
Chapter Eighteen
When he returned to the fencing studio, the taxi driver refused to let Marchand out of his
sight and demanded immediate payment. 
“How much do you require?” 
“Fifteen euros, it’s right there on the meter,” the driver tapped a device with numbers
displayed. 
Marchand kept the bundle of money low, next to his thigh where the driver couldn’t see. 
He counted out fifteen euros and handed them over. 
The driver twisted to look at him over his shoulder. “What, no tip?” 
“Tip?” 
“Yes,” the driver said, bobbing his head. “I got you to your destination in a timely manner
with no hassles. It is common to show your gratitude by adding an extra couple of euros.” 
Marchand debated. He resented the driver’s attitude when asked to wait until the
challenge was won. His servants never exhibited such insolence, but the man spoke true. The ride went fast without trouble on the road and he’d get the money back from Andre and Christophe. 
He pulled two euro coins from his pocket and dropped them into the driver’s outstretched palm. 
In the studio, Andre and Christophe who sat drinking bottled water, stood and came
towards Marchand. “Show us this ‘manly’ sword of yours,” Andre said. 
Marchand arched a brow. “Pardon?” Behind him, Christophe chuckled. 
Andre’s cheeks flushed pink. “That didn’t come out right.” 
“No, it didn’t.” Marchand removed Conquerant’s caparison, which he’d wrapped the
sword in for protection and laid it on the equipment table. “Gentlemen.” 
He stepped to the side, allowing them room to handle the weapon. All swordsmen like to
feel the weight, test the balance, and invariably take some practice maneuvers. 
“I’ve cleaned it, but as you see I haven’t had a chance to sharpen or polish the blade.” 
“You practice with a medieval style sword.” Andre picked it up first. “Why? Doesn’t it
start to wear you out? This weighs what—one and a half kilos?” 
Marchand nodded unsure what a kilo was but assumed Andre made a reasonable guess. 
Andre made a show of moving it in a circle above his head, then lowered it to waist height
to take several slicing maneuvers. 
“Now me,” Christophe said. 
Unlike Andre, the first thing Christophe did was inspect the pommel. When Marchand
ordered the sword from the armourer, he’d insisted the pommel have a representation of his
family’s heraldic symbol. The armourer arranged for a jeweler to carve a miniature panther in
onyx and set the cat in a round of orange enamel. The cat and colors of the Comte D’Honfleur. 
Below the crosspiece, he laid the blade’s blunt edge on his finger. “Good balance,” Andre
said and walked over to a practice dummy where he executed slashing and thrusting maneuvers. 
“Are you both done?” Marchand asked. “If so, who wants to lose first?” 
“Do you wish to wear a padded underarm vest?” Andre asked. 
“No.” 
“A mask at least?” 
“No.” 
Andre removed a metal cap from a wall cabinet and attached it to the tip of his saber. He
pulled his mask down, donned the soft, cuffed gloves, and took a position that looked like an
invitation to dance. “Ready.” 
“You’re sure you don’t want gloves even?” Christophe frowned briefly. By his tight-lipped
expression, he appeared to find Marchand’s lack of equipment other than his sword
incomprehensible. 
Marchand looked at his hardened palms. His gauntlets were for journeys or battles. He
saw no cause to bring them and chose to work barehanded. While a very young man just learning
swordsmanship, he’d earned painful blisters. After a time, as the other knights told him would
happen, the blisters turned to calluses and so they remained. 
His late wife complained they were rough on her breasts and shunned Marchand’s early
efforts to rouse her passion with his touch. The young Captain of the Guard she’d lusted for had calloused hands. Would his touch have reaped the same offense? Had it? The captain denied any
liaison when confronted and dismissed. His wife kept silent. Where had the truth lay? 
The intrusion of the memories distracted Marchand. Andre lunged but Marchand managed
to parry the strike. The power of his rapid, upward strike forced Andre to adjust his grip on the hilt. The subtle compensation would be missed by many opponents. Marchand prided himself on
quick observation and the ability to readjust his tactics. 
Andre expected the follow through to come as a down strike, which was a natural
assumption. Trained to deliver an unanticipated counter strike when possible, Marchand turned his hand. The blow came at Andre in a sharp right angle. Andre displayed the same excellent
footwork he used with Christophe. How often the knight who’d instructed Marchand scolded him
for his graceless manner. His inelegant footwork didn’t slow him or affect his skill. With a twist of the wrist, Marchand now executed a powerful down stroke. At the same time, he advanced two
strides. 
The other man’s quick responses with parries in answer to Marchand’s advances
exhibited long experience in swordplay. But he dueled by the rules of the master who instructed him and not the action of the moment. Rules had little place for Marchand. They served few in
battle, or in this case, where a wager was involved. He wanted the money. Again, he pushed
Andre back through sheer body force and with the flat of his blade, putting him on the defense. To his credit, Andre tried and failed to become the attacker. 
Any advantage Andre might’ve had, he lost to tiredness. Marchand recognized the signs
as the other man’s arm dropped several times to a weaker position, and his breathing through the mask sounded more labored. Little by little, he retreated until one more step would put him against the wall. When he surrendered, Marchand nodded in respect to the man’s fine showing. 
“Do you desire a break before we engage?” Christophe asked. 
“No.” 
This time no painful memories insinuated themselves into his thoughts. Another time and
place, he might’ve called off the challenge and let Christophe save his pride. He hadn’t wanted to go against Marchand. He’d weakened and let Andre talk him into it. Now, he’d lose money along
with face. 
“Ready, when you are,” Marchand said. 
The younger man made the mistakes all the young do and rushed without analyzing. With
an almost imperceptible lift of the toe of his front foot, and the bringing up his back foot, he signaled his intent to lunge. Ready for each thrust, Marchand parried them with the same strength he used against Andre until he ultimately, if unintentionally, cleaved off half of Christophe’s blade. 
“You might’ve given me one chance to show you what I can do rather than coming on like
a Crusader at Acre,” Christophe said, pushing his mask up on his head. 
“Your petulance is unmanly. To learn, you have to taste failure in its truest form. If this
disturbs you, then perhaps you should fence with a woman,” Marchand said, wrapping his sword
in the caparison again. 
Christophe stiffened and opened his mouth to respond when Andre cut him off. “Roger, 
where do you work?” 
“Work?” He worked at being a knowledgeable lord of his property and the villages in his
domain. He worked at learning the skills a nobleman needs to fight for his king and defend his
country. “Do you mean as in a trade?” 
“Yes. What are you by profession?” 
To tell Andre the truth served no purpose. He’d ask if he was from Mars again, wherever
or whatever Mars was. “Is there a point to your inquiry? And, lest you forget, you and Christophe owe me seventeen euros.” 
“If you need a job, I’ve a friend, Fabian St. Clair, who I know will hire you in an instant. 
He can always use good swordsmen and you’re better than any he currently has.” 
“This job...it is for euros, yes?” 
“Of course. I don’t know how much it pays, but you can ask him yourself, if you’re
interested.” 
The five-thousand euros Patel paid him might be a lot, or might not. Either way, they’d run
out. “I’m interested.” 
“Here’s the money we owe and my friend’s card. Go see him. Tell him I sent you.” 
Marchand pocketed the euros and took the card. Any funds he didn’t need for food and
shelter, he’d use to find the English knight, Palmer. 
#
Marchand walked to the small hotel listed on the card but St. Clair was gone on other
errands. Marchand stated his business to a woman who knew the man. She said he was the
supervisor of their group and would be interested in another swordsman. She told him to meet with St. Clair back at the fencing studio later that evening. 
With little else to do Marchand arrived early at the studio. A short time later a man about
medium height and build that looked Marchand’s age entered the fencing studio. He carried a
scabbard with a sword inside. From the hilt, Marchand knew it to be a sword in the same style as his and not a saber like Andre’s. 
Marchand straightened from the window embrasure he’d been leaning on as the man
approached. 
“You must be Roger Marchand,” the man said. “I’m Fabian St. Clair. He transferred the
scabbard to his left hand and extended his right. 
“I am.” Marchand shook Fabian’s hand. 
“My cell number was on the card. If you called, I’d have come sooner.” 
The only cells Marchand knew of housed prisoners, which couldn’t be what Fabian meant. 
Rather than ask for his meaning and look silly, he ignored the comment. 
“Waiting doesn’t bother me. A measure of time from my day is not an issue.” The days of
my life spent in the wrong time is. “I see you have a sword. Did you wish to challenge me to a
friendly duel? I warn you. A wager is needed for me to agree.” 
Fabian drew his sword from the scabbard. “I like your confidence. I spoke to Andre
before I came. He said you were a cheeky fellow.” 
“Cheeky?” Marchand’s brows dipped as he tried to discern the man’s intent. “You pass
comment about my face. Do you mean to flirt with me? I do not dally with men.” 
“Me neither. By cheeky, I mean audacious. Back to our match. What do you wish to
wager?” 
The scabbard Fabian carried bore wear marks. His proud manner showed no sign of
concern regarding a match. Fabian must be adept with the sword. The fact Andre desired a
match between the two indicated his belief in the man. 
He named what he assumed was a high number, testing Fabian’s determination. “One-
hundred euros.” 
“Done.” 
The match lasted longer than Marchand expected. He won but not by much. Twice, if
Fabian changed course, altered a move in the right way, he’d have had Marchand in a difficult
position to defend. 
“I made a couple of mistakes,” Fabian said. 
They exchanged smiles. 
“Yes, you did.” 
“The first was underestimating you.” 
Marchand made the same mistake but wouldn’t admit it. 
“Andre, do you have a couple bottles of water?” 
Andre pulled two bottles from a canvas bag on the floor. “Here.” He handed one to
Fabian and one to Marchand. 
“Let’s sit.” They took the chairs Andre and Christophe sat in earlier. “Are you interested
in a job? I can use a man with your skill and the work is fun most of the time.” 
“What must I do?” Marchand asked, hoping that whatever Fabian offered, it paid enough
to search for Palmer. 
“I supervise a re-enactment company.” 
“Re-enactment?” 
“We travel Europe as medieval knights. We put on mock battles or create competition
scenes with swords or jousts.” 
Fabian wanted him to play himself, basically. Marchand didn’t know or question how such
good fortune happened to befall him. 
He was about to say yes when Fabian added, “The ladies love it when we put on jousting
exhibitions. You cannot believe the women the show draws. It’s the whole knightly image, the big horse, the tall boots, the flashy swords, and the armor regalia in the jousts, unbelievable, my friend, gets to the ladies every time...goes right to their sweet spot.” 
The opportunity to feel a woman beneath him again was tempting, real tempting. More
important, did the job pay decently as well? 
“I’m most interested. Before I agree, what is the pay?” 
Fabian shoulders lifted to his ears and Marchand disliked the pained expression. 
“Fifteen-thousand euros...pathetic I know.” He took a long swallow of water and
continued, “Before you decline, there are other benefits. Besides the women, the company pays
your travel expenses, transportation, and hotel, if we’re lucky but more often than not, it’s a campground. They don’t pay for food or drink. All the performers share in the take from
souvenirs—“
“Souvenirs?” Whatever a souvenir was, Marchand didn’t think he’d care much for them, 
not when he had to share their earnings. 
“We always have a stand that sells different medieval novelties. Posters we’ve posed for
and fake armor pieces and tiny, tin knights, that sort of thing are popular with people.” 
Posters, fake armor, tin knights, this was meaningless chatter. “Why do you say fifteen-
thousand euros is pathetic?” 
“Why? It’s poverty level. The company gets away with paying us so little because our
income is supplemented by tips.” 
Tips. The taxi driver told him a job well done earned extra money as a reward. “The tips
are good then?” 
“Roger, you can make a tidy sum if the crowd likes you. Little tricks are the secret.” 
Fabian rested his arms on his thighs in a genial manner that men who are friends have when
talking. “After your joust, you walk among the audience. You stop and chat. Let the children
touch your helm, handle your gauntlets that sort of thing. They squeal with delight, the parents are grateful and voila, good tip. Pause to spread the charm to a group of ladies,” he wiggled his brows. 
“And you often receive a generous tip and sometimes a more intimate gratuity.” 
A winning combination in Marchand’s opinion. “Where and when do you want me?” 
“Just outside the city limits, off a side road is a campground adjacent to the area where
we’re performing. I’ll draw you a map.” 
“How long does it take to walk there from here?” 
“Walk? You don’t have a car?” 
Marchand shook his head. 
“I’ll pick you up here tomorrow at ten in the morning. We’ll get you outfitted and see
which horse is best for you.” Fabian suddenly straightened. “I never asked if you could ride. Don’t worry if you can’t. You can do the sword duels.” 
“I have the necessary equipment. I am an excellent rider and I have my own horse. He’s
stabled near the abbey.” 
“Good, I’ll bring a trailer. Bring your equipment. Does it look as authentic as your sword?” 
A zing of smug satisfaction shot through him. “Everything I own is authentic.” 
“Any other questions before we meet up tomorrow?” 
“Two. Where’s the hundred euros you owe me?” 
Fabian dug in his back pocket. “I hoped you’d forget that part.” He took out five blue bills
and handed them to Marchand. “Your second question?” 
“Does the company travel to England?” 
“Yes, a few times a year.” 
“Good.” 
Chapter Nineteen
“That’s enough for today,” Fabian called out to Marchand and his partner in the sword
demonstration. 
The men lowered their weapons and took a relaxed stance. Both were covered in sweat
and fought hard but like Andre and Christophe, Marchand’s opponent had tired. Weariness slowed
his reactions and once again Marchand used the advantage to put the man on the defense, forcing him to concentrate on parrying blows rather than attacking. 
The other man was a twenty something Spaniard named Carlos. He’d learned to use a
medieval style sword specifically for the chance to join Fabian’s group of performers. When
Marchand was thirteen summers old, his father put a sword in his hand. His training wasn’t for
demonstration purposes and flamboyant display. He trained for battle and to defeat the enemies of France. Although younger, Carlos had succumbed to fatigue while he, Marchand, had learned
early how to endure. 
“Who is next,” Marchand asked. 
“No one. Sword practice is over. I wanted the troupe to see you work. We are a team. 
It’s good for all to know the skill level of each man.” 



Fabian stood by as Marchand slid his sword in its protective scabbard and put it in the
trunk that held his armor and saddle. With Conquerant in tow, that morning they’d stopped en
route to the group’s practice site to get Marchand’s equipment out of storage at the abbey. 
Rene Patel, the stable owner, was surprised to have Conquerant taken away. Marchand
paid for a month and the horse had only been there twenty-four hours. 
“I don’t prorate my stabling fees,” Patel told him. 
Prorate. The term stumped Marchand for a few seconds then he deduced the meaning from the
gist of the conversation. Under no circumstances would he submit to surrendering the monthly
board charge of two-hundred euros without a fierce objection. In the end, he reluctantly
compromised with Patel. The re-enactment job may or may not be suitable. If not, he’d return
with Conquerant. Patel agreed to use the remainder of the money Marchand paid to continue his
boarding. If the job did turn out well, then, although he despised the thought, Marchand had to forfeit the balance. 
“After lunch, there’s a jousting practice. When they’re done, we leave Poitiers,” Fabian
said and walked with Marchand to the picnic area where some of the women in the group set out
a light meal. 
“Where do we go?” Marchand asked. 
“There’s a month long festival in Normandy we participate in every year. Good tips. 
Winter is a slower season for us, a feast or famine time. Some years we are booked solid with
indoor performances. Some years we are surviving on stews with little meat and only our tips.” 
Marchand immediately pivoted, hooked Fabian by the arm and stopped him. “Where in
Normandy is the festival?” 
“Outside Deauville. Why?” 
Deauville was but a stone’s throw to Honfleur and the village of Honfleur was but a
stone’s throw to his chateau. Marchand considered how his home must’ve changed over the
centuries. A castle is a castle, formidable and not given to much change. To see her again, feel her walls, smell the sea air that blows across her ramparts, to stand on his soil, his land, he’d do whatever was needed to hurry Fabian to the province. 
“Roger? Roger? Hello.” Fabian snapped his fingers in Marchand’s face. “Wake up. You
stare. Where are you?” 
“Just thinking about business I can see to in Honfleur.” 
“If I’m around, I’ll give you a ride there. If not, one of the others will I’m sure. Honfleur is a popular with our people. It has lots of nice cafes and little shops.” 
The words ‘little shops’ filled Marchand’s heart with hope. Perhaps the village remained
similar to how it looked in his time. How wonderful if true. 
#
Emile Tailler jousted well, Marchand thought, but not as well as he could. He suffered
inconsistency problems with his strikes. The first pass he unhorsed his opponent and received
maximum points. On the second tilt, his lance hit the grand guard low. His opponent rocked in the saddle but stayed seated and Emile scored minimum points for only breaking his lance. The third pass he missed the other jouster altogether. 
During the short rest the jousters took before their second match, Marchand approached
the group. 
“You lowered your lance too soon on the second pass and your position in the saddle was
not as it should be on the last pass,” he told Emile. “Your horsemanship suffered as a result.” 
Emile swallowed the mouthful of water he’d swigged from the bottle. “Our new
swordsman gives me advice on jousting,” he said to his companions who smirked at Marchand or
mumbled their insults without making eye contact. The mumblers looked leery of a confrontation
with him. In his time, he stood higher than most men. Here, he was only medium tall, but taller than many of them, and he possessed a powerful build. His arms were thick from years of
practice in the lists and from battle. Narrow at the waist, his chest was broad and his legs well-muscled. They’d seen him in the sword demonstration. In a one-on-one situation, he wouldn’t be
easily defeated. 
“You want to have a go, sword man?” Emile asked. 
Marchand smiled. “I only have to saddle my horse.” He smiled again walking away. He’d
have fun with this arrogant fool. 
“I’ll hold your horse for you,” a lush-lipped, pretty brunette said and took the lead line from Marchand. 
He opened his mouth to say she needn’t bother. Conquerant would stand still while being
tacked up. Marchand eyed the bosomy lady. Pale. If the past summer sun stained her skin, it left no evidence. She wore her hair short, only to her chin. He’d seen women in Poitiers who wore
theirs in similar fashion. Hers curled here and there along her jaw line in a way he found fetching. 
Instead he said, “Thank you.” 
“I’m Veronique. Veronique Durand,” she said as he settled the saddle pad on Conquerant. 
“I’m Roger Marchand. What demonstration is yours?” What job she might perform he
couldn’t imagine other than that of bawd. 
“The other women and I act as waitresses to the crowd. We dress like tavern wenches
and bring drinks or light meals. But we alternate between that and acting as noble ladies cheering our knights on and bestowing favors. The Deauville festival has food tents and food stands. There we’ll be nobles.” She tossed her head back and stuck her nose in the air. 
Marchand spread the black and orange caparison over the pad. “Which do you like better? 
Being a tavern wench or a noble?” 
“We get gratuities when we waitress. As nobles all we get is applause. I prefer the
money. What is the meaning of the panther surrounded by orange stitched on the caparison?” 
“It’s my...it’s the heraldic symbol of the Compte D’Honfleur.” 
“Why do you use it?” 
“The symbol appeals to me.” 
“Funny saddle,” she said while he adjusted the girth. “Looks like a medieval war saddle, 
not a jousting one.” 
“I don’t have a jousting one with me. I don’t even have my jousting helm.” No need for a
helm suited to the sport when in battle. On the campaign, he’d only used his war one. 
The last piece of gear was the English horse, Arthur’s, chanfron. Marchand fastened the
face protector to Conquerant, checked the fit wasn’t too tight and then mounted. 
Veronique carried Conquerant’s halter and lead line and walked next to Marchand and the
stallion to the tilt area. 
“Emile is very good. I shall cross my fingers you do well and are not hurt.” 
It crossed Marchand’s mind to ask for something of hers that might pass for a lady’s
favor. But then, she might be the wife of someone or spoken for, so he said nothing and took up his position. 
On the first pass, Marchand unhorsed Emile. In medieval times, as Sister Catherine called
the centuries before, the unhorsing ended the match. Marchand could claim a prize of his choice from the fallen opponent. He’d won many a fine stallion for his stable. 
Emile demanded another chance. “If you wish,” Marchand said. Different time, different
place. Today from Emile, he could only take pride, which he was happy to do. 
Again, Emile found himself on the ground. When he scrambled to his feet, he removed his
gauntlet and offered his hand to Marchand who removed his gauntlet and shook it. 
“You have talent, Tailler. Dropping your lance on occasion is a minor mistake. This error
is easily corrected but your horsemanship needs work too,” Marchand counseled. 
“Will you work with me?” 
Marchand nodded. 
“All right my friends. We’re done here. On to Normandy,” Fabian said. 
#
The group worked fast to load horses and equipment. Five hours later they arrived at the
festival grounds outside Deauville. Emile showed Marchand to the stables and where to store his trunk. Fabian passed out room keys to the chambers at the small hotel where he’d arranged for
the team to stay. The jousters declined to go to the hotel and chose to stay in tents at a nearby campground. When asked, Emile told Marchand they felt it easier to remain in their medieval
character by using tents and sleeping on the ground. 
“Wouldn’t you be even deeper in character if you avoided clean water, cafes, and did not
avail yourself of modern plumbing?” Marchand asked in a humorous tone. 
“We’re dedicated, not crazy. We’re off to the campsite. See you later.” 
Marchand paced the perimeter of the carpark and waited for Fabian. 
“Roger,” Veronique called as he began to circle the lot again. 
“Yes.” 
“Fabian is busy with the festival organizers. He told me to drive you to Honfleur.” She had
a young girl about four with her as she joined him. 
“Thank you, I’ve been anxious to be on my way. Are you Fabian’s wife?” he asked on the
way to Fabian’s car. 
She pointed to a very pregnant blonde taking a small case from the trunk of Fabian’s car. 
“No, Sophie is.” 
“Do you belong to one of the group?” If she did, he’d wait for Fabian to be available
rather than risk her man’s ire. 
“Do I ‘belong’ to one of the men? What an odd way to phrase the question. No, I’m
divorced. I don’t belong to any of them or anyone.” 
“But the child is yours, yes?” 
Veronique smiled and nodded. “This is Mirielle.” She gave the girl a light push on the
shoulder. “This is Monsieur Marchand. Say hello.” 
Mirielle scooted back to her mother and buried her face against Veronique’s thigh. 
Marchand dug in his pants pocket, removed a couple of coins, and then knelt on one knee
close to the child. “Hello Mirielle. If you give me a smile, I will do a magic trick for you.” 
Mirielle turned and gave him a shy child’s smile and large eyes curious to see the trick he
promised. She had her mother’s brown eyes and long, feathery dark lashes. She’d be a beauty
one day. For the briefest of moments, sadness filled Marchand with thoughts of the many lovely
girls of his time who came from families with little or no money, like Veronique. They spent their lives as servants. And the pretty ones so often suffered the unwanted sexual attentions of the lord of the house. He shook off the dreary remembrance. 
“Where’s my trick?” Mirielle asked. 
“Here it comes.” Marchand faked a loud sneeze, his nose dipping into his palms. “Oh my, 
what is this?” He opened one palm to expose a two-cent euro. “Behold.” 
Mirielle squealed and clapped in delight. “Your nose made a coin. Do it again.” 
He faked another sneeze that produced another two-cent coin. “Let’s see if your nose
makes coins,” he said. “Take a big breath.” She did. “Bigger.” Her little chest expanded, filling out her Whinnie the Pooh tee shirt. “Now, sneeze as hard as you can.” She did and then immediately
pried his fingers open. 
“Look, momma. I sneezed a coin too.” Mirielle hopped in a circle, stopping when she
faced Marchand again. She eyed his coins and then raised those bright eyes to his. 
“I have no use for such small coin. I think I shall throw them out. I must look for a trash
can,” he said as he stood. 
“No,” Mirielle cried and clasped her small hand around as much of his as she could. “May
I have them, please?” 
“Such a face, how can I resist?” Marchand dropped the two coins in her hand, “Of
course.” To Veronique he said, “I’d like to go to Honfleur now.” 
#
“Where exactly do you want to go? I’ll try to park close,” Veronique said as they entered
the city limits. 
“I wish to visit a chateau that used to be here. You can put me off anywhere. I can walk,” 
Marchand said. 
“Going to see a chateau sounds fun. Direct me there. If you don’t mind, Mirielle and I
would love to see it too.” 
The narrow cobbled streets that existed in his time hadn’t changed terribly much. Half-
timbered dwellings shared living space with houses and shops of aged stone. Many new streets
were added to the old, making a hodge-podge of the village he knew, not to mention the traffic. All of which might’ve thrown him but once they turned onto the road that paralleled the harbor, he
saw his home high on the hill. 
“There it is.” He pointed the castle out to her. Veronique ducked her head and peered up
through the windshield. 
“Now that I see it, I know how to get up there.” She wove her way through the winding
streets to the intersection with the chateau’s road. 
“No. No. This cannot be,” he said when they pulled up to where his gate and outer wall
once stood. In their place was a massive courtyard with a circular gravel drive and shrubbery cut to resemble animals. 
Veronique parked off to the side next to several other cars. 
Marchand got out as soon as she’d stopped and headed towards the front door. A brass
plaque next to the walkway that led to the entrance read, Hotel Oberon. 
“Wait for us, Roger,” Veronique called to him. 
Fixed on the sign, he asked, “What is this? Hotel Oberon, what does this mean?” 
“I don’t understand the question. That’s the name of this place. It looks beautiful. Let’s go
inside.” 
Veronique took Mirielle by the hand and the three entered what was Marchand’s great
hall. Now they’d filled it with gilded furniture of silk brocade and velvet. Vases of flowers sat on small tables that were useless for any real purpose in his opinion and scattered around the room. 
“May I help you?” asked a bespectacled man with thinning hair and stood behind a marble
topped desk. 
“Oberon, where does this name come from?” Marchand asked. 
“It’s the name of the last family who owned the chateau. The Soliel Chain owns it now but
chose to keep the family name.” 
“What about the original family, the one that built the chateau?” 
“This is a brochure with the history of the building and area.” He pulled a folded paper
from the desk drawer and offered it to Marchand. “Are you interested in a room, sir?” 
“Not at the moment,” he said and skimmed the paper. 
The brochure said nothing of his family, no mention of their name. It spoke of a hunting
lodge being the first building on the land, which was true. His great-great grandfather on his
mother’s side, Gerard Perrault, had it constructed. But his grandfather, a Marchand, made it into a grand chateau. Apparently, an aristocratic family named Oberon owned it during the Renaissance
and up until the Revolution, when they were condemned and executed. Afterward, it had various
occupants but no real owners. 
Angered by the lack of information pertaining to his family, the reference to a renaissance
followed by a revolution also puzzled him. Renaissance? What rebirth had France gone through? 
What revolution? When did the revolution occur? From what he’d seen, France wasn’t suffering
the chaos an uprising creates. He’d try to find out more about both on his own, without directly questioning anyone if possible. Many of his questions led to people calling him crackers
“Let me know if I can assist you in anyway,” the man behind the desk said and returned to
his paperwork. 
“I’d like to walk around the grounds if possible,” Marchand said. 
“Feel free. You’ll find our gardens magnificent and the sea vista in the rear is
remarkable.” 
“We’ll catch up. I have to take Mirielle to the bathroom first,” Veronique said. 
As he walked to where the stables, the kennels, and the barracks stood, he saw nothing
remained except the main structure they called a hotel. They’d turned his home into a house for strangers. 
A path led to the garden that overlooked the water and the rocky cliff the chateau was
built upon. Marchand followed it and when he found the exact spot he wanted, he sat on a stone
bench behind a glass safety wall waist high. An invisible fist clamped around his heart. He closed his eyes as his chest tightened and memories flooded back. Events sharp as the day they occurred rolled through his mind. Torment filled minutes passed. When he heard Mirielle’s laughter, he
opened his eyes, turned his head and dragged the back of his hand across his eyes. 
“We’ve been looking for you,” Veronique said and joined him on the bench. “Lovely view
isn’t it?” 
The water view didn’t hold his attention only the rocks below. 
“Roger?” Veronique ducked her head to get a better look at his face. “Is something
wrong?” 
Marchand glanced to see where Mirielle was and saw she played on the grass with a doll
Veronique brought. 
Turning back to the rocks, he said, “I was remembering a small boy who fell to his death
here a long time ago.” 
“Did you see it happen?” 
“No, but I saw his body. He was my son.” 
One hand went to her chest, the other to his leg. “I am so sorry. How awful for you. Do
you want to talk about it?” 
Did he? He’d never spoken of it, not even with his wife who wailed alone in her chamber. 
The few times they saw each other after, she kept her distance and her silence with him. His
friends at the time waited in vain for him to broach the subject of his child’s death. But empty of the courage to do so, he could not. The servants feared to speak. 
The nightmare was as fresh in his memory as the day it happened. In the early morning
hours on that tragic day, his son’s nurse beat on his chamber door. She’d awoken to find the
child’s crib empty. A massive search ensued. Marchand searched the woods on horseback to no
avail and returned to search a different area. As he rode into his bailey, he saw one of his knights approaching, his son’s lifeless body in the man’s arms. 
“No. No.” To his ears, the painful cry sounded like someone else’s. He jumped from his
mount, took his son from his friend, and brought the tiny boy to his chamber. Rocking back and
forth, he cradled him to his chest. Hours passed before he granted the priest entry to prepare the body for burial. 
Perhaps it was time he found the strength to speak. 
“He was but two summers, fair-haired, like me, with his mother’s blue eyes. A sturdy little
fellow, had he lived, he’d have had my build. It was in the midst of summer. Window shutters
were left open to allow for the cool sea breeze. My boy awakened in the night and climbed from
his crib without his nurse hearing. A curious child and filled with energy, he crawled into the window embrasure.” Marchand twisted to indicate a tall window on the hotel’s third floor. “That one.” He blinked away the image of his son in the window that flashed across his mind. “The cliff abutted the rear of the chateau then, only a footpath separated the two. He fell to his death upon the rocks.” 
“Dear Lord.” Veronique’s hand tightened on his thigh. “What was his name?” 
“Yves.” He turned to face the sea again. 
Strong waves crashed onto the lower rock face, sending an arc of spray high. Somewhere
in the Channel a storm brewed. 
“In the hot months, when the water warmed, I’d take him to the beach and we’d play in
the sand. The day before he fell, I’d waded in the surf with him on my shoulders. He demanded to get down. I held onto him while he paddled along.” 
“You mentioned your wife. You arrived with Fabian alone. Where is she?” 
“Dead. She died shortly after my son. A suicide.” 
“How your heart must’ve broke. Her taking her life because she lost her child.” 
“Perhaps that contributed. But my wife was sad for months prior to the accident. Were I
to choose, I’d say she mourned the loss of the man I had sent away, the man she loved, over that of her son.” 
“Oh.” 
He expected talking about it to trigger the hurt of that day again. Instead, a sense of relief
came. The fist that crushed his heart loosened its hold. Questions he’d asked himself over and
over seemed irrelevant. Guilt for things he hadn’t done that might’ve saved his son, eased. 
As for his wife, nothing other than divorcing him would ease her torment and that the
church would not allow. In the end, he gave her the respite from him she sought. He could count on one hand the number of times their paths crossed after his son’s death until hers. 
“Why do you return to this place of sorrow?” Veronique asked. 
“I had business here or thought I did.” 
With one last look at the third floor window, he looked at Veronique and wrapped his hand
around hers, still on his thigh. “I’m ravenous. Are you and Mirielle hungry? I’d like to go to a café with a table outside under one of those colorful canopies. My business here is done.” 
Chapter Twenty
Gloucestershire, England
Stephen spent the evening learning more Phantom songs. One, All I Ask of You,  wasn’t
sung by the Phantom but he liked it, and felt Esme would too. He practiced that song along with the others. He’d stayed awake until a nearby owl screeched success in its hunt. 
He woke to songbirds. Again, he had to guess at the hour and how much time until Esme
came. “Let the hour be early.” 
Dew on the grass idea helped the first day. A mad dash outside in his underwear to feel
dew revealed little today. He’d likely rose later than usual, assuming he had, he jumped in the shower and soaped up fast. 
Mid-rinse, he paused. Hot water beat on his shoulders as a pleasant scenario of her joining
him in the shower danced across his mind. He turned. The scar tissue around his eyes stung as
the water sprayed his face. A harsh reminder she showed little tender interest in him. He snapped out of daydream mode and hurried to finish. 
Someone knocked as Stephen prepared himself a bowl of crisp wheat flakes. The cereal
tasted sweet and nutty, which he liked. The milk tasted odd, not bad, but not what he was used to drinking. 
“Come in,” he called out. 
“Morning,” Alex said. 
“Alex, I expected Esme.” 
“It’s only been a day, but I thought to check-in to see how things worked out for the two
of you. I figured pretty well, as Owen tells me you went riding together.” 
“I enjoy her company very much. She’s a fine teacher.” 
“Good, but that’s not the only reason I’m here.” Alex lay something on the dining table
with a dull thud and then took Stephen’s hand, placing his palm on top of an object wrapped in
thick cloth. “Feel.” 
Stephen peeled away the layer of fleeced-lined material. He pulled in an excited breath as
relief rushed through him. He squeezed the familiar hilt in a tight grasp. “My sword. Thank you for getting it back.” He removed the sword from the table. “Did the Frenchman who took it give you
trouble?” 
“A bit. What he really wanted was to talk to you about how you acquired the sword and
armor. I told him that wasn’t going to happen.” 
Stephen moved to the part of the room where he knew no furniture was located to slice
the air with a couple controlled maneuvers. “He can take his questions and bark at the moon with them. He had no right to steal my possessions.” 
“It wasn’t stealing exactly. He left you a receipt and a way to contact him.” 
“Bah! A receipt given to a man who can’t see what he wrote. ‘Tis one step away from
trickery, if you ask me. What about my armor?” 
“Sorry, he’s kept the rest. But I made a bargain with him regarding it. I think you’ll be
pleased.” 
Not having his armor returned rankled Stephen. If he wore it for Esme, maybe she’d see
he wasn’t a madman but indeed told her the truth. Nor did he care for the fact Alex bargained
without his consent. The armor and sword weren’t Alex’s to barter with. 
He stopped slicing the air and rested the blade point on the floor and his hands on the
pommel. “What agreement have you made without my say?” 
“For the sake of expediency, I made a deal with him. You can’t use the armor anymore. 
When we left the hospital, you even said you didn’t care about it, only your sword. So, I told the museum man he could buy the pieces from you.” 
“Buy? You mean for money, right, as I desire no trade items?” 
“Yes, for money. A tidy sum too.” 
Stephen’s irritation with Alex vanished with his news. Money made a big difference. 
Esme wouldn’t have to worry about losing her job should the opportunity to kiss again present
itself. He’d pay her. No more living off Alex’s charity. Hopefully, the sum gave him the
opportunity to find a place of his own to live and provide for himself in every way. 
“How much is a tidy sum?” 
“Ten-thousand pounds.” 
“Pounds?” 
“Pounds are what our currency is called. I know the figure doesn’t mean anything to you. 
There’s no viable means to compare the cost value of necessities centuries ago to their cost now. 
But it’s enough to give you a measure of independence for quite some time.” 
“I’ll take my money.” Stephen stuck his hand out. 
“It’s been wired into my account. We’ll have to open an account for you at the bank.” 
“Bank?” 
“Esme can explain. We’ll take care of the transfer tomorrow.” 
“I don’t want Esme to go with us.” 
“Do you distrust her for some reason?” 
“No,” Stephen said in quick response. The last thing he wanted was for Alex or Shakira to
grow concerned over Esme’s honesty. “I trust her completely. I just prefer this business to remain private.” When the time was right, he’d tell her about his good luck. 
Gravel crunched as a car drove up the driveway and stopped by the trailer. The engine
shut off and the door slammed. 
“Is it Esme?” Stephen asked. 
“Yes. We’ll talk more later about the bank.” 
After a couple quick, light raps, the trailer door opened. “Hi-hi,” Esme said. “Oh dear, am
I interrupting?” 
“No,” Alex said. “I’m leaving.” 
“I was about to have a bowl of cereal when Alex came by,” Stephen said after Alex
closed the door behind him. “Would you like some?” 
“No thanks. What’s up with the sword?” 
“It’s mine. A man from a Paris museum took this and my armor from me in the hospital. 
Alex got my sword returned but not the armor.” 
“May I handle it?” 
“Certainly.” He presented it to her with two hands, one under the blade and the other
under the hilt, like an honored gift. 
“I’m no expert, of course, but this looks authentic,” she said, taking the sword from him. 
“Is it the sword you believe you carried into battle?” 
“I more than believe. I did carry it on the campaign and at Poitiers, where I was injured.” 
She moved away, past where he stood, toward the drawing room. He followed and she
stopped in front of the large window. 
“What are you doing?” 
“I need better lighting and the morning sun pours through this window.” She was quiet for
a moment—then asked, “Stephen, the injury you believe you received at Poitiers, did it cause you to drop your sword?” 
“I wish you’d quit using the term ‘believe’ as though my reality can’t possibly have
occurred. In answer to your question, yes, I dropped my sword when I was unhorsed. Why?” 
“I don’t know what it’s called but the half-moon piece by the cross-guard...” 
“The chappe.” 
“Beneath the chappe on one side bits of grass and dirt are stuck. I’d like to send the
scrapings for analysis and comparison to a current soil sample from the battlefield area.” 
“There’s nothing to test. Dirt is dirt.” 
“But there is. Experts can do radio-carbon testing on organic matter. The modern soil will
show residue from fertilizers, acid rain, and organic matter from more recent plants. Do I have your permission?” 
“If it pleases you, it pleases me.” 
“I need a jar from your cupboard.” 
Stephen shrugged off her plan and picked up his bowl. “Fiddle, my cereal is mushy now.” 
Esme came back to the table. From the sounds, she’d dug out what she required and
rewrapped the sword. “I put the sword away. Are you ravenous or can you wait a couple of
hours to eat?” 
“I can wait.” 
“Good. Let’s go to Cheltenham. They have a store that sells aides for the sight impaired. 
We’ll grab a bite at a pub afterward.” 
Stephen didn’t move. “I heard a car when you arrived. Does Tony wait outside for you? If
so, you may forget taking me to the store. I will not ride with him.” 
“I came in my own car.” 
“Is the man gone from your life? Good riddance if he is.” 
“No, we’re still seeing each other. Since you brought the subject up, I don’t want you to
tell him what to do or not do again. You don’t have the right to interfere in my life. Tony and I—” 
Her argument was foolish and without merit. He’d disabuse her of such flawed thinking. 
“Of course I have the right. He treated you poorly. Not at all chivalrous and needed chastised.” 
“Stephen—” 
“Esme, it is the duty of an honorable knight to protect where the gentle nature of a lady
keeps her from doing so herself.” 
“Oh boy,” she said with a sigh. “Stephen, I am not gentle natured. I am more than capable
of standing up for myself.” 
“Perhaps, if you were awake to the need, which you were not.” 
“I wasn’t in need.” 
“Honnnk,” he imitated the horn in a deep, guttural way. “This is the sound of an oversize, pregnant goose, not how a man calls upon a lady. That you allow it proves my point.” 
“You can stop right there. I refuse to talk about it anymore.” 
“Because you’re wrong?” 
“No, because I’m close to strangling you.” 
“Hah! Your peevishness with me shows you know the truth but refuse to admit to faulty
female reasoning.” 
“Are you ready to go?” 
“Yes. As a reminder, milady, before we visit the blind store, I need bigger shoes.” 
“Yes, milord.” 
#
Stephen pressed the button on the side to hear it talk again as he walked to the shop’s
entrance door. You are traveling northeast.  “I don’t know where the woman’s voice travels from but I like listening to her.” 
He tapped with his cane and turned in a circle as the compass’s lady called out the
directions. He reversed directions and made another circle. 
“Stop and let me put this watch on you,” Esme said. 
“Finally, a way to tell time.” 
She strapped the device to his wrist. He pressed the button, chuckled as the man told him
the hour and seconds, and then pressed the button to hear it again. To break an hour into minutes made sense. He saw the usefulness in such ability. Seconds, as it related to time, he thought both silly and fascinating. Silly because breaking down the minutes into tiny specks of time served no purpose as far as he could tell. But the fact people had achieved the ability to do so fascinated him. Who originally thought to pursue the measuring of time in such detail? 
“We’ve got a decent stockpile of aids to start you off. We’ll come back and get more next
week. I’ll make a list.” 
“I’m hungry.” 
“There’s a pub I like down the road with good food.” 
“Pub?” 
“It’s another word for tavern.” 
“Beer and food, a delightful coupling.” 
They hadn’t had to cross any busy streets to go to the shoe store or blind store. The shops
had what Esme called carparks attached. She warned Stephen two large intersections were
between them and the pub. 
“Let me help you cross. Traffic is heavy and it’s too easy for you to get hurt if you step
off the curb at the wrong time.” 
“No. Thank you for your concern, but allow me the opportunity to succeed or fail on my
own.” 
“Stephen, didn’t you listen? If your timing is off, you can get seriously injured or killed.” 
“I have my cane and my hearing. I’m not without means to walk without your help.” 
He found maneuvering the even surfaces of the streets and sidewalks in the town easier
than walking around the grounds by the trailer and stable. 
He stumbled only once, when he entered the pub. A raised strip in the doorway floor
hadn’t been felt when he swept his cane. His foot landed on the unanticipated bump and the toe of his shoe caught. He quickly recovered his balance and tucked his arm before Esme could lend a
hand. 
Music with a strong beat played and what sounded like a crush of people talking loud to be
heard over the music drowned out everything else. Voices from all directions, men’s and
women’s were a muddle of indistinct words. Stephen froze as the rush of noise came at him. 
“Sorry mate,” a man who jostled him said. 
“Over here Stephen,” Esme called out. 
“Where?” With all the babble, he couldn’t track where she was in relation to him. Right
and left, his cane banged into objects as he sought a clear path. “Esme?” 
He stopped and struggled to slow his shallow breathing and calm down. He thought he
heard Esme call his name and moved in that direction. 
He stepped into someone and the awful sound of glass breaking happened close. “Careful
luv,” a woman said. “You knocked my tray and a pint on the floor.” 
“Sorry.” He held still again and called out, “Esme?” 
When she didn’t answer, he turned to go. She could find him outside. The more he tried to
retrace his steps, the more disoriented he became. Another person bumped into him but didn’t
apologize. The air grew thick with perfume, the smell of food, and body heat. He’d wandered
deeper into the tavern by mistake. Anxious and self-conscious, he shoved his shaking non cane
hand into his jeans pocket. 
Out. He just wanted out. 
“The door please. Can someone lead me to the door?” he asked, humiliated he had to beg
such help. 
“It’s all right. I’m here, Stephen.” It was Esme. “Come, we’ll go somewhere else.” She
placed a light hand on his elbow and leaned close. He understood she was being mindful of his
pride and tried to not let the crowd see she assisted him. 
Outside she said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t stop to think how noisy and busy the place is during
lunch. There’s an excellent Italian restaurant at the end of the street. The food will be the biggest adventure there rather than wending your way through the crowd.” 
Stephen nodded. “Fine.” 
At the restaurant, a woman seated them at what she called a comfortable booth with a
padded bench. 
“Is there a bathroom here?” he asked Esme. 
“Yes, walk straight about five strides, then turn left and walk another six or so and the
men’s room is the second door to your right.” 
“Thank you.” 
Stephen followed her instructions and entered the men’s room for much needed few
minutes alone. Inside, he stood quiet trying to calm himself from the pub experience. What did
Esme think? What sort of man shows such weakness to a lady? How could he let a foolish thing
like loud noise twist him so? 
He found the sink, washed his hands and splashed water on his face. After drying off
using his shirttail, he took a deep breath and said, “Never again will I let fear beat me.” He spoke the words aloud. Whatever spirits that touched the lives of men, whether good and evil, from now on they’d see only this new strength. 
Chapter Twenty-One
Stephen arranged for Mr. Utley to come by on Saturday, one of Esme’s days off. “Thank
you for coming,” Stephen said. 
“Please call me Andrew. May I call you Stephen?” 
“Yes, of course.” 
“I’m curious. Why did you want to work with me alone, without Ms. Crippen present?” 
“We went to Cheltenham yesterday and she fretted over my safety with the heavier
traffic. Next week, we plan to return. I thought I’d surprise her and show her how I’ve mastered the problem.” 
“Good. Let’s go there now and practice.” 
Stephen learned to listen to the low rumble of traffic as it approached. They worked on
perfecting his sense of the crowd around him moving forward, which was especially important. 
Difficult to determine unseen, Andrew warned of turning cars. 
“Use the people as indicators whether vehicles are turning and when it’s safe to cross,” he
instructed. “The busiest streets are lined with shops. The noise level is greater. You must listen harder.” 
“I notice when the cars travel with me it stirs the air more.” 
Andrew had him practice crossing smaller streets where Stephen couldn’t rely on the flow
of the people close. Then they worked on neighborhood streets where no signals controlled traffic. 
He practiced stepping off and onto low curbs and high ones. All the exercises given him, he
performed without trouble. 
“Your skill level this soon is impressive,” Andrew said as they walked to his car for the
ride home. 
“I have another request.” 
“Yes.” 
“Teach me to fight. I don’t want anyone to think me a defenseless cripple.” 
“I’m not able to teach those tactics. I know a blind Braille instructor who’s taken judo for
a longtime. He can introduce you to his judo masters.” 
“Judo, I don’t know what it is, but you say a blind man can learn it.” 
“It’s a form of martial art. Sight isn’t required. He says its leverage and developing a
certain mindset, a philosophy of strength and belief in one’s abilities.” 
“Please bring him by at your earliest convenience. I want to learn this judo as soon as
possible.” 
“Stephen, did someone threaten you?” 
“No...just the opposite.” 
“Care to explain?” 
“No. When can your friend meet me?” 
“John, wouldn’t come by your place. You’d go to the studio where he works out. The
lessons aren’t too expensive but they do cost. Should my friend make arrangements with Alex?” 
“No, I have money.” 
“I’ll take care of it,” Utley said and left. 
After he’d gone, Stephen went into the bedroom and pulled the small satchel he stored his
newly acquired funds in from the dresser drawer. He rubbed the stack of paper between his
fingers, still curious how the bills possessed as much value as gold or silver. 
At the bank, Alex said the museum offered ten-thousand pounds. He’d also said the
amount would get Stephen many of the things he wanted. 
“I will pay Esme from the pounds,” Stephen told Alex, who said that wasn’t necessary. 
He and Shakira were happy to pay her but Stephen insisted. 
“How much does this amount equal in our time? I have no basis of comparison,” Stephen
had asked. 
“Neither do I really. I’m clueless. Maybe, and this is a wild guess, maybe between wars, 
King Edward had that in his treasury.” 
Stephen laughed at the thought he was rich as the king. 
#
Stephen was singing, not along with the Righteous Brothers or other group but along with
himself. Esme doubted he’d hear her knock and just came in. 
“Oh, I love that song,” she said and set her laptop, purse, and store bag onto the dining
table. 
“Unchained Melody is one of the songs Lady Shakira taught me,” Stephen told her. “She
also taught me, The Way You Look Tonight.  You know about  Tusk. ” 
“Begin again.” 
“Which one? Unchained Melody? ” 
“All of them.” 
He clicked back to the first cut on a CD in the player. 
She sat at the table as he began with The Way You Look Tonight.  If she didn’t know he
was blind, she’d never think that from the way he moved and gestured. A step here and there, the slight sway, the beckoning with his hands, he acted so comfortable with the words and music. He exuded a confidence in his performance she hadn’t expected. After he finished the three songs
Shakira taught him, he sang the songs from Phantom of the Opera. What talent. Esme could listen to his rich tenor voice all day. 
“Those are what I learned so far.” 
“Where did you record this?” 
“Alex and Shakira converted their second bedroom into a small music studio.” 
Esme stood and went over to him. “When will you make the CD for me?” 
“I must learn a few more songs to fill up the leftover time on the disc.” 
“I can’t wait. Speaking of time, we’d better get started on your lessons. I don’t want to
get into trouble.” 
“You won’t. I pay you now.” 
The new situation put her in an awkward position. The time they spent together away
from her tutoring lessons was precious. She looked forward to their rides. Except for the sensory overload problem in the pub, both enjoyed the trip to Cheltenham. He might be daffy, but his old world craziness had a charming element. But if he’s the one employing her, it seemed rather
tawdry to let herself be too charmed. 
“Why the change?” she asked. 
“I don’t want you to worry anymore about losing your job.” 
“But where did you—“
“I made a profitable trade.” 
“What did—” 
He put his hand up. “No more talk of money.” 
It took a moment for the penny to drop. When it did, it landed in a flurry of mixed
emotions. The only time she mentioned losing her job was after he tried to kiss her. Did he intend to come on to her and this was his way of removing a major stumbling block? Or, did he and Alex have a previously agreed to arrangement for him to take over the financial details when possible all along? 
Never good at sussing out the hidden meaning behind people’s actions, the last option
meant he had limited interest in her, which kind of bummed her out. Part of her liked the idea he went to this trouble to pave the way for another kiss. On the other hand, if he was interested in her, she wasn’t sure how she felt about that. The ‘be a better person’ part of her knew his
disability shouldn’t matter. In truth, another part of her, maybe even a bigger part, questioned if his blindness was something she wanted to handle on a more personal level and daily. The idea of
someone being that dependent on her... 
She refused to worry about it and let the thought fall away. She didn’t have to decide right
now. Wait and see what transpired. 
“Do you want to know some other songs I like?” she asked, wanting to think about
something less mentally taxing. 
“For another CD, yes. For this first one, I prefer to surprise you.” 
“I trust I’ll love them all. While we are on the subject of trust, do you trust me?” 
His chest rose as he sucked in a gulp of air, which she didn’t see him let out. “It’s never
good when a woman asks this.” 
“What?” 
He exhaled. “I’ll speak slower. It’s—” 
“You don’t need to speak slower. You need to explain the comment.” 
“I’ve been asked this a handful of times in my life. Whenever it was asked by a woman, 
things did not work out well for me. Women either do not recognize trouble on sight or pretend
they don’t. Whichever, the result rarely comes in the form of good fortune.” 
“Listen to yourself. You’re such a chauvinist and you complain about Tony honking for
me.” 
“Cows and sheep, milady.” 
“What the deuce do cows and sheep have to do with this conversation?” 
“It’s an expression we have. Although they are both livestock, they are not comparable. 
My observations about the judgment of women and that Tony person aren’t comparable either.” 
She tried to piece together his logic and gave up. “Back to my question. Do you trust me?” 
“What do you plan?” 
“You have great hair, very lustrous.” She ran her hand down the side of his head. “How
silky it is and I like the smell of the tea tree oil shampoo.” She lifted a large lock. “But the ends are tattered and you’re looking a bit shaggy. I’d like to trim it.” 
His shoulders relaxed noticeably and he smiled a smile, not of pleasure but one of relief. 
“You may. I’ll sit at the table.” 
“Let me get a towel.” She returned and wrapped the towel around his neck, dug the
scissors from her bag and began snipping. 
“Do you normally wear your hair to your shoulders because I’d like to shorten it at least an
inch or two.” 
After a moment of hesitation, he said, “All right.” 
As she combed his hair, she had second thoughts about whether or not she should ask the
questions that arose from her research. 
The day Stephen talked about his friend, Simon Harrow, she decided not to wait for the
weekend to go to the British Museum Library. She’d researched the library online and found one
book that listed Baron Guy Guiscard in relation to the Battle of Poitiers. Like Stephen had told her, Baron Guiscard was killed in the battle. The book stated he’d gone on the campaign with a large company of knights who served him. Unfortunately, the book didn’t list the men by name. It did
reference the fact the baron fought at Crecy ten years earlier. Stephen said he fought alongside Simon and was himself made a knight following that battle. After an exhaustive search, Esme
found a book which listed all the men the Black Prince raised up to knighthood at Crecy. A
Stephen Palmer was listed. Research was one of her strengths and the obscure reference took
her forever to find. How had Stephen managed to not only discover the entry but know what it
said? He didn’t read. 
Too curious not to hear his answer, she broached the subject of the past he believed he
came from. “Stephen, did you know that in addition to the chronicles of the Black Prince’s 1356
campaign, events of the 1346 campaign were chronicled too?” 
“No,” he said with a shrug. 
“Don’t move your head. You’re mentioned by name in the first chronicle as having
received your knighthood.” 
“Makes sense. Although I’m a landless knight, the title does grant me a few privileges. A
record of those entitled is required.” 
In her head, she planned to go slow and lead up to the question she really wanted to hear
him answer. Patience—that particular virtue skipped over her and she blurted, “How is it, Guy’s death is listed, Simon is buried in what was the family cemetery but you are here?” 
He turned toward her just as she slid the scissors around a sizeable chunk of hair. Before
she could stop, four inches of hair fell onto the floor. 
“Oops.” 
“Oops? I don’t like the sound of that.” 
“I told you to sit still.” 
Stephen ran a quick palm down the back of his head. “Trust me, you said. Do you
remember me saying it rarely works out well when a woman asks me that?” He ran his hand over
the damage a few more times, groaning with each pass. 
“Have you considered you might look better with much shorter hair?” 
“It matters not what I consider now. The choice has been made for me.” 
“I really am sorry.” 
He waved away her apology. “Cut the rest.” 
“Are you sure? I don’t know if I’ll be any good at shaping it. My plan was simply trim the
ends.” 
“As was my plan when I sat down.” 
She started cutting small sections but feared the outcome. 
“Back to my question,” Esme said. “How are you here?” Perhaps if he saw how
impossible it was for him to be the knight Stephen Palmer, a flicker of his true memory might
return. No doubt the Lancasters along with Miranda and Ian asked him the same question, brought up the same logic of impossibility. If he heard from enough people, the psychotic break would
heal. Not that she knew anything about psychology, but didn’t think it would hurt for her to try. 
“Before the campaign, Guy warned me about a French knight I’d face. He told me of the
man’s heraldic symbol. On the battlefield, I encountered this knight. I hesitated, recognizing him for who he was. The hesitation cost me my sight. A blow from his sword penetrated my helm, the
damage blinded me.” 
Stephen reached up and found her hand, stopping her from continuing to trim his hair. He
held her wrist and brought her around so she stood in front of him. 
“I have told you the truth about me from the first. I am telling you the truth now when I
say, I don’t know how, but I have come through time.” 
She gave a silent thank you that he didn’t see her mouth fall open with the bizarre
revelation. 
“You’ve gone quiet,” he said. 
“Stephen you are not a time traveler. I don’t know the medical or psychological reasons
behind your belief that you’re Stephen Palmer, medieval knight. I’m sure it stems from the trauma of your injury. But I’m telling you the truth when I say you didn’t come forward in time.” 
“Do you think I wish this on myself? Wish to be a man out of time and away from all I
know of life? My friends died hundreds of years past. I’ve lost my beloved Arthur, who I trained from the time he was a yearling.” 
“You have Alex and Shakira.” 
“Yes, but their lives are centered on each other, as it should be, as it was in my time. I’m
talking about my friends in the barracks. Men I drank with and laughed with and suffered with in battle.” 
The insistence in his words, the unrelenting belief in his delusion tore at her heart. In a
way, she wished she could share in the delusion just so he wouldn’t feel so alone and adrift. He spoke like a career soldier with no love interest. Odd for a nice looking man. 
“You didn’t name a special woman. Was there one?” 
“I was rather fond of a milkmaid. She was the cook’s daughter.” 
No way did he read about a lowly milkmaid in any book Esme could think of. Curious how
he’d answer she said, “Tell me about her.” 
A stolen glance as he looked away revealed a wistful smile that touched his lips and
disappeared. 
“Her name was Rosamond,” he said, turning back to Esme. “Both her hands fit into my
palm. She hummed music she heard in her head to the animals as she milked.” 
“Was she pretty?” 
“She had a pretty smile and a kind heart.” 
“Did you court her?” 
“I...we...” He shook his head. “We...flirted. I was talking to her on the stairs, when
Al...Guy warned me about the enemy knight whose symbol was a panther on a sea of orange.” 
“Why’d you only flirt?” she asked, relieved for some reason. 
“How could I court her? I had nothing to offer. Even if I’d been given a parcel of land by
Guy, I know nothing of farming. I have no trade. I can’t mill grain, cobble on shoes, or thatch a roof. My training was as a warrior. My trade was killing the enemies of the king.” 
“What did you mean when you spoke of Alex and Shakira’s lives are centered on each
other, ‘as it should be, as it was in my time’?” 
“Their business is their own. You should put your question before them.” 
Stephen phrased his answer so it sounded like they’d gone back in time at some point, 
which was impossible, of course. But no way was she going to question the Lancasters or even
mention what he said. As his friends, they might take offense to any comment from her. A bad
word from them or Miranda and her chances of any future job at the History Channel would
vaporize. 
“If you have come forward, then why hasn’t Alex or Shakira said something? They’d
know the truth.” 
“Perhaps they choose not to speak rather than hear the disbelief in other voices like that I
hear in yours.” 
Esme tried a different approach instead of a blanket denial. “Stephen, what’s the last thing
you remember after receiving the blow to your helm?” 
“I was unhorsed, crawled on the ground thinking to escape my attacker. When I thought I
knocked at death’s door, I called to Arthur.” 
“When do you believe the time change happened?” 
“Right after that. The next thing I knew, a Frenchman who denied we were at war tried to
reassure me. Wails from hell blared, strange men came and took me to the hospital, where I
awoke to learn I was in a different time.” 
“I want you to think about what you just said. If you time-traveled, then why did no one
else come forward too? Guy died. Simon lived to die in England years later. Wouldn’t your horse have come? Wasn’t he next to you while you were on the ground?” 
Stephen nodded. 
“Then why didn’t he come forward? What happened to the French knight? Stephen, you
have to see how...how...” Esme searched for a non-offense word. “How improbable your story
is.” 
He straightened. Chest out, spine rigid, his blind eyes, clear and pale blue didn’t quite fix on her. “I have been instructed to let people think I am mad as the truth is unacceptable to them. I am not mad. I told you the truth. I grow weary of living this lie, especially where you are
concerned.” 
“Thank you, I think.” The declaration flummoxed her. As usual, any hidden meaning was
lost on her. She removed the towel from his shoulders. “Come on, I’ll take you to a barber in the town. He can finish cutting your hair. I don’t want to make a worse mess of it.” 
“Ah, now you admit to being a mess maker. Handy information I could’ve used earlier.” 
“It’s hair. It will grow back so stop grumbling. While you’re at the barber’s, I’m running to
the library.” 
“Why?” 
“Gloucester has the best library in the shire. I need a book on French heraldic symbols. 
I’m going to look for your French knight.” 
Chapter Twenty-Two
After Esme left the next day, Alex offered to take Stephen to town. On the drive to
Cheltenham, Stephen asked, “Is it possible to have a wooden practice post set up in the yard near the trailer? Now that I have my sword back, I want to keep my skills fresh although I know
there’s no call for fine swordmanship in this modern age.” 
Blind person training, Esme’s tutoring, and riding filled much of the day, but he still
suffered bouts of boredom. “I don’t like to sit idle. The weather is good and I enjoy being outside.” 
“No problem, I’ll get something installed this week,” Alex said. The car slowed and came
to a halt. “We’re here.” 
“Thank you for bringing me.” 
“This interests me. I’m curious how they demonstrate and teach the judo moves to you.” 
Stephen climbed out of the car and snapped open his cane. 
“The door to the school is straight ahead,” Alex told him. “The handle is waist high and
opens to the right.” 
A man greeted them as soon as both were inside. “Hello, may I be of assistance?” 
“I’m Stephen Palmer. I’ve a scheduled lesson.” 
“Yes, you’re right on time. I’m John Swallow,” he said and found Stephen’s hand with
little trouble and shook it. “And you’re here with?” 
“Alex Lancaster.” 
John pivoted a fraction, his extended hand brushing Stephen’s. “Mr. Lancaster.” 
“Please call me Alex. Are you the instructor?” 
“No, I’m a student like Stephen. Masao Ota is the sensei, our teacher.” 
“You’re a black belt and blind. Impressive accomplishment,” Alex said. 
“It’s important for Stephen to know what he can achieve. Blindness, to me, is a
disadvantage not a disability. Many of the people who come here have disadvantages of one kind
or another. We all have some baggage. Judo is a healthy way to get over both.” 
“I agree,” Stephen said. “How do we start?” 
“Come with me to the locker room.” He placed Stephen’s hand on his shoulder and they
walked along the wall. “We workout barefoot and in a special uniform called a gi. I’ll get you fixed up. The sensei will meet us in the main studio after you’re dressed.” 
When they returned John informed Stephen about protocol. “We bow from the waist
before and after practice as a sign of respect and appreciation toward your partner.” 
“Good evening, Mr. Swallow,” a new voice said. “You must be Mr. Palmer. I am sensai
Ota.” A small hand clasped and shook Stephen’s. 
Ota released his hand and said, “Ready gentlemen?” 
“Yes sensai,” John responded. 
“Yes sensai,” Stephen repeated. 
“To understand judo, you must start with the basic beliefs, Mr. Palmer.” Ota told him, 
“The first tenet of judo is: maximum efficiency with minimum effort. The second tenet is: mutual welfare and benefit. The last tenet: better society through the perfection of ourselves.” 
The first sounded much like a day practicing in the lists preparing for either battle or
contests in times of peace. The second sounded like the goal of men fighting together for a cause. 
Stephen nodded his agreement. Better to let Ota think he saw all three with the same vision. In truth, the third tenet had little application in a knight’s world, maybe in relation to the ladies, in time of war, no. 
“I don’t wish special consideration because I’m blind. I want to learn the way you’d teach
anyone else,” he told Ota. 
Next to him, John laughed. “Not to worry. You’ll be thrown to the tatami, that’s the
Japanese name for the mats, as often and with all the gusto used toward any other student. First you must learn how to fall.” 
“Learn to fall?” 
“Yes, there’s an art to it. This is for your protection, knowing how to roll limits your
physical risk when an opponent has bettered you in some way.” 
He’d fallen hundreds of times and managed to avoid serious injury. The lesson sounded a
waste of time. “I’m more interested in learning how to throw a man.” 
“If you’re wearing a watch or other jewelry other than a wedding band, you should take
them off,” John said. 
Stephen removed his talking watch. 
“I’ll hold it for you.” Alex came and took it from him. 
They started with what the sensei called calisthenics and stretching 
 exercises. Through exact verbal description and hands-on demonstration, Ota showed him techniques of self-defense, which included several different maneuvers. Many painful minutes followed where he and John
slammed each other to the mat. Most of the throws required good leverage, which Stephen
managed well for a beginner. The next step in the sequence was learning to control your opponent once he was on the ground. Although that portion gave him trouble and he failed a majority of the time, he didn’t let the loss discourage him. He’d groan and scrambled to his feet. To Stephen’s wicked amusement, every once in a while John groaned too. 
When every inch of his body ached and was slick with sweat, Ota finally said they’d done
enough for a first lesson. John offered to show him how to get to the school’s shower but Stephen declined. He preferred to go home and stand under the hot spray of his own shower. 
“How did you like the lessons?” Alex asked as they walked to his car. 
“I loved them. I feel like yesterday’s rubbish, but totally alive at the same time. Does that
make sense?” 
“Yes. I had my doubts about this whole judo idea but after seeing the session...I have to
say it’s great for you. I haven’t seen you this excited since the day Ian and I brought you home.” 
“I’m excited when Esme comes.” 
“Good, I’m just saying these lessons are another positive for you.” 
In the car, Stephen stuck his nose inside his damp tee shirt and sniffed. “Phew.” He grinned big; a silly grin and he knew it. “Reminds me of the hot summer days when we worked out in the lists. 
I miss the hitting and the swordplay and the wrestling.” 
“It was fun at times, especially the rare times I bested Simon, who was like wrestling a
bear, really tough to get him pinned down.” 
They drove in silence for a while with only a demo CD sent to Alex by a new group
playing in the background. Then, Alex asked, “Why are you doing this?” 
“I told you. I’m tired of sitting around doing nothing.” 
“It isn’t simply because you’re tired of sitting around. You go riding. Esme said you got a
talking GPS and compass combination. With those you can walk my land for hours. You can swim
in the river anytime in spite of the late season. The cold never bothered you in the old days. So what’s the real reason?” 
“I will not be thought a cripple or as I understand the slang of this time, a crip.” 
“Did someone call you that? If it was someone at the stable, I’ll ban them.” 
“No, and if someone did, it would be my battle not yours.” 
“It’s not a case of me fighting your battles. I don’t care for the mindset of someone who’d
demean a person with a disability. I won’t tolerate it.” 
“John said I have a disadvantage not a disability.” Stephen rolled the window down and
breathed in the crisp night air. Cooled and energized by it he let his breath out slowly and then added, “Disadvantage or disability, the point is if someone challenged me, I wish to feel confident in my ability to accept and push his nose into the ground.” 
“Fighting words. I can picture Simon lifting a tankard of ale to you and cheering you on,” 
Alex said, then after a beat added, “I miss Simon.” 
“As do I. Thank you for giving him a nice headstone.” 
“I was pleased to call him friend. He deserved a remembrance.” 
Stephen drew in another deep breath before delivering the tidbit of information sure to ruin
the rest of Alex’s night. Exhaling, he said, “By the way, I told Esme I traveled forward to this time.” 
The car swerved to the left onto gravel by the crunching sound and came to a jarring stop. 
“What the bloody hell is wrong with you?” 
“I want her to know the truth.” 
“I can’t believe you did that. Bad enough at dinner the other night you rattled on about
Crecy. Now you tell her you time-traveled.” 
“She asked a question I had no answer for unless I told the truth or allowed her to
continue to think me mad. I tire of this charade.” 
“I guarantee your confession convinced her of the opposite and that you’re hopelessly
mad.” He pulled the car back onto the road. 
“You worry for naught. She didn’t believe me.” But he’d work on convincing her. 
Chapter Twenty-Three
Two weeks later
“You’re not staying?” Esme asked as Tony rose from the bed. 
“No. I’ve got that job in Chipping Camden. It starts early,” he said and grabbed his
underwear. 
She got up and put on her robe. “Your flat’s no closer than mine. I don’t see why you
can’t spend the night.” 
“You aren’t going to start whinging are you? Cuz, I hate that.” 
“Speaking my mind is not whinging. What about this weekend? There’s that Depp movie
I’d like to see.” 
Tony took her wrist and drew her to him. “I’m sorry babe,” he said and kissed her on the
neck, squeezing a breast as he did. “Me and the lads are off to the football matches. West Ham is playing Manchester United and we’re driving up there to cheer on the team.” 
She made a point of not looking in when she passed the bathroom. Tony never bothered to
shut the door when he peed—a practice she disliked and told him so on more than one occasion. 
“What about during the week? The new Johnny Depp movie came out. I’d like to see it.” 
“Can’t this week luv, I’m meeting with my mates every night. I promised I’d practice with
them for the upcoming darts competition.” 
She went into the kitchen and poured herself two fingers of scotch. While Tony finished
dressing and nattered away about the upcoming trip to Manchester, she replayed the last two
hours in her head. Tonight’s activity led into a replay of the last few weeks and the ugly truth about herself. She’d become nothing more than a booty call for him. Not his fault, she’d allowed it. 
“When was the last time you took me to dinner?” she asked, interrupting his football
jibber-jabber. 
“Wha...last week, we went to the Taj Mahal.” 
“Oh no, picking up two curries from the Indian takeaway is not going out to dinner.” 
“It’s sort of like going out. You didn’t have to cook.” 
“Yea for me.” 
Tony stepped onto her landing. “Why are you getting your knickers in a bunch over
something silly? I promise I’ll bring pizza next time.” 
She started to respond then stopped. What was the point? Stephen was right. She
deserved to be treated with respect and Tony should’ve made more of an effort to please her. His dropping in when the mood struck him to knock off a piece was not the act of someone who cared
for her. 
Tony dug his cars keys out and said, “I meant to ask you how things are going working
with that nutter crip.” 
“Don’t call him that. And don’t bother to call on me again either. We’re done.” She shut
the door on his surprised face. 
She leaned against the door, fuming over Tony’s description of Stephen. She hated the
way Tony tossed the word crip around and hated that he called Stephen a nutter. He wasn’t a
nutter. He was...he was...Esme reached for a kinder description...eccentric. She nodded, pleased with her choice. 

Stephen.  Esme checked the time. It was only 8:00. If she hurried and showered, she could get to his place within the hour. He’d talk about something other than football teams and beer. 
How refreshing. 
#
The trailer was dark inside when she pulled up. Esme sat in the car for a few minutes
unsure whether she should knock on Alex and Shakira’s door. Stephen might be visiting them. She didn’t think he’d be out and about alone at night yet. 
A faint light from the kitchen area showed through the sheer window curtain illuminating
the outline of a man in front of the refrigerator. Good. Stephen was home. 
She hopped out of the car. At the top of the ramp, the motion light came on and she
knocked on his door. Without asking who was there, Stephen opened it, a goblet of red wine in his hand. His hair was slicked back and wet like he’d showered a short time ago. Bare-chested and
barefoot, he wore only jeans now. She’d never seen him shirtless. He looked good to her before
but tonight he looked disarmingly sexy. The air rushed from her lungs but she managed to
suppress the “wow,” which almost spilled out. Maybe it was the bare chest, or the wet hair, or the combination that triggered an uber mini fantasy of him standing in a steamy bathroom in just a
towel. 
“Esme?” 
“How did you know it was me?” she asked, grateful he couldn’t see how she’d scanned
him head to toe, toe to head. “You didn’t ask me to identify myself. I might’ve been a thief.” 
“Your perfume. I can’t imagine any robber troubling himself to smell so sweet. Please, 
come inside.” 
She entered and as soon as he shut the door said, “Why don’t you turn on the lights?” The
question barely left her lips when she realized her stupid mistake. “I can’t believe I said that. 
Duh.” 
“Fret not. Had I expected company, I’d have turned them on.” He flipped on the light over
the entry. “Please turn on others as you see fit. Would you like a glass of wine?” 
“Love one,” she said and lit the way as she moved toward the kitchen. 
“I almost left but then I saw you by the fridge.” 
She dropped her purse down and started for the cupboard where the glasses were kept. 
Stephen set his wine on the counter. He grasped her upper arms in a gentle but firm hold and
eased her sidestep-style from in front of the cupboard. 
“Allow me.” He removed a goblet from the shelf and found the wine bottle with no effort. 
“I promise my finger is clean.” He hooked his finger to the second knuckle inside the glass
and began to pour. When the wine reached the tip of his finger, he stopped and handed the glass to her. 
“I suppose you’re wondering what I’m doing here this late?” she asked. 
“No. Only a fool questions good fortune.” 
“Thank you. I’ve never been called ‘good fortune’ before.” She almost kissed him on the
cheek but thought better of it. He might misinterpret the gesture as more than appreciation for a compliment. And she still wasn’t sure how she’d feel about a relationship with him that went
beyond platonic. 
At the sound of the BBC announcer, Esme looked over to see a program promo on the
television. Why, when he couldn’t watch? If anything, she thought he’d play his CDs. “Is there a reason you’ve the BBC on?” 
“I was about to listen to a movie called Gladiator.  It sounded interesting. An honorable Roman general is betrayed and enslaved as a gladiator. As he rises to fame in the arena, he seeks revenge against the man who destroyed his life and family. Would you care to watch it? If not, we can change the channel.” 
“I love that movie. I’m a bit surprised you know about gladiators.” 
His brows notched up. “We knew about gladiators in my time. Because I don’t know the
history of England after Poitiers does not mean I don’t know what went on prior.” 
“Sorry, didn’t mean to offend. You grew up here and knew about an old Roman Road
nearby. I should’ve realized you’d have learned of their practices when Britain was under the
thumb of their empire.” 
“I even visited Hadrian’s Wall once. Wasn’t much of a wall in my opinion.” 
He said it with such aplomb. A crinkle of humor touched the corners of his eyes as he
licked away a drop of wine that dotted his bottom lip. She always thought he had a well-shaped
mouth for a man, not mean-lipped or Mick Jagger big, but suitably in between. 
In spite of her uncertainty as to what she wanted for their relationship, at this particular
moment, she wanted to know what he knew about kissing, because kissing is a big deal. If a guy
couldn’t get that right, sexually everything else went downhill from there, in her opinion. 
“Kiss me.” 
“Pardon?” 
“You heard me. Kiss me.” 
Stephen didn’t bother to set his goblet down. He ran a light hand along her face, bent and
kissed her on the forehead. 
She took his glass from him and set both hers and his on the counter. “No. I want a proper
kiss, on the lips.” 
“As you wish, milady.” 
He cupped the back of her head in one palm. In the other, he caressed then cradled her
cheek and pressed his lips to hers, tipping her head as he did. 
Suddenly unsure of what to do with her hands, she rested them at his waist. The touch of
his lips turned from reverent to a warm exploration as his tongue parted her lips, granting him access. 
The kiss was a leisurely journey touching here, and there, and everywhere, that deepened
without plundering, that gave without demanding more of her. She drew in a quick breath stealing his air as his fingers traveled down from cheek to jaw to collarbone, along her ribcage to her
waist. 
Over her blouse his thumbs teased and rubbed the curve of her hips. She leaned into him, 
her softer thighs pressed tight to his muscled ones in a hope he’d slip his hands under the cloth. 
She wanted skin on skin. She wanted the kiss to go on and on and felt uncharacteristically bereft when he lifted his head and broke it. 
He ran a knuckle the length of her jaw line that tickled when he reached the sensitive skin
under her ear. “Why did you wish my kiss?” 
What to tell him? The truth? There’s a sticky business. My libido went wild for a

moment. I needed to conduct an empirical
test of your kissing skill. No. Telling the truth was off the table. 
“I wondered if you’d kiss like a medieval man or a modern one.” That had to be in the top
three of lamest reasons to kiss someone ever given. Thank God he couldn’t see the face she
made in self-disgust. 
He dropped his hand from her face and straightened. “You thought kissing has changed
over time? That people in this time made it better?” 
“Not better—different.” 
“Was it?” 
“I’d say your kiss was a good as one can get.” 
“Oh milady, I have better ones,” he said, wiggling his brows. “My repertoire is quite
sizeable if I say so myself.” 
“Perhaps you’ll show me...” Uncertainty about the two of them flared again and she
added, “...Someday. We should go in the other room. The movie’s about to start.” 
They sat side by side on the sofa. Stephen put his feet up on the coffee table and relaxed
back into the comfy cushion. 
“I might ask you to describe some moments in the movie for me, if that’s all right.” 
“Of course. It opens with an exciting battle scene, Ro—” 
Stephen leaned over and placed a finger against her lips. “I know what battle looks like. 
Hearing it is enough for me.” 
#
When she woke, the television was off. The last thing she remembered was describing
Russell Crowe’s injured Maximus character standing tall as Commodus, the Joaquin Phoenix
character, entered the arena. Now, her head was on a pillow on Stephen’s lap. The green fleece
throw from the end of the sofa with embroidered lambs on the hem covered her. Her empty wine
glass sat next to Stephen’s on the coffee table. He slept with his head down and his chin resting against his chest. One hand cradled the top of her head, while his other arm lay protectively
across her ribcage. 
She’d never seen him relaxed and at peace in sleep. After her hair cutting disaster, this
close view and shorter style showed the strands of blond here and there in his light brown hair. 
When looking at him straight on, she always thought he had the beginnings of a cleft in his
chin. From this angle, she saw it was a scar but not a fresh one like those around his eyes. What had happened to leave a mark so deep? She raised her gaze to his eyes, not to the scars, but to his lashes. Dark brown lashes, thick and long and wasted on a man, she thought with a sigh. 
Morning sun bathed the drawing room and dining area in light. She stopped her study of
Stephen, sat up, and checked her watch. Eight o’clock. 
Stephen woke when she stirred. “Morning milady,” he said and moaned as he stretched. 
“Do you know the time?” 
“Eight.” 
“Oh my, I haven’t slept that late in ages.” He stood and stretched again pressing his fists
into his lower back as he did. “I feel like a rug that’s been shaken repeatedly by an overzealous maid.” 
“Are you sore from riding?” 
“No. I had another judo lesson yesterday. Most of the time spent being flipped to and fro
onto the floor mat.” 
“Wow, I didn’t know you were taking judo lessons. Pretty radical thing to take up, 
considering...” 
“I’m blind?” 
“Frankly, yes.” 
“It’s not really radical. My partner is a blind friend of Andrew’s who’s studied the defense
for years. He told me many blind students of the art go on to participate in competitions.” 
“Still sounds like a dodgy thing for you to do when you’re getting acclimated to losing your
sight. Is there some compelling reason for you to want to do this?” 
He smiled such a sly smile, it would raise suspicions in the Dalai Lama’s gentle soul. “You
never know what the future holds. I wish to be prepared.” 
Ambiguous on the surface, the smile and answer held the undercurrent of something else
going on with him. For certain he left pertinent information out, but she doubted pressing him
would garner any more info. 
“I should run home and change.” 
“Why? You smelled divine when you arrived. We did nothing to soil your clothes or even
generate much of a wrinkle...sadly.” 
His mischievous grin tempted her to give the dishy hunk a big hug. Why not? With the
wanker Tony out of her life, she was free to pursue her interests in other men. 
Unwelcome thorny feelings toward Stephen bubbled up. Did she really want a man who
freaked out in a crowded pub or worried about when he crossed a busy road? 
Self-reproach stirred as thoughts of the women who loved unconditionally. Women who
dealt with far worse illnesses and injuries than blindness in the men they loved. She was not a lesser woman than them. But the real snag, and it was not a small snag by anyone’s measure, the men they loved didn’t also claim to be time travelers. 
“Esme?” His voice snapped her out of the chaos of her emotions. “Stay. You needn’t
change. You look lovely as always.” 
“You don’t know that.” 
“I’m without sight but not without imagination.” 
“Thank you, but I do want to fix my hair and gargle with a little mouthwash.” 
She’d just come out of the bathroom and into the drawing room, brushing her hair with his
brush when someone knocked. 
“I’ll get it,” she said while he made coffee. She opened the door to Shakira, whose eyes
widened a fraction. “It’s not what it looks like,” Esme blurted. 
Shakira raised her hands robbery victim style. “You needn’t explain to me. I’m here on a
completely unrelated...well, I think now it might not be unrelated matter.” 
“Of course, come on in.” Esme stepped back. 
“Morning Stephen,” Shakira said as she went into the kitchen. “Look at you, bustling about
the kitchen. You’re doing fairly well then?” 
“Morning Lady Shakira. Yes, I’m progressing. I still have issues with some of the
equipment, but overall I do all right.” 
“You don’t have to call me Lady Shakira anymore. Shakira will do. That aside, I’m here
for a reason. I very much enjoy my colorful driveway border. Planted the flowers myself. I’ve
noticed bald spots suddenly appearing. I also see a bunch of lovely pansies and lilies of the valley gracing your table.” 
Esme glanced at the cluster of flowers he’d tucked into a mug. Every day she worked, 
she’d seen fresh flowers on the table but never thought to ask the source. She should’ve guessed after seeing the Lancaster’s driveway. 
“Sorry, I won’t do it again,” Stephen said. 
“I have a bed with roses and other pretty flowers to grace your table behind the cottage. 
Clip as many of those as you wish.” 
“Thank you.” 
“Esme, a word.” Shakira tipped her head toward the door. “Outside.” 
Esme followed as Shakira closed the trailer door and walked to the bottom of the ramp. 
“I swear, it’s not what it looks like,” Esme stressed again. “We didn’t sleep together. We
fell asleep on the sofa.” 
“Stop. You’re both adults. What goes on between you is your business. However, as his
friend, I’d ask don’t lead him on, don’t hurt him. He’s had so much to adjust to and a broken heart doesn’t need to be added into the mix.” 
Esme’s emotions were such a muddle regarding Stephen. She wanted to give Shakira an
honest response but didn’t know the answer herself. 
“I’m not sure how to interpret your silence,” Shakira said. “Let me add Stephen is brave
and honorable and one of the finest men I’ve ever known.” 
“He’s a wonderful man. I enjoy being with him.” 
“Are you attracted to him physically?” 
She hesitated. “Yes.” 
“You said that like there was a qualifier involved—a yes—but. Is it the medieval knight
business? Yes, it makes him sound a bit potty? But who does he hurt by thinking that? No one. 
He’s not cruel or malicious or selfish, which is why I’m not troubled by his belief. I’ve met too many mean spirited, hurtful so-called sane people to not appreciate all the good things about
Stephen.” 
“It’s not that.” 
“Then what?” 
“Let’s go back to the original point. You don’t want me to hurt him when we haven’t even
dated yet. If we do, we may find we’re totally unsuited for each other. You’re already putting the mantle of potential villain on me when nothing’s happened.” 
“Oh, my dear Esme, something happened. You spent the night together.” She raised her
hand. “Whether you slept together or not, for him, something has happened.” 
“There’s more.” 
“I’m listening.” 
“I’m not sure I’m a good enough person to handle a relationship where the other person is
so dependent upon me. I’m afraid after a while I’d feel suffocated.” 
“You needn’t worry. I don’t require anyone’s help, including yours. I won’t have you feel
put upon even in a small way,” Stephen said from the top of the ramp. 
Both women started at the sound of his voice. 
“From your worry, I see that I am more burden than boon companion. For that I’m sorry.” 
“No,” Esme whispered and covered her mouth with her hand in immediate regret for
words she couldn’t take back. 
“Stephen—” Shakira moved to the edge of the ramp. 
“Don’t. Do me a favor and leave us. I wish to talk to Esme in private.” 
“Stephen—” 
“Please leave us.” 
“As you wish.” She turned and said low to Esme, “If you need to talk to someone later, 
give me a call.” 
Esme came up the ramp. “I don’t know how long you stood there or how much you heard. 
But you took that last part wrong.” 
“Really? Is there some different interpretation for making you feel suffocated that I don’t
know?” 
“I’m not...that’s not what I meant. I’m just...I—” 
He turned and started back inside. “Please come here.” 
She had no clue what to expect. His inscrutable expression and flat tone offered no hint. 
Inside, she stood at the end of the kitchen counter looking for the chance to explain. But he
disappeared into the bedroom and returned a moment later. 
“Stephen, let me explain.” 
He stopped in front of her, a fistful of fifty pound notes in his hand. He counted out
twenty, sought her hand and finding it, tucked the bills into her palm. “Here.” 
“What’s this?” she asked. 
“Your pay for services rendered. I thank you for your patience, which was clearly
strained. I wish you happiness. Good day and goodbye.” He stepped around her and poured
himself a cup of coffee. 
“Are you sacking me?” 
“I don’t know what you mean by sacking. If it means I no longer require your services, 
then yes.” 
She stared at the wad of money. The job lost its importance compared to the loss of
Stephen and everything she took for granted...the warmth of his friendship, the humor in his smile when he teased her, his thoughtfulness, what other man would present her with fresh flowers
every day? He’d insisted on riding when she’d feared him trying. He’d begun judo lessons so he’d never feel defenseless. With his strength of character and determination, only a colossal idiot would question his desire for self-reliance. How stupid she’d been. 
The bills spilled to the floor and she reached for him, gripping his arm. “Please don’t do
this, please. You’re not an embarrassment. You could never be suffocating. I don’t care about the job. Don’t pay me. I want to continue working with you just to be with you. I enjoy our time
together.” 
“I too liked our time together, but now it’s over.” 
“Please, give me another chance.” 
“I almost forgot.” He set his cup on the counter, peeled her fingers one-by-one from his
bicep and went into the drawing room. He picked up a CD lying on the top of the player and came over to her. “The CD you requested in trade for my new trainers.” 
A smidgen of hope rushed through her. Maybe if she worked it right, she could use her
appreciation of his singing and the CD to soften him up. 
“Thank you. You know how I love your voice,” she gushed in a breathy, teenage girl tone. 
“I’d love to have you put it on and sing along to the songs.” 
“I appreciate the compliment but no. Now, please go.” 
She picked up her purse, went to the door then stopped. To walk out now seemed so final. 
She opened her mouth to speak, to protest one more time but didn’t. Nothing she could say would convince him, not today. 
She left and sat in her car for a long time listening to the CD. She held up while he sang
the Phantom songs. The next was his version of Unchained Melody in French. 
Then, the tears came. 
Chapter Twenty-Four
One week later
“Esme’s devastated. I think you should talk to Stephen. He never gave her the chance to
explain,” Shakira said as she finished setting the table in their compact kitchen. 
Alex tasted the beef bourguignon, added another pinch of salt, a spoon of sugar, and a shot
of cognac. “I’m not getting involved. She said she was afraid he might suffocate her. That’s a
one-two punch. She hurt his pride and his feelings. What can I say to undo that?” 
“First of all, he wasn’t meant to hear her comment. I brought up the topic of not hurting
him. She just expressed her concerns because she does like him.” 
“The fact he wasn’t meant to hear her doesn’t change what she said.” 
Shakira stood on her toes, leaned in and kissed Alex on the cheek. “Will you at least feel
him out? See if the damage is irreparable.” 
“Seriously, I do not want to get in the middle of this.” 
“Please, please, please.” 
“I’ll think about it.” 
“While you’re thinking, and since we’re talking about Stephen, I want you to hear a CD he
made.” 
Alex took the bourguignon off the heat and stepped into the drawing room where Shakira
was putting the CD in the player. “Obviously the two of you made it here in our modest studio.” 
“Yes, keep that in mind when you hear this.” 
“Did he say why he wanted to make a CD?” 
“Some kind of trade with Esme. Listen.” 
She skipped the Phantom songs ahead to the pop classics. “I fiddled here and there with
the arrangements for him to try and give his versions something of a different spin.” 
After hearing The Winner Takes It All,  the great ABBA song, Alex sat on the sofa for
the full stereo effect. Where or When, Night and Day, The Look of Love,  came next, followed by Can I Have This Kiss Forever and ended with the hit by Exile, Kiss You All Over. 
“Damned good isn’t he?” Shakira asked. “Can you imagine how fab he would sound
recording in your London studio?” 
“He’s more than ‘damned good.’ He’s also chosen an interesting mix of songs. If he
wanted to go professional, there’s definitely a market for the old classics. Look at the popularity of Michael Buble, Harry Connick, and Diana Krall.” 
“I like the mix myself, the way he thought out of the box. He won’t paint himself into an
artistic corner.” 
“I’ll pull up what songs those folks have covered and eliminate the most overdone ones
from Stephen’s repertoire. Look into some of the rock hits and make a list. I’ll have him pick his favorites and then we can tinker with the arrangements to give him a unique approach.” 
Shakira sat on the arm of the sofa. “This opportunity could be a lifesaver for him. I know
he’s distressed over what he considers charity from us. If he could have even a semi-successful career, I think it would really raise his spirits.” 
“Absolutely, if he can handle the craziness of entertaining. That issue worries me some in
his condition. It’s one thing to know about the big audiences popular singers attract and another to actually step on stage and perform for them. Stephen hasn’t any idea what to expect and no telling how he’d react.” 
The way Shakira saw things, not knowing how huge the audience is could have the
opposite effect. “It’s hard for a person to conceive of what they haven’t seen. Your great hall was filled with people the night of your birthday. To Stephen, I imagine when you tell him he’s singing for a modern great hall, he’ll picture what yours was like and be fine.” 
“Maybe but we’re getting ahead of ourselves. Let’s see if he wants a singing career.” 
Alex went into the kitchen, stirred and tasted the bourguignon. “Dinner’s ready. We’ll both go
over to his place after we eat.” 
“No, no. You go by yourself first and I’ll come a bit later. You said you’d talk to him about
Esme.” 
“I said I’d think about it. I have. I believe you talking to him will have more success. 
Women are better at relationship damage control than men.” 
“Really? You’re going with the I’m better at this by virtue of my sex excuse?” 
“Yes. It’s true. For the record, most men want nothing to do with sorting out other couples
troubles. We have enough trouble navigating the waters of our own relationships.” 
“I’ll go, but for the record, you’re full of beans.” 
#
Stephen turned the lights on as he went to the door. “Shakira, come on in.” 
“I brought you dinner,” she said and stepped inside the trailer. “The bourguignon is still hot, but you’ll have to reheat the mashed potatoes.” 
“Bourguignon?” 
“It’s a fancy word for French stew. You’ll love this. Alex marinates the meat for two
days before he makes the dish. It practically melts in your mouth.” She went into the kitchen and set a dish onto the counter. “Bend down and smell.” 
From the crinkling sound, Shakira peeled back what Stephen had learned was called
aluminum foil and put the bowl under his nose. 
He inhaled the mouth-watering, rich beef scent of the dish. He’d had plenty of stew in his
life but none smelled this good. 
“Pardon,” he said and squeezed past Shakira to get a bowl from the cupboard. “I don’t
need to reheat the potatoes. I’ll ladle the warm bourguignon over them.” 
“I’m impressed. You didn’t stumble over bourguignon.” She took the bowl from him. “I’ll
fix your dish.” 
“Please. I can do this for myself.” He took the bowl back. As to my language skill, my
French is excellent. You need only say a new word to me once, twice at the most, and I will know how to pronounce it.” 
“I never heard you speak the language when I was at Elysian Fields last year. I thought
the only French you knew were the lyrics to Unchained Melody.” 
Stephen scraped half the container of mashed potatoes into his bowl. Then, he poured a
ladle full of stew over them. Shakira was right. The tender meat practically melted in his mouth. 
He swallowed and said, “The word bourguignon was unknown to me, but I’ve spoken the
language for ten years.” 
“Did you learn it because of the war?” 
He nodded. “After Crecy, when we traveled through the towns and villages, I never knew
what the people were saying. I had to rely on others to translate. I thought: who’s to say they got it right? Once we returned to England, I made it a point to learn the language.” 
“Good for you.” 
He ate another bite of food as Shakira gave a heavy sigh followed by another. It seemed
odd she neither spoke nor made to leave. She usually did one or the other. 
At last she said, “Have a seat at the table. I want to talk to you about Esme.” 
“As I told you both then, I don’t wish to discuss the matter.” 
“Just hear me out.” 
Now it was Stephen’s turn to sigh heavily. Women. Why must they always insist on
talking over that which you do not wish to talk about? 
“Please, as a favor to me,” Shakira added. 
Stephen carried his bowl of stew to the table reluctant to stop eating while Shakira pled
Esme’s cause. He pulled out a chair and sat prepared to listen to Shakira’s tale and then tell her he wouldn’t change his decision. True, sending Esme away pained him. He missed her terribly. 
Just straightening the sofa the morning he sent her away was torture. Her perfume had clung to
the pillow where she’d laid her head the night before and the throw that blanketed her. 
Shakira followed and sat in the same chair Esme always did. 
“Stephen, I understand your feelings are hurt along with your pride. You have every right
to feel bad.” 
He ate while Shakira talked, a little curious about what defense she’d present for the truth
behind Esme’s words. 
“Esme’s deeply attracted to you and cares for you more than you know. She told me so.” 
Swallowing, he rose from the table. “Excuse me, your story requires wine.” He went into
the kitchen and brought back the bottle of burgundy he opened a short time earlier and two
goblets. He filled both glasses. “Here,” he said and handed her one, then sat. “Let me understand this. She cares deeply but fears my being around her too much, to the point of stealing her air.” 
“I wouldn’t phrase it that way.” 
“Has the definition of suffocating changed over time?” 
“No.” 
Stephen ate another bite of food, chasing it with a mouthful of wine. He took another sip
and let it sit on his tongue while he considered how to continue. He liked Shakira and had no wish to offend her. But the truth was, he didn’t see a way to pretend her story moved him. 
“Milady, were you in danger, I would lay down my life to protect you,” he said at last. 
“I know you would.” 
“But as for believing the tale you weave that she has strong feelings for me, I say
balderdash.” 
“Stephen, you’re still learning to adjust to blindness. For her, this is a new experience too. 
If you two were to take the relationship to the next level, she doesn’t know what day-to-day
challenges she’d face. She wouldn’t for the world wish to hurt you and worried how you’d feel if after you two developed a more personal relationship she found she couldn’t cope with them.” 
The last thing he wanted was to lose his temper with Shakira. To hear her paint Esme’s
words with such a benign brush, his temper got the better of him. 
Stephen slapped his palm down. “You sound like you believe this is a good reason. I am
adept in French, but I am even better at comprehending my native tongue. She said she ‘fears’ my
‘suffocating’ her, which translates to destroying her life.” Embarrassed by his outburst, Stephen slid his hand from under Shakira’s who’d reached over to calm him no doubt. “I apologize. That
was most unchivalrous of me. You mean well, I know.” 
“Esme chose her words poorly, yes, I agree. But, you would abandon the chance for a
lovely, happy relationship because she misspoke?” 
“Her words aren’t merely a bad choice. She thinks me so weak that I cannot bear the
possible end of a relationship.” 
“Not weak. She knows you’re not a weak man but a man with great heart, a heart she
wouldn’t want to break. That doesn’t make her bad nor does it reflect poorly on you.” 
He had to think on what Shakira said. He wished to believe her. He just didn’t know if he
was capable. 
They sat silent for several minutes. Stephen pushed the bowl away, his appetite gone. He
kept the goblet at his lips and gulped the rest of his wine in three swallows. From the soft sounds Shakira sipped at hers and set the glass down twice. 
“What did you do all day?” she finally asked. 
“My Braille lesson was to label the jars in the cupboard and refrigerator. The lessons are
boring, but Andrew insists they’re needed. After he left, I rearranged the jars in each place
according to how often I use them.” A tedious chore to pass the time until Owen was free to
saddle Vidar for him. 
“I spoke to Owen earlier. He said you’ve been out riding. Where did you go?” 
“The ruin of Elysian Fields. When we went shopping for my talking watch and compass, I
purchased an iPod in town also. Which I owe Alex payment for; I’ll give you the cost before you leave.” 
“You don’t need to pay for the iPod.” 
“But I will. Convenient little thing, I’ve many songs on it. Esme helped me with what she
called playlists. I spend quiet time at the ruin listening to them.” 
“Why go there? Alex and I rarely visit. I think seeing it now pains him more than he
admits.” 
“It’s a manner of lodestone, I guess. Wreck that the castle is—I am pulled there by what
it was to me, home, and a different life.” 
“That’s why Alex bought all the land his family owned centuries ago. Elysian Fields was
once so much a part of his life too. 
“About your iPod, I’m glad you’re familiar with what playlists are. I copied the CD you
made for Esme and played if for Alex. He wants to record more with you but in his London
studio, which has amazing equipment. If I make a playlist of the songs he’s interested in you
singing, would you be willing to learn them?” 
“Sure,” he said with a shrug. “But why does he want me to make another recording?” 
“I think he wants to make you a star.” 
“A star—like in the sky? I don’t understand.” 
“It means people all over the world will hear you sing.” 
“I still don’t understand.” 
“You’ll see as we go along.” 
#
Esme stood and waved as Shakira entered the crowded village coffee shop. “Hi. Thank
you for coming,” she said when Shakira reached the table. 
“Hi.” 
“This is my sister, Electra,” Esme said, nodding at her sister and gestured to Shakira, 
“Electra—Shakira.” The two shook hands. 
“Did you talk to him?” Esme blurted out while Shakira was still scooting her chair closer to
the table. 
“Yes.” 
“I can tell from your tone it didn’t go well.” 
The waitress came over and refilled Esme’s cup of coffee and took Shakira’s order for a
cappuccino and a strawberry scone with clotted cream. 
“I’m sorry. I tried.” 
Esme gnawed at a hangnail on her thumb. 
“What are you thinking?” Shakira asked. 
“After I spent days examining the different troubles I feared might rise between us, I did a
self-exam. I discovered I never want to do that much soul searching again.” Beside her, Electra snorted. 
“Have trouble finding your soul did you?” Shakira asked dryly. 
“Ow, that hurt,” Electra interjected. 
Esme ignored her sister. “I found it. Tarnished thing that it is.” 
“And...” 
“He works so hard at being bloody independent, I don’t see why I worried about his
possible neediness in the first place. The time travel is a non-issue now too.” 
One brow lifted high, her eyes narrowed a fraction and Shakira asked with definite doubt
in her tone, “Really?” 
Electra was a master of the arched brow. It always preceded a negative reaction. No
surprise Shakira’s hooked brow didn’t stem from a positive one. 
“Like I said, I’ve given a lot of thought to how I feel about him and his world. I’ve given
more thought to how I feel about us as a couple. I don’t care whether he’s a bit daft, if he is, because he’s daft in an amusing and harmless way, as you pointed out.” 
“You want to explain the ‘if’ in your comment?” Shakira asked. 
“Oh yes, do. I’d love to hear about the ‘if’ too,’ Electra said. 
“Down the road, I promise I will. The point is: I’m astonished in this day and age of self-
absorption by his sense of honor and loyalty, his caring. When he speaks of the Black Prince or the Guiscard family or his friends, those qualities shine through. 
“In addition to those reasons, I’ve always been impressed by the fact that although he’s
illiterate, he’s clever in a very methodical, logical way,” Esme said. 
“He is.” 
A pensive look came over Shakira’s face. On the drive to the café, Esme mentally went
over what she’d say when they met today. The expression on Shakira’s face now wasn’t the one
Esme had pictured then. She took a deep drink of her lukewarm coffee and waited. 
Shakira raised her drink and peered over the rim of her cup. Esme eyed her back, hesitant
to ask what was wrong. 
Not knowing was too much. “Why the unhappy face?” 
Shakira put the cup down and said, “It’s obvious you plan to tell him what you told me. 
That’s all wonderful except he’s not open to seeing you right now.” 
“I am not giving up without a fight. I may have a workable plan to wend my way back into
his good graces.” 
“Want to share? I’ll give you my objective opinion.” 
“The last thing he remembers of his so called medieval life is getting injured at Poitiers. He
told me what the French knight who wounded him had as a heraldic symbol.” 
Next came the sticky part of her plan and Esme fully expected for Shakira to shoot it
down, which was all right. She also thought she could defend the plan adequately. Sort of. 
“I researched the knight. I know his name. His noble rank and the province he came
from.” 
Shakira smeared a thick swatch of the rich cream over each bite of scone as she listened. 
“Sorry but I have to interrupt,” Electra said. “How do you stay so thin eating massive
amounts of clotted cream like that?” 
“El, this is important. Who cares what her diet is?” 
“What? I’m curious and pretty damn envious too.” 
“Treadmill, riding, and skipping other meals,” Shakira told Electra. She finished the scone
and asked Esme, “Back to your plan. Why would Stephen want or need to know the name of the
man who injured him so grievously?” 
“He probably doesn’t. The information is really meant to help me. It gives me a reason to
seek him out and open a dialogue with him.” 
A long moment passed like an hour without Shakira responding. “Well?” Esme ventured. 
“Reeks of desperation but it’s just hare-brained and crazy enough to maybe work. You
might want to think twice before calling him daft again...pot—kettle and all that.” 
“Does appear that way, doesn’t it? Don’t answer that.” 
Chapter Twenty-Five
Shakira told her Stephen had been visiting Elysian Fields daily. Esme guessed he’d gone
there again today and went to the stables hoping to find him. 
“He rode out on Vidar about a half-hour ago,” Owen said. “Do you wish me to bring out
Monty?” 
“Please.” 
He had the horse tacked and she was on her way to the castle within ten minutes. 
The crisp fall air carried a trace of chill, enough to pinken a person’s cheeks but not
require a jacket. The breeze kicked up a mini whirlwind of orange and red leaves as she crossed into the clearing. The wonderful smell hit her before she saw the white plume of smoke. The
scent reminded her of nutmeg, and cinnamon, and cloves, flavors of the sweet autumn dishes her
mother made. She turned and off to her left, on what she thought was part of Alex’s land, a man with a rake burned leaves. 
The pleasant memory provided welcome respite, however short, from mentally acting out
her plan for the thousandth time. From the moment she woke up, she fretted over it and debated
with herself how to handle Stephen’s possible reactions. None of the solutions included permanent exclusion from his life. 
As she approached the place Stephen had said the drawbridge and barbican stood, she
heard his strong tenor voice. She slowed Monty from a canter to a trot and down to a walk as the singing grew louder. She halted a few meters from where Stephen was. He must not have heard
her ride into what was the bailey since he didn’t glance over and continued to sing. 
Stephen paced a patch of scrub grass and dirt in front of Vidar, who was tied to the apple
tree. He wore earpieces with the wires attached to his iPod holstered on his belt. Assured her
presence remained unnoticed and the noise of Monty’s approach unheard over the music, she took
advantage of the moment and eyed him from toe to head. Dressed in proper riding gear he looked
damned tasty. The tall, black boots weren’t custom, not if he got them this fast, but they were quality. They hugged long, strong calves, stopping just below the base of his knees. Black leather riding gloves dangled from the waistband of tan jodhpurs that clung to muscled thighs, bum, and places in-between like a second skin. His shirt was a white cotton long-sleeve Oxford style one with the cuffs rolled up a turn and tucked neatly in his pants. Some might argue there were
handsomer men, but not to her. 
And how had she not seen past his unusual beliefs, past his blindness to the inner strength
of the man sooner? Blindness isn’t always about losing your physical sight. It comes in many
forms. “I am a walking example,” she said under her breath. 
She didn’t need to hear the music he sang to, so good was his a cappella version, the
melody played in her head. Esme set aside mulling over her mistakes and listened fascinated by
Stephen’s version of the old Mister-Mister song Broken Wings. 
When the song ended, he stopped pacing to press the button on his iPod. Stephen cocked
his head at what she assumed was the beginning of the next one. He tapped his foot, picked up
the beat, bobbed his head, and started singing along to Chris Isaak’s Wicked Game.  His expressive hands and arms of minutes before reduced to the subtlest of open-palmed gestures of
despair. He sang poignant lyrics that spoke of a man who wanted to fall in love. Words of the
wicked way a woman he dreamed of made him feel it possible, only to break his heart. 
Stinging words. 
The lyrics sounded wickedly close to how she feared he felt toward her, if the morning he
sacked her was any measure. If time travel were a reality, she’d turn the clock back to never
utter the words she couldn’t change now. It occurred to her that everyone who’d ever reached
adulthood had desired to go back and undo or redo something. Everyone. 
Nerves ate at the confidence she’d shown Shakira, but she’d procrastinated enough. The
moment had come to try and win him over. She took a bracing breath, blew it out, and then
dismounted. Stephen continued his song as she passed to tie Monty up next to Vidar. Finished, she came up behind him and tapped him on the shoulder. In a single motion, he tensed, spun, and
grabbed a handful of blouse front. 
She flinched and gave a tiny cry but he’d already let go. 
“Once again your perfume gives you away.” He removed the buds from his ears. ‘Tis
fainter today than usual.” 
“Because it’s not perfume, but body lotion.” 
“You shouldn’t sneak up on a knight.” 
“I didn’t mean to, but you wouldn’t have heard me if I called out, not while wearing the
earpieces.” 
Music leaked from the buds hanging from his neck. Isaak’s voice distant but the lyrics
clear as he sang of the foolish things desire makes one do. 
“Why have you come?” Stephen asked and stepped back, beyond her reach. 
“I’ve information for you.” 
“As you’re no sorceress with a magic formula to repair my sight, I doubt your information
is of much importance to me.” He put the buds back into his ears and turned from her. 
The cold reception was expected. The degree of the frigidity surprised her. With two
weeks to put distance between her comment and her appearance today, she hoped the time might
take the edge off the blow to his pride. She’d just have to deal with the fact it hadn’t. Win or lose, she wouldn’t give up. 
She yanked the earpieces out. “Listen to me.” 
His back expanded with the deep breath he took and then he turned around. “How close
you stand. Are you not afraid that my nearness might press down upon you to draw the air from
your body until you suffocate from lack of it?” 
Suffocate. One foolishly spoken terrible word thrown back at her. Neither the icy tone of
voice nor his deadpan expression could disguise the hurt the word evoked. If he’d just give her the tiniest of windows to explain, she’d set things right. 
“No. I sought you out because I’m so horribly sorry for what I said without thinking. I—” 
“You said you had information for me. Which is it? Information or another sad apology for
the truth you didn’t mean for me to hear?” 
“Both, but I’ll start with the information, if you’ll let me.” 
“Speak,” he said and crossed his arms over his chest. 
She tried not to be distracted by the music still leaking from his headset. The next song
began: It’s My Life, by Talk Talk, one of the songs she had on a playlist. On housecleaning day, she’d play it again and again, dancing as she dusted and polished. An hour from now would she
still find the tune dance worthy or delete it from her playlist? 
“Would you turn the music off? Please?” 
He didn’t respond at first, eyes narrowed slightly as though he considered refusing before
he finally pressed the off button. 
“You have something to say, say it and be done,” he said. 
“I know who the French knight was that wounded you. Roger Louis Philippe Marchand.” 
Stephen’s face remained an inscrutable mask. “Thank you for knowledge that has no
bearing on my life. Conversation over.” He started to put the earpieces in again, but Esme pulled his hands down. 
“I said I’m here to do both, give the knight info and talk to you about what’s changed for
me.” 
“Since you insist on enlightening me, where did you find the knight’s name?” 
“You told me about the Coat of Arms he wore. I looked up French nobility of the time and
their heraldic symbols. Marchand was the Compte D’Honfleur. I—” 
“I feel so much better now, knowing a high ranking noble did this.” He passed a hand over
his eyes. “As to the rest, what you didn’t know then but you claim to know now,” he scoffed and told her, “is not my concern.” 
Deep down, Esme didn’t believe he was this unforgiving, or that he was so scornful of the
possibility that she had a change of heart. This was the price for hurting him, but the punishment he inflicted didn’t fit the crime. After all, blindness wasn’t his alone to adjust to. People close to him also had to adjust and on many levels. All she did was voice her worry, which she had a right to do. And damn it, if the roles were reversed, she’d at least hear him out. 
Her patience snapped. “You talk big about chivalry and what an honorable man, let alone
a knight, should and shouldn’t do. Well Mr. I’ve never
said something I regret, cutting someone off without giving them a chance to be heard isn’t very chivalrous if you ask me,” she blurted in one breath. A feat she’d never be able to repeat. She came a frog’s hair close to apologizing for the outburst but didn’t think it would do much good. 
Silence from him again. An expert at setting all her nerve endings on edge, she was glad
he couldn’t see the desperation she knew showed on her face. 
“How did you know where to find me?” he finally asked. 
“Shakira said you came here often. I know your attachment to Elysian Fields is deep. 
When you weren’t home, I figured you’re still upset and this is where you gravitated to today.” 
“I’m not upset.” 
“Not at all?” 
“Was I singing or crying when you found me?” 
“Singing, but it was a sad song.” 
“So,” he said with a short shrug. “Tell me about this change of yours.” 
“I’d like to sit.” 
“Fine.” 
Afraid he’d shake off her help if she was too obvious with it, instead of looping her arm
through his she placed a tentative hand on his forearm. “There’s a nice spot a few feet away with a pad of fallen leaves.” 
She led him to the base of an old oak. He patted down the length of the tree and sat with
his back pressed against the trunk. He unclipped the iPod from his belt, wrapped the cords from the headpiece around it and set the player to the side. He assumed a casual pose, one knee up, the other leg stretched out and his hands folded, resting on his stomach. He looked ready to doze off and she worried he might, just to be disagreeable. 
Esme removed her riding helmet and hung it on the branch next to Monty. 
She sat inches from him with her arms wrapped around her knees, rocking back and forth
a little, mulling how to start, scared what she’d say wouldn’t matter. 
“Do not say you are sorry again. I tire of hearing, blah, blah, and sorry, sorry.” He closed
his eyes and she worried he really was going to doze off before she finished. “Speak your piece.” 
Where had he heard “blah, blah?” Curiosity danced in and out of her head. 
“After I spent the night, I thought there was a chance I might become more than a tutor
and riding companion to you. In my head, I ran all these scenarios where you’d have to depend on me to the point where you’d need me present almost constantly.” 
“Suffocate you.” 
“Yes, and the more I dwelled on them, the more I questioned my ability to cope. I
questioned whether my failure wouldn’t cause me to place blame elsewhere, meaning on you.” 
“Like that day, I’m still blind, still reliant on occasion on a sighted person. That won’t
change.” 
“Right. It’s the ‘on occasion’ part I didn’t factor in to my worries. Once I let go of the me issue and looked at the situation with an objective eye, I realized I’d been foolish. You fight for your independence every day in every way and I respect and admire that effort. I don’t know
why I had such tunnel vision. I’m...” she almost said, I’m sorry. “I am ashamed for being self-
centered and stupid.” 
She reached over and laid her palm on his thigh. “You spoke of being a boon companion to
me. I’m not sure what boon companion entails. I don’t know if it means just friends or something more. The idea of the latter is especially appealing. Either way, I’m asking for your forgiveness.” 
He opened his eyes and turned to her, a puzzled look on his face. “I’m confused.” 
She braced for him to say no and offer a painful list of reasons why. 
“You speak like you wish me to court you...or more,” he said with some hesitation. 
“I do and I prefer the ‘or more.’” 
Confusion still clouded his expression. “What do you mean by ‘or more?’” 
“Isn’t it obvious?” 
“’Tis best to confirm.” His gazed dropped to where her hand rested on his thigh and back
up. “And Tony is happy with sharing you?” 
“Tony is gone.” 
“Gone where?” 
“Don’t look so suspicious. I didn’t kill him.” The expression on his face was priceless. 
Esme momentarily considered taking a picture with her cell phone. But to retrieve it would intrude on the moment. She hoped she was on the road to forgiveness and didn’t want to break the
momentum. “I dumped him as the Americans say, told him we were—” 
“You need not go on, I catch your meaning. When? Was it the night you came to me?” 
“Yes.” 
“Why? Did he harm you? You must tell me if he did. I will see him undone for it. I grow
more adept with each judo lesson. I’m not afraid to throw the gauntlet down and challenge him.” 
Her heart leaped. His concern had to be a good sign. “No. He didn’t harm me.” 
“For his sake, this is good. As for his absence, that is good for me as I’d rather not share, 

if I decide to pursue the ‘or more.’ Along that line, tell me what you wish to do next.” 
She moved closer until their thighs touched and tightened her hand on his leg. “You. I want
to do you next.” 
“’Do me?’ By ‘do me’ you mean make love to me?” 
“Yes.” 
“Making love doesn’t make us a couple. What if afterward I chose not to forgive you? 
What if I take advantage of your favors today and walk away?” 
“It’s a risk I’m willing to take.” 
The corner of his mouth lifted in a sardonic half smile empty of any warmth. “Then, I am
yours foolish, foolish lady.” 
He turned his head to face forward. With his legs positioned the way they were, he
wondered how she’d find comfort and ease in seducing him. 
Her arm brushed his chest as she leaned across him and with a firm hand pushed his
raised knee down. When she started to move away, she angled herself and the unmistakable
softness of breast trailed over him. He stirred and grew hard at the touch of her fingernails
dragging along the zipper of his jods, then lingering to gently rub lower. She slid her hand up, squeezed him and then released but her hand remained on his bulging erection. Lust fired through him. His thighs opened wider and he pressed against her palm. He sucked in a long hiss of air and his head snapped back hard on the tree’s trunk. The pain unheeded as he unbuckled his belt and
unzipped. He wanted, no needed for her to feel him skin to skin. 
She pulled her hand from his when he tried to slip it into his underwear. 
With the long campaign in France, months went by without a lady’s touch. His heart raced
from Esme’s brief caresses. Embarrassed by his clumsy lack of control, Stephen took a deep
breath, counted to five, and then exhaled slowly. He refused to pant like a hunting hound weak
from the chase in front of her. Not yet. No doubt she’d bring him to a point where he wouldn’t
give a whit what he looked like. 
The kiss he thought she’d deliver next didn’t happen. He sensed her standing. Her body
heat warmed his upper arm she stood so close. She placed her booted foot lightly on his thigh. 
What mischief she intended he had no idea, but he trusted her. Had a man put a boot anywhere on Stephen, he’d have been on his feet in a thrice in challenge. 
“Help me get my boots off.” 
Stephen unlaced the first and grasped the heel tight. “Step back as I tug.” 
“I’ll lose my balance without something to hold onto. Right now I’m using the tree trunk.” 
He stood and stepped in front of her. “Lean against the trunk and put your foot between
my knees. I’ll pull them both off that way,” he told her, mourning the loss when part of his rock hard erection ebbed. 
“Like shoeing a horse,” she said. 
“Something like that.” 
Once he had both boots off, he moved away. 
“Don’t sit down. Stay standing.” 
Something soft fell to the ground. The leaves rustled beneath her feet followed by the
sound of a zipper being either done up or going down. A moment later Esme closed the short
distance between them and began unbuttoning his shirt. When she finished, she peeled it off him and tossed it aside. 
“You should be naked. I am,” she said and brought his hands up to cup her breasts. 
He’d have thought stripping out of her clothes where privacy wasn’t guaranteed out of
character. “Do you do this often, run naked that is?” 
“Never,” she said and kissed the scar on his chin. 
A spark of conceit flared learning she’d done this for him alone. 
The breeze rippled through the trees, strands of her fine hair tickled his nose. The gust
continued on to ruffle his chest hair and her nipples peaked. 
“You’re cold.” 
She gripped the waistband of his jods and licked the hollow below his Adam’s Apple
before nuzzling his neck. Her breath warm on his skin, she murmured, “Not that cold. It’s you, 
your touch.” 
Nestled in his hands, her breasts rose and fell with the words. He closed his eyes, 
visualizing the shaded rosiness of her nipples and the lighter pink of the flesh around them. Silken in his palms, the tender undersides were soft and weighty like ripe fruit. A tiny whimper escaped her as the back of his fingers feathered over the sides and the tops, teasing, enticing. 
“Stephen,” she whispered when he bent to taste her. 
The kiss started at the sensitive curve of her ear, his lips grazing the delicate shell, teeth
nipping on her lobe, and then moving in an ever so slow pace down her to the delicious skin below. 
She shivered and melted into him, pressing her body to his, nails digging into his chest. 
The journey had just begun. He’d drive her mad, mad as she thought him. Each tiny bump
of gooseflesh would know his lips, his tongue, and his depth of desire. With lips and tongue he forged a sensual path down her creamy throat, nipping here and there to leave his mark. A pinky-red signature left on her unseen but known to him, a reminder of what he would do to her today. 
He paused over the tiny vein that pulsed with pleasure and anticipation under his lips. He dropped his hands from her breasts and gripped her ass, drawing her tight against him. 
“My turn.” She planted a kiss on the only soft spot on the palm of his sword hand. Such a
small thing yet so erotic, it set his blood ablaze. 
She leaned back and cradling his head hard, her fingers fisted around a handful of hair, she
dragged him to her for a violent kiss. After a brief, but intense duel of tongues struggling for dominance, Stephen surrendered. She had after all said she wanted to ‘do him.’
The kiss shocked and intoxicated. None he’d experienced compared. The widows at court
who seduced him as often as he did them, kissed well but never with such pure lust, such
abandon. The bawds he’d engaged for an evening’s pleasure also kissed well, but never fully, 
never with true passion. 
Esme angled her head this way and that, searching the deepest recesses of his mouth, her
tongue gamboling over teeth and gums, sucking, taking his air and giving hers in return. Hot. Wet. 
Just like in another place to taste, to lick, to make weep for him. 
She lifted a leg high, encircled his thigh and rode his erection, rubbing the sweet spot
between her legs along the length of him. 
He moaned at the explosion of raw need powering through him. Breaking the kiss, he
pulled her hands from his face and pushed them down to his hips. “Free me.” 
She lowered her leg and tugged his unzipped jods down to the top of his thighs. His
erection jutted out into the softness of her belly eliciting another moan from him and her. 
Esme touched her forehead to the top of his shoulder, her breathing heavy and ragged. 
She licked then kissed his collarbone before moving down to suckle one of his nipples. She teased the hair of his belly with the back of her fingers while bending to the other nipple. Her fingertips cinders on his skin skimming a path from his chest to his ribs. Then, she dropped to her knees. She tongued his belly button and licked the distance to his cock. 
“Esme...” 
She rimmed the tip of him with her tongue, closed her lips over him. With all the will power
he had, he fought the desire to tunnel his fingers into her hair and draw her even closer, for her to take all of him into that sultry mouth. He laid his hands lightly on her bobbing head as she went down and up and down again. The lustiest of widows had but given baby kisses to the swollen tip. 
When she cupped his balls in her hand, rolling them gently as she licked and sucked, the
last of his will power gave out. His breath came ragged and harsh with the pounding of his heart. 
In quick succession, Stephen pushed her away, took her hands and pulled her up, backing her
against the tree. There she wrapped her legs around his waist, palmed the cheeks of her bum, 
raised her high and buried himself deep within her. 
“Stephen...” She gave a tiny cry when he withdrew to where just the tip of him remained
at her entry only to drive into her again. Her breath was heavy and moist in his ear as she held hard onto his back. “Don’t stop. Don’t. Stop.” 
Slower then faster, he stroked her, leading her in the world’s oldest dance. Her release
came in waves. Her fingers clamped tighter to the tops of his shoulders. His lips on a vein in her throat, her rapid heartbeat pulsed like a small bird’s as she milked him. He waited for the last shudder to stop before finding his own release. They remained glued together for several precious seconds their chests rising and falling in rhythm with each other. 
“I’m afraid I’ve torn the tender flesh of your back. Does it hurt?” he asked and eased her
down. 
“Scratched a bit, mildly sore.” 
“Sorry.” 
“Don’t be. It’s a good hurt.” 
“You’re wrong. No hurt is good, no matter the source.” 
He straightened his clothing and zipped up. “Please hand me my shirt.” When she did, he
put it on, buttoned and tucked it into his jods. She put his iPod and headset in his hands without him asking. He sensed her moving around, gathering her clothes and dressing also he assumed. 
“Stephen—about us.” 
“Us? Really Esme, did you think spreading your legs is all that is needed to mend a broken
trust?” he asked in an almost cheery way, knowing it was more painful and one of the least
chivalrous things he’d done to a lady. Such a petty, shameful thing to do and it gave him no
satisfaction. 
How he wished he hadn’t heard what she said, hadn’t forced her away. Loneliness like he
never known before pressed down on him after she left. But, he had heard...still felt the sting of her words. A great part of him was tempted to draw her to him, forgive her and start anew. A
greater part of him wasn’t ready to do that yet. 
Stephen untied Vidar, put the headset on, and returned to the playlist. He had one foot in
the stirrup when she pulled one of the buds from his ear. “This isn’t over.” 
“But it is,” he said and mounted, hoping it wasn’t. 
Chapter Twenty-Six
“I saw Esme today,” Stephen said. “She seeks forgiveness.” 
“That was to be expected,” Alex said. 
“I regret I was deliberately cruel to her.” 
“It happens. There was a time I treated Shakira cruelly.” 
No surprise. Alex’s pain and disappointment when she disappeared was palpable. It filled
the air around him. There was nothing Stephen and Simon could do to ease the ache. 
“Even as I spoke harshly to her, I felt bad. Yet, I couldn’t bring myself to do anything else. 
‘Tis a quandary for me.” Stephen sighed, then asked, “Do you know what happened?” 
“Shakira told me.” 
“What’s your opinion?” 
“I don’t know Esme well. I can’t tell you the correct response. I can tell you a year ago
Shakira and I both needed forgiveness for the hurt we caused each other,” Alex said. “I regret the time I lost with her while I hung onto my anger.” 
Stephen witnessed the love between Alex and Shakira. Did he love Esme that much? No, 
but he thought it possible. Like the words of the Chris Isaak song, he wanted to fall in love. There was no point to loving a woman when he was a landless knight. Opportunity he never had before
might present itself in this time. He secretly prayed it would. If he used the money from the sale of his sword to learn a skill a blind man capable of, then he could provide for a wife and family. 
He hadn’t figured what skill to learn yet, but he would. 
“I’ve missed her presence.” 
“Are you going to forgive her?” Alex asked. 
“I don’t know. Like you said, it’s hard to let go. I wonder if I forgive the hurt will the
anger still fester within me. Or, if I let go of the anger, will the hurt be like a never healed bruise?” 
“Let me add one thing and then I’ll leave off the subject. Does she make you happy? 
Don’t answer me. Answer the question for yourself.” 
The answer was an easy yes but that didn’t mean he was ready to tell her. He pushed
thoughts of Esme from his mind and enjoyed the evening air as they drove to the dojo. He liked judo class, liked the physicality involved and looked forward to it. Tonight’s lesson included a one-on-one session with Sensei Ota and more complicated moves. 
“I’m sure the issue with Esme was a distraction but did you manage to memorize any of
the songs on the CD?” Alex asked. 
“I did.” 
“Good. Tomorrow, the three of us will head into London. For the next four days we’ll
work out of my music studio there. You’re going to record the same tracks from the CD you have
but the new CD will be a professional copy for release purposes.” 
“Release?” 
“You’re going to be a star, my friend. I’ve produced many successful bands and solo
artists. I’m a good judge of potential You’ve the gift of a great voice. It’s my job to get it heard.” 
Alex slowed and came to a stop. “We’re here.” 
Alex wanted to make a performer out of him. Intriguing idea. One he never considered. “I
have two questions before we go inside. First, are you saying people will come to listen to a blind man? Second, by ‘star’ do you mean there’s a living wage as a result?” 
“Yes to both. Several blind men have enjoyed immense popularity, Andrea Bocelli, Stevie
Wonder, and Ray Charles to name a few. And if you take off the way I think you will, the money
is excellent.” 
“Enough for me alone or enough to provide for a wife and children?” 
“There’s more than you need for a family, if you’re sensible, which you are. You thinking
of Esme by any chance?” 
Stephen grinned. “Perhaps.” 
“We should go. Your lesson starts in a few minutes.” 
“Stephen is that you?” John asked as Stephen and Alex entered the studio part of the
school. 
“Yes.” 
“I put a folded gi with an obi  for you on the bench in front of the first row of lockers,” 
John said. 
“Thank you.” Stephen didn’t want to keep Ota waiting. He hurried to undress and put on
the loose-fitting practice uniform and belt. 
“Ready,” he said, returning to the studio to stand next to John on the padded mats. 
The sound of soft footfalls on the stairs alerted him to Ota’s arrival. 
“Kyu Palmer.” Stephen sensed the teacher stop in front of him. “We’ve practiced ways
to fall without hurting yourself, how to pin a fallen opponent, and hip throws. Tonight, you’ll learn randori. It is where you attempt to throw your partner, me, to the mat, while I am attempting to do the same to you. Do you understand?” 
“Yes, sensei,” Stephen said. 
“After, you will learn the one-armed shoulder throw, or ippon seoi nage,  in Japanese. 
Stephen repeated randori fine. The normally stern-voiced Ota giggled like a girl when he tried pronouncing ippon seoi nage. Had he attempted it with a mouth full of pebbles, he couldn’t do worse. Alex, John, and Stephen laughed along with Ota. 
“It’s like my tongue was out of control, too big for the words.” 
“Japanese is not an easy language,” Ota said. “Now, it is time for your lesson.” 
In the beginning, Ota won every randori challenge. Stephen’s shoulder took a pounding. 
The move didn’t hurt in a painful way but he’d be stiff and sore in the morning from the repeated dull strikes. After a while Stephen figured out where he made tactical mistakes. Balance and
coordination were key for him. He managed to throw Ota to the mat twice. Small wins, but
exhilarating ones. 
Stephen stepped off the mats to catch his breath. Minutes later Ota said, “Time for ippon

seoi nage.” 
Stephen moved back onto the tatami. “Stand here,” Ota told him and guided him with his
hands where he wanted. “Pay attention.” 
Ota seized a handful of Stephen’s sleeve and yanked him forward. Before Stephen could
react, Ota twisted him around, shoved the top of his right arm into Stephen’s right armpit, 
straightened, thrust with his hips, and sent Stephen flying over his head. 
“Whoa,” popped out of Stephen and then he landed on the mat with a thud. 
“You think me a horse?” Humor tinged Ota’s tone. 
“Sensei, I’ve known the experience of traveling through the air a number of times, all
initiated by a mount I was riding. The feeling hasn’t changed much,” Stephen explained and
scrambled to his feet. 
“I see. Let’s go again.” 
Ota sent him airborne once more, and then Stephen bested him in the next challenge. 
“Excellent, Kyu Palmer. You and Mudansha Swallow engage.” 
Stephen won three times and lost five to the more experienced Swallow. They finished the
hour practicing falls and pins he learned during the first lesson. When they were done, he told John he preferred to shower at home, changed, and left with Alex. 
“I’m impressed with how fast you’re catching onto the moves,” Alex said and started the
car. “You look like you’re enjoying it too.” 
“I am.” The lessons gave him a fighting chance if someone ever challenged him. Judo may
not put him on equal footing with an opponent. But if the fight was hand to hand, no weapon
involved, the art brought them close to equal. In the past, once challenged, he never backed down from a fight. He wasn’t about to start now, sight or no sight. 
Chapter Twenty-Seven
“Hi, we haven’t done lunch, just the two of us in ages,” Esme said as Electra sat and put
her purse and a brown shopping bag on the extra chair. 
“I know and I’ve been dying to hear how your plan to seduce Stephen worked.” Electra
pinned her with a steady gaze. “So...how’d it turn out? Did you the two of you bump uglies or
not?” 
“Yes.” 
“Very, very important...was he a good kisser? If they can’t get the kiss right, then deal me
out.” 
“Oh, he can definitely kiss. I kissed him one time before, which was pretty darn good. He
told me he had better ones in his repertoire. Boy, does he.” 
Like a gleeful child, Electra clapped her hands in quiet applause. “Spill.” 
“He did things with his teeth and tongue and hands, incredible things. I was like a treasure
map for him to explore.” 
“On a scale from one to ten, how was he overall?” 
“Eleven.” 
“Lucky you.” 
“Not really,” Esme said, shaking her head. “Afterward things didn’t go as I hoped.” 
The waiter came over with two menus and asked if they wanted a drink. 
“A glass of your house red is good for me,” Esme said. 
“Make it two,” Electra told him. When he left she asked, “What happened?” 
“He split. First he made a nasty crack about my spreading my legs not mending the broken
trust. Then he mounted up and rode off, like the Sheriff of Nottingham or something.” 
Electra reached across the table and laid her hand on Esme’s. “I’m sorry. That had to
hurt.” 
It hurt but not as bad as Electra thought. When Esme rode to find him, she’d accepted the
likelihood of a negative reaction. If the next time she tried to earn his forgiveness and he rejected her, that would be a crushing blow. 
Esme withdrew her hand. “I won’t give up yet. He’s a very stubborn man and I’m going
to be equally stubborn in pursuing my goal,” she said in a lofty tone that carried no small measure of false bravado. 
The server came with their wine. Electra waited for him to set the glasses down and leave
before she asked, “Where do you go from here?” 
“When he talks about his life as a knight, he mentions the people around him by name and
laces the retelling with specific details. He told me the baron he served, Guy Guiscard, rode to the aid of his friend, Basil Manneville, the Earl of Ashenwyck. Since they were titled, I assumed a record of them being in the battle must exist somewhere and researched them. Both men died at
Poitiers. There’s a little information on Manneville and less on Guiscard.” 
“You’re the history expert in the family. If you can’t find info on them, no one can.” 
Esme took a sip of wine. “Stephen also talked about a knight friend called Simon Harrow. 
Harrow definitely existed. I saw his grave. I figured it was hopeless, but I even tried researching him. I was right. There’s zilch.” 
“What kind of info are you after? I mean, what if there were pages and pages on the lot? 
What does that prove for you?” 
“I hope it gives me some direction on where or how Stephen learned about them. He
believes they’re connected to him. If I know more about the others, I might understand why he
feels this. From that, I have an avenue into how they relate to his break from reality. To get better, he needs to see and acknowledge his time travel belief can’t be true.” 
Electra wore a familiar look. She had that whole I’m older and wiser thing going with her
eyes and mouth. The brows notched up a fraction, the widened eyes, the lips pursed just enough to be annoying. 
“What?” 
Electra’s expression relaxed and she asked, “Do you really need him to get better? I don’t
think you do. You’re hung up on him now as he is.” 
“No, my feelings for him don’t hinge upon him changing. But that said, I’d like to
understand him more—the how and why of his belief.” 
Her curiosity was truly piqued. Everything else about him was normal. If a morbid recluse
suffered delusions, she’d accept it because she’d half expect he wasn’t right to begin with. If a druggie with an addled brain from too much of whatever he sniffed, snorted, or injected had
delusions, again, it was expected. Stephen’s delusions weren’t random or nonsensical. They were focused and when he spoke of his so called medieval life, he was coherent, knowledgeable about
details, logical. 
Electra said, “All right, let’s start with Poitiers since he thinks he was there along with the baron and earl. I assume Simon too.” 
Esme nodded. “But information on them in regards to Poitiers is slim and none in Simon’s
case.” 
“Other than Elysian Fields, where were they all together that may have generated
documentation or some kind of chronicling?” 
Esme thought for a moment. “Crecy. Stephen said he fought shoulder to shoulder with
Simon at Crecy. Guiscard and Manneville fought with the Black Prince there too.” 
“Give me a minute to think.” 
If anyone could come up with an out of the box idea, it was Electra. She had one of those
mousetrap type brains that were great with puzzles and mind teasers. In World War Two, she’d
have been a decoder, hunkered down in a London bomb shelter, reading German spy
transmissions. 
Electra snapped her fingers. “Got it.” 
A jolt of excitement spiked in Esme. She straightened and leaned closer. “What?” 
“Besides being a huge victory for us, the thing my teachers made a point of is: the prince’s
age and the large number of other young men he raised to knighthood. Also, the king was there to witness the prince’s excellent battle skills.” 
What a letdown. Esme expected a grand plan, not a history lesson rehash. “I’m sorry. I
don’t see how this helps,” she commented and sat back. 
“Tunnel vision thy name is Esme. You may find a lot more info on Crecy because of the
king’s presence and all of that biz with the prince.” Electra waggled a finger at Esme. “In a
museum in Savannah, Georgia, there’s a painting of the Black Prince at Crecy—” 
“Savannah, America?” 
“Yes.” 
“How do you know this stuff?” 
Electra tossed her head so her hair flipped back and tipped her chin, to look down her nose
at Esme. “I am the artiste in the family. It’s natural I’d know these things.” 
“I’ve never seen you paint anything but your nails.” 
“In here,” she patted her chest with her hand. “I’m an artist here.” 
“Right, so what about this painting?” 
“I saw a picture of it in a travel magazine that spotlighted towns in the American south. 
Before you ask, it depicts the battle’s end and the prince is staring soberly at the dead body of one of England’s enemies, the King of Bohemia.” 
Once Electra described the painting, Esme remembered seeing a picture of it in a text
book when she was at university. “You’re talking about the Julian Story painting. Call me thick, but again, how does this help? Story’s work is from the nineteenth century, not the Middle Ages.” 
“The chance is small, I know, but maybe some chronicler of the king’s, some courtier who
campaigned with him, did a drawing to commemorate the victory. La-La-La, he whips up a
painting or sketch of the prince to impress the king.” 
Esme didn’t see this as viable at all. “I’m not sure about the survivability of paints from
that time. An extant sketch is real doubtful.” 
“True, but it’s the only idea that came to me. Sorry.” 
Electra opened her menu, looked pensive, eyes darting from one side to the other then up
at Esme. “You didn’t open your menu.” 
Esme picked hers up, gave the dishes a quick scan and laid it down.” 
“Cornish pasty sounds tasty. I’m in the mood for a warm, hearty dish for a blustery day.” 
Electra closed the menu. “What are you getting?” 
“Toad in the hole.” 
Esme signaled the waiter to come take their order. “Got any ideas for how I approach
Stephen next time?” 
“As a matter of fact, I do.” 
Electra reached into the shopping bag and pulled out an item wrapped in layers of tissue. 
She removed the layers and made a bed of the tissue on the table. On top she laid a metal wind
chime depicting the solar system. A metal bar hung from an iridescent orange sun. Iridescent
planets in various bright colors hung around and down the length of the bar. Mercury was yellow, Venus an emerald green, the earth a Aegean blue, Mars, a fire engine red and so forth. 
“How pretty. May I?” Esme asked and made to pick it up. 
“Of course.” 
When Esme lifted the chime and held it out to the side, making it sway. As in the real solar
system, the planets also varied in size so each produced a different tinkling sound when it banged against the bar. 
“I love this. Where did you get it?” Esme asked. 
“I’m glad, but it’s not for you. I made it for you to give to Stephen.” 
“You put this together? I don’t believe you.” 
“I’m taking a DIY class at Starling’s Nursery Center. We learn how to make ornamental
bits and bobs for the garden. After you told me Stephen got mixed up twice returning to his trailer, I thought a wind chime on the front might be helpful. When he hears it, he knows he’s close and the direction.” 
“What a great idea and a great conversation opener. Thank you.” 
“Fingers crossed it works,” Electra said and finished her wine, looking less than confident. 
Chapter Twenty-Eight
After the lunch with Electra, Esme broadened her research to include any paintings, 
sketches, or other artist’s renderings of the Black Prince at Crecy. It didn’t hurt to try El’s idea, miniscule as the chances were that anything of the sort existed from that time. She’d searched for three days, spent hours with little sleep, sifting and skimming every document the British Museum Library had on Crecy and everything The British Library had on the subject. Then, she worked
her way through the brutally long list of the Bodleian Libraries and the other libraries that were part of the University of Oxford’s system. In that time, she learned unlike at Poitiers, Manneville hadn’t been an earl and Guiscard hadn’t been a baron at Crecy as their fathers still lived. No
surprise with the ten year difference between the battles. Nothing came of her search for
pictures. Nothing in the documents mentioned drawings of any type. 
Her tired eyes ached. The drops she’d used stopped helping to relieve their scratchy
soreness and eliminate the bloodshot red. She kneaded the tight muscles of her lower spine, which also ached in spite of her using a good, ergonomic chair. 
She sat back, rested her head on the padded top of the chair, closed her eyes, and took a
break from staring at the monitor. She questioned whether she should stop spinning her wheels
with her search or give one last ditch effort? 



The pursuit of written docs had been exhausted without results so she stopped. Any
paperwork of value would be part of one of the libraries. What about pictures? Ninety-nine
percent of her thought it smart to terminate that search too. 
An irritating one percent whispered a question with no immediate answer: What if, as the
expression goes, the right hand doesn’t know what the left is doing? What if a drawing or painting wound up at the National Gallery or the Tate instead? What if the powers that be at the time felt one of the galleries the most appropriate to house a painting or sketch? The National Gallery had existed for over one-hundred-fifty years and the Tate a little over a hundred. A big stretch of time for both. Something like relegating a drawing or painting of the medieval period to a museum
could’ve happened. 
“Damn.” Esme sat up straight. She rolled her head around her shoulders, got a small pop
with each circle, then faced the monitor ready to search. 
“Don’t get too excited. This will probably turn out another goose chase,” she told herself
as she pulled up the permanent exhibits at the National Gallery and it was. “Nuts.” She’d taken up talking to herself like Stephen said he’d started to do. She went to the Tate’s site and searched the exhibits there with the same dismal results. “Double damn.” 
A short blurb in the About Us section on the Tate website caught her attention. It spoke of the hundreds of paintings and artwork in the basement due to limited display space. 
“Hmm...” 
The National Gallery must have stored tons of artwork in their basement too. If one did, so
did the other. The problem was getting entry into the basement. She knew no one at either gallery. 
But Miranda had connections all over the city from her job at the History Channel as did Ian. 
A phone call to Miranda worked. Within minutes Esme had the name and contact
information for both places along with permission to use Miranda and Ian’s names as references. 
She made personal calls to each man rather than send a less personal email. Both curators
spoke to her at length. The man at the Tate wasn’t able to think of a work similar to what she
looked for, but the National Gallery curator offered a huge hope. 
She made one more call. 
“Electra, want to come with me tomorrow? I am going to a small museum in Kent. 
#
“I’m guessing we’re going to the Museum of Canterbury and not the Rupert Bear
Museum,” Electra asked, checking out the side by side buildings. 
The comic strip bear had been a favorite character of Esme and her sisters growing up. 
All the girls had stuffed versions of him. Electra and Emily’s were packed away in an attic box for the day they had children. Esme’s would’ve been too if she hadn’t taken him into the bathtub with her one day to give a proper wash. 
“No, we’re going to Rupert Bear to wade through all their docs on Crecy and Poitiers,” 
Esme said straight-faced. 
“Really?” 
“No. We’re going to the Canterbury one, duh.” 
They walked around to the mews entry of the curator, Will Davison’s office. When Esme
had called ahead and spoke to him explaining what she hoped to find, he enthusiastically invited her down. 
She knocked and a short, compact man with grey, thinning hair, cloudy blue eyes, and the
reddest lips she’d ever seen on a man answered. In a way, he reminded her of Rupert Bear. He
wore a red sweater vest over an open-collared white shirt, unfashionable brown plaid cuffed
trousers that looked a size too big, and well-worn brown, wing-tipped shoes. 
“You must be Esme Crippen.” He gestured for her and Electra to come inside. He closed
the door and extended his hand. “Will Davison.” 
“I’m Esme,” she said, shaking his hand. “This is my sister, Electra.” 
“Electra, a fine literary name,” Davison said as they shook hands. 
Esme took a quick scan of the cluttered office, surprised a curator, even of a small
museum, hadn’t a secretary. 
“You said you’re looking for a drawing lent to us by the National Gallery in 1960. The
Black Prince at Crecy, you said.” 
“Yes. Does it sound familiar?” 
“I was an apprentice here then. I believe I know the work you’re speaking of, an
impressively detailed rendering considering the environment. It was done on vellum, we believe for the king, as colored inks were used, including gold, although no gold leaf was applied. We think the work was probably done by one of his priests. Unfortunately it was placed into storage back in the seventies and the facility burned to the ground in 1979.” 
The news sucked every ounce of energy from her. She had so much hope. Why didn’t
Davison tell her over the phone and save her the trip? The bloody drive took three hours. Bad
enough to waste those hours not to mention they’d hit the London rush hour on the return. She’d like to wrap her hands around his scrawny neck and shake the fillings from his teeth. 
“Fortunately,” he continued, “We had a copy made prior to the drawing going into storage. 
“The original was fragile, obviously. The curator and I worried it might deteriorate more if it stayed on display. As the Black Prince was the subject, and is such a big part of Canterbury’s
history, we did want to keep a representation exhibited. We had it copied in oil. It hangs in the main room of the museum. Come, I’ll show you.” 
He led them to a side door of his office that also served as a door to the rear of the
museum proper. This section of the museum displayed artifacts and pictures from the Victorian
period up to and including the hard fought air war, the Battle of Britain. 
Through another archway to the next room, Davison led them to a painting. The gilded-
framed oil was about a meter wide and a half meter high and hung in the center of one wall. 
“Remarkable isn’t it?” he said. “It depicts the aftermath of the battle. This is where the
young prince raised up so many young men who fought alongside him to knighthood.” 
“Oh my God,” Esme whispered. Shocked, she stared unable to take her eyes from the
painting. How could this be? Identical down to the wound on the chin. She’d seen the scar on
Stephen’s chin up close. 
Unlike the larger, more famous sister institutions, the simpler Museum of Canterbury didn’t
employ infrared protective alarms that go off when a visitor gets too close to an exhibit. 
Davison’s hand on her arm stopped Esme as she stepped forward, fingers inches from the
canvas. “No touching allowed, Ms. Crippen,” he warned and removed his hand. 
“Sorry,” she said, moving back to drop onto the bench in front of the painting. 
“What is it?” Electra asked. 
“Are you ill, my dear?” Davison asked. 
She shook her head, too numb to speak. 
Electra joined her on the bench. “You look like you’re going to faint. You’re white as a
ghost.” 
“Would you like some water, Miss Crippen?” 
Finally, she found her voice. “No. Thank you but I’m fine,” she told Electra and Davison. 
Esme turned from the painting to ask, “Is this an exact copy of the original?” 
“Yes. The curator at the time was meticulous man and would not approve even the
slightest deviation.” 
“You’re positive?” 
He nodded. “Very.” 
“Esme—” 
She held up her hand to stop Electra’s question. “Thank you, Mr. Davison. This is more
than I expected when I asked about the drawing. If it’s all right, I’d like a few minutes more to appreciate the excellent artistry.” 
“No worries, Miss Crippen. If you require no more of me, I’m going to return to my office. 
Take as much time as you like. The museum is open until five.” Davison gave each a polite tip of his head and left. 
As soon as he was out of the room, Electra said, “Esme talk to me. There’s something up
with you and this painting. I want to know what.” 
“The young man kneeling, two over from the prince’s left, the one holding a bloody
gauntleted hand under his chin.” 
“What about him?” 
“He looks just like Stephen.” 
From Electra’s sour expression, she found the explanation anticlimactic. “That’s all? Jeez, 
I thought it was something really big.” 
“You don’t understand. He could be Stephen’s double. That’s not all. The man standing
behind him I’d swear is Alex Lancaster. A younger version but hand to heart, I think it’s him.” 
“I’ve only seen pictures of Alex Lancaster when he’s been in the press. I agree. It does
look like him. But it isn’t either Stephen or Alex since those men,” she tipped her chin toward the painting, “lived close to seven hundred years ago. Why are you weirding out?” 
Esme ignored the question. Too many of her own occupied her thoughts. How had his
face wound up on this medieval man: the narrow too long nose, the strong jaw, the broad
forehead, even the shape of his eyes...his injury didn’t change the slight downward tip to the
outside corners? 
“Hello,” Electra waved her hand in front of Esme’s face. 
“Stop it.” She dug her cell phone out. Conscious of how light and shadow might affect the
shots, she took pictures of the painting from different angles. 
Electra tugged on her arm, pulling the camera away from her face. “He’s not Stephen. 
Maybe he’s his ancestor, five-hundred times removed, but he’s not Stephen.” She let out a heavy sigh. “When you talked to the National Gallery man, did he mention if anything existed that
identified anyone other than the prince?” 
“No. There’s nothing, only the drawing.” 
“Who are you going to show the pictures to, clearly not Stephen?” 
“I want them for myself.” 
Another heavy sigh. “Why?” 
“I just do.” 
“What are you not telling me? I know you. I know that obsessed look. Whenever
something puzzles you, you’re like a dog with a bone. You can’t leave it alone until you find the answer.” 
“That’s why I need the pictures—and that is all I’m going to say for now.” 
Electra put her hands up in surrender. After Esme took a few more snaps, El said, 
“You’ve taken a dozen shots. Isn’t that enough? I’m hungry. If we leave now, we can beat the
London traffic and grab a bite to eat on the way. That is, unless you want more ancient ancestor pictures.” 
“An ancestor. Maybe.” She put her camera away. Or something else entirely, she
thought. She looked forward to a serious discussion with Shakira Lancaster. How was it that her husband had a medieval twin? Or, was there something else entirely going on there too? 
Chapter Twenty-Nine
Marchand ignored the heavy traffic buzzing around them. He no longer flinched when cars
passed by fast like when he rode with Rene Patel to the bank in Poitiers. 
Veronique was driving them to the library in Caen. “They’re building a new, ultramodern
one, but it won’t be finished until 2015,” she said. 
He never heard of a library. When they talked over dinner the night before, he expressed
an interest in learning more about the war with England. She suggested they visit a library. 
“Who will watch Mirielle?” he asked. The child had grown attached to him and he often
played the same games with her that he’d played with his son. He’d toss her high into the air and when he caught her, he’d swing her in a circle to squeals of laughter. Every evening after dinner she’d beg to ride on his shoulders and he’d pretend to be too busy. When he finally gave in, she’d beat the top of his head with tiny hands, demanding he jog her around faster. 
Today, Fabian’s wife and the other women were out. Marchand didn’t have much
confidence in the quality of care Mirielle would receive from the men in the group. They weren’t a bad lot, just not as attentive as he wished. 
“All the other jousters are here working on their equipment and so are several of the other
performers. They’ll keep an eye on her. They have before,” Veronique said. 
“No. No. They are busy. They’re distracted. She could wander off and they wouldn’t
notice for who knows how long?” 
“We’ll bring her then. There’s a park across from the library. I’ll take her there while you
read.” 
#
“Turn here,” he said, shortly after they entered the city. 
“Please.” Veronique glanced over at him and stopped at the corner just short of
completing the turn. 
“Please what?” 
“I’m trying to teach Mirielle to be polite. You never say please. You set a bad example.” 
Wasn’t she the bold creature with her stern tone to think it acceptable to chastise him? 
Saying please wasn’t something he gave much thought to. In truth, he never gave it any thought. 
In his past life, he merely issued an order and the person did as asked or faced the consequences. 
Since she made a point of not doing his bidding, she clearly was not going to let the issue
drop. Some arguments women were destined to win. Why this was—no man knew. But all men
knew it was unavoidable fact. This was one of those arguments. 
“Roger?” She fixed on him, eyes brimming with expectation. 
He relented, as any man who wants the car to start moving again would. “Please turn
here.” 
She smiled and said, “Thank you.” 
The street was almost an exact copy of a cobblestone one in Honfleur, the Honfleur of his
world. Buildings, some half-timbered, or with carved figure on their façades, lined the street for blocks. 
“Interesting, with all these medieval buildings, it’s like stepping back in time,” Veronique
said, looking right and left as they passed different structures. 
“Yes. When I am finished, we will return here to eat,” he said, seeing a café with
sidewalk tables for him to sit outside and enjoy the surroundings. 
“There are nicer cafes close to the library.” 
“We’ll eat here. If you please,” he added as a second thought. 
#
Pain, intense and concentrated filled him. Both enraged and sick at heart, Marchand stared
at the words. In disbelief, after he read the history of the Battle of Poitiers as it was referred to in the first book, he pulled another half dozen from the shelf. All told the same tale. The battle ended not in mere defeat but in a loss of lives that affected dozens and dozens of French noble houses. 
Worse, the English had captured King John and held him for ransom. 
He looked up from the grim accounting as a young woman with purple hair, a silver loop in
one nostril, and wearing a wooden cross large as a friar’s sat across from him. Black cats of
enamel hung on thin chains from her ears. His badge displayed a black panther. Her cats looked
nothing like his. Hers looked like what they probably were, symbols of a witch’s familiar. He
knew villagers who’d have burned her at the stake, cross or no. 
She set what Veronique said was a laptop down on the table and opened it. As the woman
tapped away on the lettered tabs, Marchand eyed her, curious why she showed no interest in the
books that surrounded them. 
She took a swig from a bottle of water she’d brought and studied the screen of her laptop, 
fingering the cross as she did. 
“Are you done?” Veronique whispered. She scooted her chair next to his, placing Mirielle
between her knees. 
He hadn’t seen her arrive. Looking from the girl with the purple hair, he said. “Yes.” He
closed the depressing book and laid it on the stack of others that spoke of the battle. 
“Why do you have an earring in your nose?” Mirielle asked the girl across the table. 
“I like it. Look at this.” She stuck her tongue out and to Marchand’s disgust displayed a
metal stud. 
Unaffected by the unpleasant sight, Mirielle lay halfway onto the table, feet dangling. 
“Where’s your book?” Mirielle asked. 
The young woman leaned in toward the child. Her wooden cross banged against the table
edge. “I don’t need a book. I’m working on a paper and need a quiet spot to do it.” 
Marchand suddenly understood the purpose to a woman with no interest in books coming
to the library. Of the many empty seats all around, she chose the spot across from him. 
This was God’s way of sending him a message. The Lord gave her purple hair so he, 
Marchand, would notice. The holy man’s cross so he knew God sent her. The ugly nose ring and
evil looking metal stud had no heavenly origin, unless they were a form of penance. That made
sense. She was a strange woman, yes, but the message was clear. All the wickedness that
followed the battle was his, Marchand’s, to change. It was his duty alone to save his comrades
from slaughter, prevent the capture of the king and find the path to victory. God had led him to the books of the future so he could change the past. 
“Mirielle, get down.” 
The sound of Veronique’s voice snapped his attention away from God’s message. 
“I got a call from Fabian while we were at the park,” Veronique said. 
“What news?” 
“We’re booked through all of next month. We’re touring England and Scotland.” 
Marchand silently thanked the Lord for opening the door of opportunity. Palmer lived in
England and he’d find him. 
Chapter Thirty
Esme found Stephen by the side of the trailer where a large wood post had been setup. He
stood shirtless, sword in hand and delivered blow after blow to the post, growling as he did. After a series of hits, he’d change tactics and attack from another angle or he’d switch from a one-handed attack to two-handed. The two-handed strikes buried the sword’s blade deep into the
wood, which he managed to free with relative ease every time. The still fresh feel of his powerful biceps and hard, corded forearms wrapped around her, flooded back as thoughts of the day at the ruin claimed her. Now, with each pull, she saw just how well-defined the muscles in his chest and back were. 
The weather turned in the past week. The days held a chill, the wind carried a nip warning
of a colder than usual winter but his face and arms glistened with perspiration. How long had he been out here to break such a sweat? 
He went another round, circling the post. Chest heaving, he stopped, and wiped his face
and neck with a towel he’d laid nearby. He tossed the towel down, rubbed his palms on the front of his jeans, and raised the sword for yet another set of maneuvers. 
“Stephen,” Esme called out and approached. 
“Esme.” He lowered the sword. 
“What are you doing? I mean, is there a reason for the swordplay?” 
“I’m a medieval knight,” he said in a firm tone that challenged her to contradict him. “I
was anyway. Swordplay is part of our daily routine.” 
“You’re very strong.” The desire to discourage his medieval references had gone by the
wayside, especially since visiting the Museum of Canterbury. “What else do you do as part of
your routine?” 
She knew, of course. History was her major in college and she’d interned under Miranda
at the History Channel. She asked the question to make conversation and crossed her fingers he
wouldn’t point out this was information she had. 
“We practice many things in the lists: wrestling in case one finds themselves in hand-to-
hand combat, ax throwing, lance and long sword use on horseback are a few.” 
“You practiced on campaign too?” 
“Yes, when not engaged in real battle. I’ve grown weaker since Poitiers.” He gestured
toward the post. “Now I am able to gain my strength back.” 
Esme came closer just outside arm’s reach. 
“All these questions, why do you care?” he asked. 
“I’m interested in how you stayed strong.” 
“Now you know.” 
She’d hit a dead end. If she didn’t think of something else to talk to him about, he’d
dismiss her like the day at the castle ruins. 
“I came by a couple of times this week but you were never home,” she blurted. “Where’d
you go?” 
Had she been able, she’d have kicked herself in the butt. She’d basically admitted to being
a low grade stalker. So much for her ability to filter what came out of her mouth, which until now was a source of pride. 
“I’ve been in London,” Stephen said. “Alex had me practice songs at his studio, which is
incredible. The equipment and the talented men who worked it, amazed me. The difference in my
singing is...well, leave it at better than imagined.” 
“Does he plan to release a CD of you for sale?” 
Stephen nodded. “Among other things. He told me he pulled strings, called in a few favors. 
I am scheduled to appear on several shows where much of England will see me.” 
She hadn’t seen that coming. She’d never considered the commercial possibilities of
Stephen’s voice. Again, she gave herself a mental kick for thinking of him as just blind Stephen with the lovely tenor voice but with no useful modern day skill. Good for Alex. He recognized it and already had him on the road to what might turn out to be a great career. 
“Which shows?” she asked. 
“Something called, Britain Has Talent, then Jools Holland, and Graham Norton. 

“ How nice. He must’ve pulled some big strings. Those are popular shows. They book
way ahead. When are your appearances?” 
“Over the course of several weeks next month.” 
He reached down and found the towel with ease. “Why are you here?” 
“I have a gift for you. A little something my sister made especially for you.” 
“Thank you but—” 
“Don’t say no yet. You don’t know what it is.” 
The wind chime jingled as she took it from the bag she carried. 
“What is that tinkling sound?” 
“A wind chime. I thought to hang it under the eave near the front door. Its sound will tell
you when you are close to the trailer.” 
“You say your sister made this for me. What makes the sound?” 
She described how it looked and the purpose. Although he didn’t understand what she
meant by solar system, he grasped the concept of the chime. He acted interested. Maybe he
wouldn’t send her away. 
“It is clever. I like the idea. Will you put it up or should I ask Alex?” 
If he wanted her to put it up, then he was fine with her staying. She took it as a victory, a
small one, but a victory none the less. Those words lifted two sleepless nights of worry and panic from her mind. The rhinoceros-sized lump of uncertainty that had sat on her chest and squeezed
the air from her as she drove over lifted and cantered off. Tightness gone, she sucked in the first free breath of the last hour. 
“I’ll hang it. Shall we go into the kitchen? I only need a small hook and to stand on a chair
to reach the eave.” 
“Yes, let’s go in. I’m thirsty.” Stephen slung the towel over his shoulder, slid his sword into a new scabbard, and grabbed his cane. 
He’d never know how broad she smiled. If he gave her the chance, she’d show him in a
much bigger way how happy she was. 
“Tell me about working in Alex’s studio,” she said when they went inside. “Was it fun?” 
“Yes, most of the time. It was a bit tiring at times too. Some songs required lots of
repetitions for me to get the rhythm right.” 
Esme laid the chime on the counter. She poured them both a large glass of water and put
Stephen’s in his hand. “Here you go.” 
“Thank you,” he said and sat at the table. 
Esme searched for a hook. The compact kitchen only had four drawers. Three held
cutlery and other utensils. She rummaged through the last one, which was Miranda and Ian’s junk drawer. 
“Wow, you can’t believe this drawer. There’s a bazillion pens, scotch tape, a mini stapler, 
staple remover, scissors, letter openers, but not a hook of any kind.” 
“I’ll get one from Owen later.” 
“Good idea. Back to your upcoming debut, I want to hear more about your singing career. 
What songs are you performing on the different shows?” 
“Haven’t decided which ones for Jools Holland or Graham Norton.  For Britain Has
Talent I’m singing one serious song called,  Just Show Me How to Love You and one cheery song called, Maybe I’m Amazed.  Alex desired a different arrangement and asked the writer of the song for suggestions. The writer, a nice man named Paul, came to the studio and worked with us.” 
Esme gave a tiny “ooh” when he mentioned Paul. “You met Sir Paul McCartney...Paul
McCartney, unbelievable. Stephen, you’ve no idea but he is huge in the music industry. Sir Paul is a legend, an icon.” 
“I just called him Paul. That’s what he told me to call him. I told him he needn’t call me Sir
Stephen, simply Stephen would do.” 
“He never struck me as someone who was full of himself. I’m glad you both got on so
well,” she said, sitting next to him. 
Stephen finished the water fast. “I’d love a glass of orange juice.” 
She got up, went to the fridge, filled his glass and sat next to him again. “Here,” she said
and placed the glass in his hand. 
“Thank you.” He drank the juice almost as fast as the water. He set the glass down and
looking self-conscious said off-handedly, “I’ve been sweating. I need to shower.” 
Esme waited a beat before deciding to venture into deeper relationship territory. “Would
you like your back washed?” 
Stephen’s gaze lifted. His eyes not quite finding hers. “Is that a general question or do you
offer?” 
“It’s definitely an offer.” 
He turned his head a fraction to the right. His eyes found hers. Debate raged behind his. 
He’d either forgive or he wouldn’t. Another I’m sorry wasn’t going to help. 
“I can’t undo what was said. You...” she took a fortifying breath and let it out. “You either
believe I’ve changed or you don’t.” 
An agonizing long moment passed, then he stood and, extending his hand said, “Yes, I’d
like my back washed.” 
She rose and slid her hand in his. “Shall we?” 
He let her lead him to the bedroom where he toed off his shoes and tossed his socks. She
stripped him of the jeans. Her lips grazed his collarbone as she leaned in close to unbutton and unzip him slowly. She used her fingernails to rake his ribcage on her way to the elastic band of his underwear, loving the quiver that followed in their wake when she hit a ticklish spot. She licked his nipples and kissed his chest, his stomach, the thin line of hair leading to his crotch as she lowered to remove his underwear. 
When she started to remove her clothing, he grasped her wrists and stopped her. “Wait.” 
He went to the dresser that didn’t hold his clothes and pulled a red silk scarf, no doubt
Miranda’s, from the top drawer. 
“How did you know that was there?” Esme asked. “You must’ve snooped.” 
“No...oh all right, yes. I snooped, so what?” 
“That’s terrible. You should be ashamed.” 
“I am,” he said without conviction. “Stand still.” 
“What are you going to do? Are you planning to tie me up?” 
“And if I were? Do you not trust me?” 
“I do. You’re the only one I trust to tie me up. Is that the plan?” 
“No. I want to wrap this around your eyes. I wish you to make love with your other
senses—to know how it feels.” 
He stepped close as he tied the scarf over her eyes. Close enough for his erection to prod
her buttocks through her linen skirt. This time she quivered with a frisson of anticipation. 
“Can you see anything through the scarf?” 
“No.” 
“Now I will undress you.” 
From behind, he drew her wool blazer off one arm at a time. Then, with his chest pressed
to her back and his warm breath teasing the tiny hairs on her neck, he reached around and
unbuttoned her blouse. He tugged it halfway down her arms to trap them at her sides. He pushed
her hair away to expose her neck to his lips. Lips that nibbled from the top of her spine along the back of her neck to the side of her throat, where they lingered. Still imprisoned by her sleeves, she couldn’t touch him or taunt him in return but only moan and whisper, “more.” 
Without her sight, her other senses roared to life. She heard the almost imperceptible
change in his breathing when he shifted from her throat to drag his teeth across the top of her shoulder, stopping to bite here and there. The jagged corner of one front tooth slightly overlapped the other. An imperfection that hadn’t registered with her when they’d kissed before. 
A single shoulder collapsed under the erotic damp warmth of his mouth followed by the
fleeting sting of the bite. 
“Did I hurt you?” he asked. 
“No.” 
“What did you feel?” 
“Soft then sharp, the contrast of the two was so good, so unexpected so...” 
“Sometimes pleasure with a mite of pain in the right place is magic, yes?” 
“Yes, magic.” 
“You crave more?” 
She nodded and her breathing fell into rhythm with the rise and fall of his chest as he
kissed along the slope of the other shoulder. 
The hair on his chest tickled her arm as he dropped to kneel on the floor. He lifted a foot
and removed one shoe and then the second. 
She wriggled and scrunched her bare toes into the thick bedroom carpet. The plush pile
felt luxurious, decadent. She, who’d never acted a shameless wanton with complete abandon, 
wanted every decadent thing Stephen could think of done to her. 
Maybe it was the blindfold. 
“Step from your panties,” he ordered after sliding them down. 
When Stephen rose again, he moved behind her and raised her skirt high. Light fingertips
caressed the inside of her thigh and brushed just the edge of her nest of curls. “Part your legs for me.” 
She did. He slipped one finger, then two, then three into her wet spot. Massaging the
aroused nub, he circled, delved deeper, withdrew to her entry, then delved deep again. He slid his fingers out only to re-enter her in an imitation of the most ancient and intimate of dances. 
“You’re driving me mad,” she said, her voice low and husky. Any second she’d demand
more than fingers. 
“Good,” he said, his breath ragged as hers. 
He pulled his fingers from inside her to remove her blouse, freeing her arms at last. When
she tried to turn, he held her in place with an arm across her chest. “Wrap your hand around me,” 
he instructed. 
She understood and wrapped her hand around his erection. With his other arm pressed to
her stomach, he held her in a fierce embrace while she rubbed the length of him. His breathing
turned to hot pants, moist on her ear when she fingered the silken tip that cried to be inside her. 
From the nearby road, tires squealed, words were exchanged and then it was quiet again. 
Familiar noises that sounded other worldly to her. 
He clamped his hand around her wrist, took her hand from him and lifted his fingers to her
nose. “What do you smell?” 
“Me.” 
He brought her hand up to her nose. “Now?” 
“You.” 
“That’s a correct answer but not the right one. What you smell is more primitive. It is
desire. Yours and mine.” 
How rough his calloused hands were as he removed her bra to fondle her breasts. The
hard mounds of his palms scraped her soft flesh while he gently rolled her nipples between his
fingers. Pleasure and pain. 
He moved in front of her and brought her hand to his chest. “What do you feel?” 
“The pounding of your heart.” 
In return, she brought his hand to her chest. “What do you feel?” 
“A heart that races for me.” 
She pressed closer. She sucked his lower lip and then kissed along his jaw to his ear, 
where she asked, “What do you hear?” 
“The throaty words of a woman piqued with passion.” 
Heat crept up her spine, spread to her neck and shoulders. Without the ability to see the
hunger in her eyes, see her lips part in invitation, see desire as it exploded through her, did lust cover him in a fevered blanket too? 
He positioned his raging hard on between her legs but not inside her. Then, he cupped her
ass and pulled her tight to him, a single finger traced the cleft of her behind. “What do you feel when I touch you?” 
“Like my skin is on fire and I’ll burn until you’re inside me.” 
Slow and steady, he moved back and forth, in an erotic path that made her slicker than she
ever thought possible. She moaned and clamped his back wanting the torment to stop, wanting it to go on. 
Without stopping the sensual taunt, he kissed her exploring every dip and curve with his
tongue. When he broke the kiss, he asked, “What did you taste?” 
A light breeze from an open window somewhere ruffled her hair and sent a shiver down
to the small of her back. He turned her, drew her to his warm chest and wrapped his arms around her. “Better?” he asked. 
“Much.” 
“What did you taste?” 
“The sweet hint of orange.” 
“And me, what do I taste like?” 
“The way you’ve always tasted to me, whether real or in my imagination. Rich and warm, 
like honey left in the sun.” 
She couldn’t take it anymore. “Stephen, if you don’t make love to me immediately, I shall
die of want, I swear.” 
“Come,” he said and led her to the bed. 
“Can I remove the scarf now?” Esme asked and lay on the rumpled sheets. 
“Yes.” 
The frenzy of their previous sexual encounter at the castle ruin was absent. Today was
the coming together through caresses that left no inch of skin missed. It was entwined arms and a tangle of legs and a duel to see who could kiss the longest, the most thorough. 
He entered her, withdrew, entered again deeper and harder with each stroke. And with
each stroke, her muscles gripped him, milking him, demanding more. And with each demand, he
groaned, thrilling her when he whispered her name, his lips skimming her skin. 
The power built within her. Her legs squeezed hard around him, she cried his name as
relief surged through her. 
Stephen held back until she’d found her release. His came on the last wave of hers. 
He rolled onto his back. Esme shifted to lie on her side. She rested her head on his chest
and listened to his heart that still thundered while hers hammered against her ribs. 
They lay quiet. She absently ran her fingers across his belly. He absently ran his hand
along her spine, his fingers danced at the dimples above her buttocks before moving up and
retracing the path he took going down. 
“What do you look like?” Stephen asked after a while. “Start with your hair.” He drew a
lock out and brought it to his nose. “I like the smell. I am reminded of lavender.” 
“My shampoo does have a touch of lavender in the scent. My hair is coppery red but with
a lot of gold mixed with it. The color is commonly called, strawberry blonde.” 
“I like strawberries,” he said with a smile. “I know the red with gold you speak of. A fair
number of ladies at court had this color. Is it straight or curly? It feels straight.” 
“It’s straight.” 
“And a palm’s width past your shoulders.” 
He dropped the lock of hair and laid three fingers across her forehead. “You have a nice
forehead, not too broad, yet not too narrow. 
He shifted onto his side and propped himself up on one elbow. 
Esme turned onto her back. She trailed a finger along the scar under his chin. “Did you get
this at Crecy?” 
“Yes,” he said, confirming the accuracy of the Canterbury painting. “With the intense
fighting, the bodies of horses and men quickly littered the battlefield. Those of us on foot had little space to wield a sword. An enemy soldier and I fought with our knives. He managed to slash me
before losing our fight.” 
“It still bled when the prince knighted you, didn’t it?” She had to ask, had to hear him give
voice to her improbable suspicion. She’d opened a Pandora’s Box of strange questions with
stranger answers when she decided to investigate Stephen’s claims. Time travel was in a
category by itself. 
“Yes. After the knighting, I washed off in the nearby river and saw to the stitching.” 
The sticky issue of the painting with Stephen’s face faded for a brief second while the
cringe-worthy thought of getting stitches without anesthetic passed through her imagination. When the wild possibility the painting presented returned, Esme forced it to the back of her mind. 
Stephen’s forgiveness was what mattered for the moment. Besides, time travel was more than
she cared to deal with right now. 
“My turn.” Stephen ran an index finger the length of her nose and back up to rub the tip of
his finger over the bridge. “Where did you get the bump?” 
“Playing volleyball ten years ago. My partner went to return the ball and hit me when she
brought her elbow down. She broke my nose. It hurt like the devil and bled like crazy. I was left with the bump when it healed.” 
“I don’t know what volleyball is. Doesn’t matter.” He moved to her cheeks and caressed
them with the back of his fingers. “High and elegant.” 
The hands that so aptly wielded a sword were so eloquent when they touched her. Did he
pay homage to her as Stephen the man or as Stephen the knight? Every young girl imagines
somehow a knight’s touch is magical. How funny the distinction popped into her head now. She
smiled, glad he couldn’t see the grin. If he didn’t see it, he wouldn’t ask why. She wouldn’t have to explain it didn’t matter who he made love to her as, man or knight, only that he made love to her as though she alone was the one he wished to please. 
“Thank you. They’re covered with a spray of freckles as is my nose.” 
“Freckles?” 
“Little dots of brown from the sun.” 
“Ah, I know these spots too. Go on, what color are your eyes?” 
“Hazel.” He looked a tad baffled. “A mix of brownish-green,” she explained. 
“In my eyes, they are a perfect green. You’ll not convince me otherwise,” he said and
touched the tip of his nose to hers. 
Next, he traced the outline of her lips with a fingertip. “Nice lips, milady: A pillow for the
lower and a well-crafted Welshman’s bow for an upper, a delight for the man parting them.” 
“A Welshman’s bow?” 
“Here is the upper and lower curve of the bow’s shaft.” With his finger, he showed how
from the middle indent each side bent. When he pointed it out, she understood that part of the
comparison. 
“Here.” He placed a fingertip on the indent between the curves. “This is the part where
the bowman grips and draws back. It’s not quite flush with the rest of the bow.” 
“Ah, I see. Thank you.” 
“Yours is far more well-defined. A dishy dip perfect for the tip of a finger—” 
“Or the tip of a tongue.” 
“I believe you’re right but I shall test the theory.” He touched his tongue to the arrow
shaped dip and then down to kiss her lips individually. He drew each into his mouth before parting her lips to kiss her like his life depended on how well he plundered. 
“Now milady,” he said after breaking off the kiss. “I still need a shower and I was
promised to have my back washed.” He rolled to the other side of the bed and off, coming around to where she lay. “As I am a fair man, I shall wash the front of you,” he said, wiggling his brows and extending his hand to help her up. 
“A fair trade, milord. A fair trade indeed.” 
Chapter Thirty-One
“Have fun,” Esme said as she and Stephen walked to the base of the trailer’s ramp. Alex
had come a few minutes earlier to take him for another judo lesson. 
“I wouldn’t call it fun, although I do like learning the art. When I finally master a move, I
take pride in it, in myself,” Stephen told her and then kissed her goodbye. 
Once Alex’s car was out of sight, Esme knocked on the Lancaster’s cottage door. 
Shakira opened it and the welcoming smell of fresh baked bread wafted out. “Hi.” 
Esme took a deep breath and let the rich, warm air fill her lungs. She let the breath out
slowly, then asked. “Are you in the middle of baking? I don’t want to interrupt.” 
In truth, she wasn’t all that concerned about interrupting. She was far more concerned
with getting answers to her questions. 
“You’re not. I’m done. You’re smelling the shepherd’s bread I made earlier for dinner. 
Come in.” 
“Baking bread has to be one of the ten best smells in the world,” Esme said, stepping
inside. 
“Anyone who knows me will tell you I’m not much of a cook. That’s Alex’s bailiwick. 
He’s far more creative and capable with food than me. But even I can run a bread machine.” 
Shakira closed the door and gave Esme a crooked grin. “Don’t you look exceptionally
chipper? I don’t suppose your mood has anything to do with the fact I saw your car parked
outside Stephen’s last night and still there this morning.” 
“It does,” Esme confirmed with a big grin of her own. 
“All is forgiven then?” 
Esme nodded. 
“Great. Come tell me all about your victory.” 
“Not much to tell, really. He didn’t admit it, but I think he missed me,” Esme said. “Electra
made him a wind chime. I used the chime as an ice breaker. One thing led to another and voila, 
here I am.” 
“You bought him off with a wind chime?” 
“Not just the chime. There was charm involved.” 
Shakira crossed into the kitchen. “Good for him and good for you. Coffee?” 
“I’d love some, black please.” Esme followed and sat in one of the two pine chairs at the
tiny table. 
Esme blew on the hot coffee but didn’t take a sip. The real reason she knocked on
Shakira’s door wasn’t easily broached. Where to start? What could she open the conversation
with that didn’t sound looney, or accusatory, or both? No sneaky or clever roundabout way came
to her, so she went with the obvious and pulled her cell phone from her sweater pocket. “I have several photos of a painting I saw recently. I’d like to show them to you,” she said, scrolling through her gallery. “I’m interested in your opinion of the subject matter.” 
She laid the phone down in front of Shakira. “The painting is in Canterbury. If you’d like a
bigger version than what’s on my phone, we can go there.” 
Shakira picked up the phone and quietly scrolled through the series of photos. She stared
at the small screen and after the last one, went through the series again. “The young, kneeling knight bears a strong resemblance to Stephen,” she said, her gaze lifting to Esme’s. 
“They could be twins as could the knight standing behind him be your husband’s double.” 
Shakira handed Esme the phone. “Yes, uncanny. What’s this a painting of exactly? The
center figure looks like the Black Prince.” 
“He is.” Esme explained how she found out about the painting and that the original
drawing the painting was taken from dated to the time of Crecy. “I went to see it for myself. My cell pictures don’t do the resemblance between the men justice.” 
Esme hesitated but only for a moment. She’d push the envelope as the saying goes. “Have
you told me everything about Stephen?” 
Shakira eyed her hard, without blinking. “Yes. What makes you ask?” The expression in
her eyes softened but unmistakable wariness laced her tone. 
Did Shakira fear a secret might be revealed? Esme thought...maybe so. Dare she confess
she’d begun to believe Stephen told the truth about what he was? She had to give answers to get answers. “I find the longer I know him, more and more questions about his past arise.” 
“Like?” 
“This painting for one. The indent on Stephen’s chin that looks like a cleft is really a scar. 
When I asked about the scar, he told me he got it from a dagger slash at Crecy. As you can see, the young man being knighted is bleeding from the chin. 
Shakira listened without comment. Esme went on. “Dirt clung to the hilt of Stephen’s
sword when he showed it to me. He said he dropped it when the French knight struck him and
unhorsed him. I sent soil scrapings to a lab. The test samples don’t match those the lab has from modern day French provinces. Nor are they from any English shires.” 
“So?” 
“When I say it doesn’t match, I mean the lab confirmed the samples contain nothing
commonly found in the soils of today.” Esme slid the phone over to Shakira again. “Stephen claims he served Baron Guiscard, a noble who fought at Crecy and Poitiers. I researched him. You and
Alex just happen to live on what was Guiscard land. The nearby ruins are of the baron’s castle. 
I’ve been to the cemetery there and seen three new headstones. Two were of the baron’s parents
and one of a knight who Stephen claims was his dear friend. Since it’s your land now, who else
would provide new headstones?” 
“What do you want me to say?” 
“To most people it looks like you and Alex feel...shall I say...an unusual connection to the
Guiscard family and to a knight who served them.” 
When Shakira didn’t respond, Esme leaned in. “I’m begging you, if there’s something
you’re not telling me about Stephen, please don’t hold it back. I won’t care for him any less.” 
With a trembling hand, Esme sipped her coffee, half-relieved she had the courage to ask Shakira for answers and half-worried she would call her bonkers and kick her out of the cottage. “I need the truth.” 
“What do you think is the truth?” 
“He hasn’t suffered a psychotic break. I can’t even begin to explain how or why but some
way the real medieval knight, Stephen Palmer, has come forward in time.” 
Shakira stared at the phone, took a deep breath and sighed. When she finally looked up, 
she fixed her gaze on the wall. After a long minute Shakira turned to Esme. “I will tell you what you need to know about Stephen. As to the rest regarding the Baron Guiscard, our living here, and the knight in the picture who resembles Alex, that’s personal and not open to discussion.” 
Shakira got up, removed the coffee cups, poured two glasses of wine, and handed Esme a
goblet. “Some truths go better with a drink.” 
“That means I’m right.” 
Shakira nodded. “He’s the medieval Stephen Palmer.” 
They both took a large swallow of wine. Esme let the information settle into her mind. She
didn’t say anything because she couldn’t. There’s no easy response to the impossible becoming a reality. 
“Are you all right?” Shakira asked. 
“As all right as I can be.” 
“Quite the shock. It’s a lot to take in.” 
“That it is. I’ve harbored a suspicion for a while. The painting added fuel to my suspicions
but to hear them actually confirmed...wow.” 
Shakira spent the next few minutes talking about the news article that mentioned Stephen
was a patient at a French hospital. She told of Alex and Ian returning with him. Information Esme knew. 
“No, no. You need to tell me the medieval part. He claimed Alex is Guy Guiscard, the
baron he served. Is it for the reason I think?” Esme prodded, confident Shakira knew what she
meant. She threw the question out in hopes Shakira might have a change of heart and fill in the gaps regarding her own situation. She was tempted to say, I know at some point you went back
in
time. Stephen spoke of the songs you had him sing for Guy’s
birthday. 
“You asked about Stephen. As I told you, Alex and I, are off the table.” 
“What did he say about this...this...beaming forward?” 
“He told Alex and Ian that he crawled away from the French knight that struck him. 
Arthur, his horse, nudged him and Stephen tried but couldn’t rise. He thought he was dying. Then, the next thing he knew, a Frenchman spoke to him and said there was no battle, no war, and his
wife called an ambulance. After much handling by other Frenchmen, he was taken to the
hospital.” 
Esme considered how people who traveled through time in the movies acted. None of the
characters faced whatever alien time or world they arrived at blind. They all had the advantage of sight to help them adjust to their environment. Admiration surged within her for Stephen’s handling of his situation. She didn’t think she’d handle it a tenth as well. 
When it initially occurred, he had to have been terribly frightened, and how odd that the
Frenchman of this world didn’t say anything about Stephen’s horse. 
“If Arthur was close enough to nudge Stephen, he was likely beamed here too. So, if he
wasn’t in the immediate area when Stephen was found, where was he? Where could a horse
wander off to and not be seen and where is he now?” 
“Ooh, good question,” Shakira’s brows arched with the suggestion. “I’ll have Alex look
into the matter.” 
“At least, only Stephen and perhaps Arthur traveled forward. Can you imagine the French
knight and his comrades running around, jabbering in middle French and threatening folks with
swords?” 
“Thank God, that didn’t happen. Everyone would’ve gone to the looney bin, Stephen
included.” 
Esme considered what scant facts they had. Obviously, the rip in time didn’t remain open
for long. People being deposited, appearing out of thin air from another century would prompt a major investigation. Worse, a panic. Nor could that particular spot have a reputation for sweeping people away. Logically, a rip in the fabric of time could just as easily take modern people to
another place, the future even. If others disappeared, no one would go near, including the
Frenchman who discovered Stephen. He’d never have lingered close to him. The openings must
be sporadic in addition to short lived. How many of these existed? There’s a worrisome thought. 
“Do you have any idea what triggers these, for lack of a better description, doors through
time?” 
“No idea. If there’d been a lightning storm, I might suggest it created a super conductor. 
But no storm like that occurred that day,” Shakira said. “I asked—” She paused. “I looked it up.” 
“Why did you think lightning might trigger this time door?” 
“Lightning is a pretty powerful force. Why not think it might be that?” Shakira asked. 
“Last year I had a talk with Dr. Oliver Gordon. He’s the physicist conducting experiments in time travel on the nearby land Alex donated. He mentioned something called super lightning.” Shakira waved a dismissive hand and added, “Doesn’t matter as it didn’t occur the day of the battle.” 
“Maybe I should talk to Dr. Gordon.” 
“No, don’t do that. He’s a sciencie guy. If you go to him with a bunch of questions, in
return he’s going to ask more than he answers of yours.” 
“Good point.” 
#
When he came home from his lesson, Esme greeted Stephen at the door with a deep kiss. 
“I would gladly go out and come back a hundred times, were I guaranteed the same
welcome with each,” he said after she broke the kiss off. 
She grazed his lips with a light, soft kiss and stepped from his embrace. She took his small
duffle bag with his towel, a few toiletries, sandals he wore in the locker room and set it on the floor. Then, she led him by the hand into the drawing room. “We have to talk.” 
“Very well.” 
The easy agreement brought the flash of a smile to her. He had to be the only man in the
western world who didn’t view the words we have
to talk with dread. 
“I believe you,” she said as he joined her on the sofa. 
“You believe me...what? I don’t understand.” 
“I believe you’ve come forward in time. That you are Stephen Palmer, medieval knight
who somehow during battle found himself transported in time.” 
Only Stephen’s chest rose and fell as he sat still as stone, silent. Where was the
enthusiasm she anticipated when she played out this scene in her head? After telling him in the past that he wasn’t a time traveler, never hiding her doubt when he spoke of his medieval life, she thought he’d be incredibly happy with her news. She expected a grand response, a big display of gratitude for starters. If she’d told him they ran out of his favorite jam, she’d get this dull reaction. 
He removed his shoes, relaxed against the sofa back and propped his bare feet onto the
coffee table. 
“What changed?” he asked, simply. 
“Little things you said and did that made me wonder,” Esme said, resigned to the fact her
grand scene wasn’t going to happen. “I started to look for answers. The more I investigated the more questions I had.” 
“And?” 
“My investigation led to Canterbury where there’s a painting of the Black Prince at Crecy. 
It’s the day he conferred knighthood on the soldiers who fought in his column. You and Alex are in it. You’re kneeling before the prince, and Alex is standing behind you.” 
“You’re sure it’s me?” 
“Yes, it’s a very youthful you, but you’re easily recognizable, even down to the bleeding
wound on your chin.” 
He ran his thumb over the scar. “The moment is still vivid in my memory.” A pensive
expression crossed his face. “’Tis a great weight to be thought mad when you are not. Now, I am at last free of the burden.” He bent, touched his fingertips to her face and found her lips with his to give her a tender kiss. “Thank you for believing.” 
He sat back and crossed his arms looking akin to a genie from a bottle in his tee-shirt and
sockless feet. A slow grin spread across his face. 
“What are you thinking?” Esme asked. 
“This painting—I’m immortalized now, yes?” 
Esme hadn’t given that aspect any thought but she’d have to say, yes. “In your own way, 
yes, as long as the painting survives.” 
“I like it...being immortalized.” He turned to her and said, “Strange that all it took to
convince you was a painting and a few odd bits of information? I suspect there’s more to your
change of heart.” 
“I was ninety-nine percent certain but wanted to be one-hundred percent. After I saw the
painting, I went to Shakira and begged her to be honest about what she knew.” Esme used the last to segue into a question about Shakira and Alex. “She confirmed your past.” 
She’d planned on cautiously leading up to the subject of them having time traveled. That
plan didn’t survive her extreme curiosity. “Shakira refused to discuss it but I know she and Alex were caught in some kind of time warp too. From the painting, I also know that Alex is Guy
Guiscard and you told me about singing for Shakira.” 
“Yes, he’s Guy, please don’t ask me to tell you how he became Alex Lancaster. He
explained it to me, but I don’t really grasp how it all occurred.” 
“The thing is: he somehow came forward but not from the battlefield like you because he
died there.” 
“Right.” 
“Weird. What about her? Since Shakira wasn’t at the battle, she went from modern
England, to your time. I wonder where the shift occurred.” 
“Not far from here on an old road to the castle in the area Alex gave to Dr. Gordon for
research.” 
“Do you think the portal or whatever it’s called could open again?” Esme asked alarmed
at the prospect. 
He shrugged. “I hope not. But I wouldn’t go near it just in case. Time travel is Gordon’s
area of expertise, if it opens, let him handle the consequences.” 
Chapter Thirty-Two
London, four weeks later:
“Shakira, did you get what I sought?” Stephen asked. 
“Yes.” She handed him the square box. 
He felt all around the square, running the ribbon between his fingers. “Good, you wrapped
it with a satin tie. Ladies like ribbon. The paper is pretty, I assume.” 
“I followed your instructions to a tee.” 
Backstage at The Graham Norton Show, the Green Room was filled with Stephen’s
friends: Alex, Shakira, Miranda, Ian, and of course, Esme. They’d come to wish him well and join him afterward for a private celebration. He hadn’t won on Britain’s Got Talent. He didn’t place in the top five contestants, although he was told the audience gave him a standing ovation. Alex said winning them over was more important than winning over the judges. The Jools Holland’s
audience gave him an equally enthusiastic response, cheering and applauding loud and long. 
“I took a peek out front,” Esme said as she came into the Green Room. “People are lined
up all the way to the end of the block waiting to get in.” She stepped close and fiddled with
Stephen’s tie. “Look at you.” 
She’d taken him shopping before he made his appearances. He bought three suits, which
she had tailored for him along with six dress shirts and ties. He’d told her he didn’t much care for bright colors. She’d followed his wishes. The shirts were dark blue, dark grey, white, and black. 
There’d been a minor kerfuffle over ties. She insisted on flashy ones to add interest to his somber outfits. He gave in when she told him he needed to look like an entertainer and not an undertaker. 
“You’re positively dishy,” Esme said, resting warm hands on his chest. 
“Dishy? 
“Good enough to eat.” 
“There are times I could gobble Ian up,” Miranda chimed. 
“I know. Alex is like a decadent, two-legged, sticky toffee pudding,” Shakira added. 
“Sticky toffee pudding? Really? I prefer to think of myself as a decadent rum baba cake.” 
“I don’t know what kind of dessert I am,” Ian said, “I do know I’m holding Miranda to the
gobble me part later.” 
Stephen clasped Esme’s hand and turned it up and then pulled the box from his coat
pocket. “For you.” He laid the box on her palm. 
“Pretty ribbon. I’m going to save it and put it in my journal with the first rose you gave
me.” 
There was a tiny pop of the tape coming off followed by the soft rustle of paper. 
“L’air Du Temps, you remembered the name of my perfume.” She wrapped her arms
around him and nuzzled his neck. 
“How could I not, milady. ‘ The air of time,’ is it not suited to us?” he whispered in her ear. 
Someone knocked and the door opened. 
“Hello, hello. Nice to see you again, Alex.” 
“Hello, Nigel.” 
“Introduce me.” 
Alex introduced the man and said he was the stage director. Stephen extended his hand
when Alex got to him. Nigel shook it and asked. “Do you prefer to have one of the crew lead you to the conversation area or would you rather have one of your friends?” 
“Esme will.” Stephen reached an arm out to where he believed she stood, and she stepped
into it. 
“Don’t blame you. She’s far lovelier than my backstage lads. Show starts in five minutes. 
My assistant will come for you when you’re to make your entrance. One more thing, I like to
announce any future tour dates you have scheduled. Do you have any?” 
“He does,” Alex interjected. “He’s opening for Paul McCartney on his holiday tour next
month.” 
“I am. I didn’t know,” Stephen said. 
“We sealed the deal today. I was going to surprise you with the news later this evening.” 
“Do you want to write down the locations?” Alex asked. 
“Tell me. I’ll remember and have them put on a cue card for Graham.” 
“Christmas week, starting the 21st, they’re playing at: the Liverpool Cathedral, York
Minister, Ely Cathedral, Canterbury on Christmas Eve, and St. Paul’s on Christmas day. 
Then they hop over to France and starting the 27th, will play five more cathedrals: Bayeux, 
Rouen, St. Etienne, Chartres, and St. Chappelle.” 
“Wonderful settings. Can dates and times be found on your website?” Nigel asked. 
“Yes, they were posted today,” Alex said. 
“See you in a wee bit, Stephen.” Nigel left the room. 
“The holiday tour is short but gives you a taste of what to expect on a tour,” Alex said. 
“We’ve received appearance offers from several countries, including the States, which is a huge opportunity. If you’re interested, Esme, Shakira can show you how to handle the bookings.” 
“I’d love to learn.” 
“Rather strange returning to France, especially to Limoges where St. Etienne is. We went
through there shortly before reaching Poitiers,” Stephen told Esme. He smiled and continued, “The prince strongly encouraged the priests at cathedral to surrender their casks of wine. They wisely agreed. I understand it was very fine wine indeed.” 
“Two things you’ll never see, a skinny priest or one drinking rot gut wine,” Alex said with
a sarcastic tone. 
The comment raised another grin from Stephen. Guy never cared for churchmen. His
friend may have changed names and time periods but not attitude. 
Stephen turned to Esme who’d looped her arm through the crook of his elbow. “You’ll
come with me on these tours, won’t you?” 
“It would my pleasure.” 
“What does the tie you chose for tonight look like?” 
“White with pink polka dots.” A giggle vibrated through her and he knew she was making
sport of him. He’d agreed to her flashy ties but forbidden any with silly spots. “It’s white and gold paisley print. Not to worry, you’re stylin’ Mr. Palmer.” 
#
While they toured England, Marchand had seen a man who called himself Stephen Palmer
on the Jools Holland show on his hotel television. The man was several inches taller than Holland, about the same height he guessed the English knight at Poitiers was. Although he never saw the Englishman without his helm, this Palmer was blind and carried scars around the eyes. He looked the approximate age as the majority of the knights both the English and French fielded the day of battle. When Holland asked why no one heard of Palmer sooner, Palmer claimed he’d
been out of the country, in France of all places, for months, and prior to that he didn’t pursue a singing career. To Marchand’s mind, singer Palmer had too much in common with knight Palmer
to be ignored. 
As the end of the month approached, the BBC ran promotional footage for the Graham

Norton Show mentioning Palmer’s appearance tonight. Marchand smiled when the announcer
named the guests and pictures of them came onto the television screen. Palmer was the first guest in the evening’s program. Marchand asked Veronique to find out where the Norton show was
located, which she did. The company of re-enactors was performing late in the day in the area
adjacent to the gardens at Hampton Court Palace. By a stroke of good fortune, the palace was
near London. Immediately after their jousting performance ended, Marchand hired a taxi to take
him to the city. He brought only his dagger, confident that the weapon was sufficient for getting Palmer to come with him. 
The taxi let him off at the end of the block. He began to grow concerned as he came up
the sidewalk towards the theatre. A large crowd of people formed up between the building and a
velvet rope. He understood they, like him, wanted inside. The line moved fast and he joined it at the rear. The people in front of him held tickets like those used to gain entry to their re-enacting demonstrations, which they showed a man at the door. Marchand didn’t have any documents to
show, but he had money to offer the man. That morning, he’d made certain to exchange a stack
of euros for English pounds. 
“Ticket please,” the man at the door said when Marchand reached him. 
“I have better.” Marchand tried to hand the man a twenty pound note. 
“You can’t buy your way in. We run a full house every night. You had to have written
ahead and requested a ticket for the show tonight.” 
“I do not need to sit if that is your worry. I can stand and watch. Here take this and let me
in.” Marchand shoved the bill in the man’s direction. 
“Look mate, I’ll not tell you again. Put your money away and give me a ticket or get out of
line. You’re holding up everyone behind you.” 
“My money is good. I obtained it from a London bank.” 
“I don’t give a bull’s bullocks where you got it. Your money is not good here. Now bugger
off.” 
The arrogant ass’s nose presented a tempting target. Marchand flexed his fist and fought
temptation knowing how satisfying the man’s blood on his knuckles would feel. He stepped aside. 
No point in pushing the issue. He’d seen many blue-suited men who carried clubs like the ones
carried by the security men in the French hospital. The blue-suited men in England were obviously some sort of security too. They’d no doubt be happy to lock up a Frenchman in some smelly cell
with drunkards and thieves. 
Before he left the area, Marchand stopped to speak to two young women still in line. “This
show, does it broadcast live?” 
The plumper of the two said, “No, the next sixty minutes will be recorded and broadcast
later this evening.” 
“Thank you.” Marchand left. He bought beer and a battered fish meal and fried potatoes
from what they called a chippie. It galled him, but he had to give the English credit. They did produce a tasty fish and chip combo. He grabbed a bottle of Fuller’s from the cooler and headed for a park he’d passed. 
In an hour, he’d return to the studio and wait for Palmer to exit. Once he got his hands on
the man, he’d question him about Poitiers. If he was the knight Palmer, Marchand had to devise a way to drag him back to the site of the battle. Transporting the man presented a major difficulty. 
When doing heaven’s work, the task was never easy. The relocation issue tested Marchand’s
ingenuity. Threat of death seemed the most viable. When Palmer realized who was behind the
threat, the bitter memory of what happened the first time they met would encroach and courage
would fail him. In France, he’d force Palmer to execute his demands. The blind man couldn’t
defend himself against a foe with sight and who possessed the Lord’s blessing. God entrusted he alone, Roger Marchand, with the duty of saving France from defeat. The greatest honor a mortal
can receive and he’d not fail. The devil’s minion had to open the time portal again. 
#
Marchand hid in the shadow of a doorway across the alley from the BBC’s rear entrance. 
A burp tasting of malt vinegar spurt out of him. He waved away the sour smell that lingered by his face. The malted vinegar chips tasted good going down the first time. The gaseous revisit he could do without. 
A man in a grey uniform and what Marchand now knew was a radio hanging from his belt
along with the ever present club, opened the rear door and held it open. Light from inside
illuminated the people exiting and the immediate area of the alley near the door. 
An attractive redhead in a scarlet-red coat had her arm looped through Palmer’s and led
him outside. They stopped a few feet away from the door. Their heads nearly touching, they
talked low to each other as they stood in the alleyway. Momentary curiosity about their
relationship passed through Marchand’s thoughts. Was she Palmer’s woman? Probably. 
Veronique was prettier. 
His thoughts returned to the problem at hand. The woman’s unexpected presence ruined
Marchand’s initial plan. He slid his dagger from his boot and deliberated possible ways to separate the two. The method couldn’t rouse the woman’s suspicions or she’d scream for help. A struggle
with Palmer had to be avoided. 
The redhead drew her arm from the crook of Palmer’s elbow but kept hold of his hand. 
She ran the fingers of her free hand through his hair and chatted with him. Whatever she said
made him laugh, and he pulled her close for an embrace. 
Their interaction offered a solution for Marchand’s problem. While shielding the dagger
along the inside of his arm, he’d calmly approach Palmer and identify himself with the simple, “I am the black panther on the field of orange.” 
If he had the right Palmer, that one line would prove it. The English knight would know the
heraldic emblem of the man who blinded him. Marchand displayed the badge of his family with
pride on his shield and Conquerant’s caparison. 
Once Palmer realized who stood next to him, Marchand would say he wanted to speak to
him alone. When Palmer stepped away, he’d let him feel the sharp blade of his dagger and inform him, “You have a choice. Cooperate and come along with me now or your woman will feel the
sting of my blade next. Make up some excuse why you have to go.” He’d never harm a woman, 
of course, but Palmer didn’t know that. “Know this English pig, if you try to alert her, when I’m done with you, I’ll hunt her down,” he’d warn. “She will never be the same when I am finished.” 
The plan wasn’t without fault, but it was the best he could come up with on the spur of the
moment. All his previous plans, all the scenarios he ran in his head, they faced each other one on one. No superfluous people were involved. 
The uniformed man drew the door closed. Dagger in hand, Marchand inched forward only
to retreat back into the shadows as the door opened again and two well-dressed, dark-haired
women came out followed by two men. 
The redhead released her hold on Palmer and the other women took turns hugging him. 
“You were fabulous,” the woman with shoulder length brown hair said. 
“I love your version of Nat King Cole’s classic, I Remember You.  I’ve always liked that song,” the second woman with long, straight, black hair said. 
“Thank you, both of you. I must confess. I did not choose the Nat King Cole song on my
own. Alex suggested it. He told me you were fond of it.” 
Marchand cocked his head and listened close to Palmer’s voice. That day at Poitiers, he’d
spoken one word when he stopped crawling in the grass... Arthur. The horse had nuzzled the knight trying to rouse his master. And when the knight said the name, the horse nickered and
nudged the man harder, the clear bond between the two evident. 
The wounded knight hadn’t said enough for Marchand to compare to this Palmer. From
time to time, between English invasions, Marchand had the occasion to conduct business with
some of them. He’d also been present during interrogations of English deserters. The majority, 
both tradesmen and deserters, often spoke with different accents depending on where they made
their home. Neither the knight, nor this man, spoke with a heavy regional accent. Another
commonality they had. 
The redhead took Palmer’s arm again. “Where are we headed?” 
The man who wrapped his arm around the straight-haired woman said, “Tamarind
restaurant. I told the limo driver to bring the car around.” 
A long, sleek black vehicle with darkened windows pulled up. A man in a suit exited the
driver’s side and came around to the rear passenger door. 
“Mr. Lancaster, ladies,” he said and stepping to the side, held the door open. 
Marchand found it rather interesting two men accompanied the blind man this night—just
as two men had come for the knight Palmer in the hospital. 
After the group departed, Marchand hailed a taxi to take him back to his hotel near
Hampton Court Castle. He knew the name of one of the other men connected to this Palmer, 
which might prove useful. He’d watch the broadcast of the show to see if there was anything else he might glean. 
#
Graham Norton came out, made some funny observations, teased the audience and then
announced the guests. Palmer was third. The redhead Marchand saw in the alley led him to the
sofa. Palmer extended his hand and the other two guests shook it, and then Norton shook his hand and welcomed him to the show. Once he was seated, they discussed his previous appearances. 
“On Britain’s Got Talent you told the judge’s panel you suffered a serious accident while in France that resulted in your blindness,” one of the female guests said. “And because of the
blindness, you could no longer work your previous job and decided to pursue a singing career.” 
“Yes.” 
Blinded by an accident, there—in France—“Yes,” Marchand shouted, and raised a fist. “I
finally found you.” 
“What was your previous profession?” she asked. 
Palmer glanced over toward the area where he walked onto the stage. Marchand thought
he might bolt like a startled deer in the forest. He wished Palmer would run just so he could see the devil’s man stumble and no doubt fall cane or no cane. 
“I...I...I worked with steel,” Palmer said. 
“Not sure what you mean but kudo’s to you for reinventing yourself and entering a new
career. Having had your sight and suddenly losing it, many people wouldn’t adjust as well.” 
“There are days I haven’t either,” he said with a smile. “But I’m getting better at it. I’ve
learned to think of my blindness as a disadvantage not a disability.” 
Norton announced the songs Palmer would sing and assisted him to the center of the
stage. 
Marchand took a swig of beer not listening to Palmer sing. How could he get to him? He
lifted his eyes to heaven. “Lord grant me a way to bring him to France.” 
The entreaty was barely off his lips when God answered his prayer. As Norton started to
close the show he announced a tour Palmer was scheduled on with someone called Paul
McCartney. The dates and places were listed on Palmer’s website. Veronique showed Marchand
how to use a computer. The hotel offered the mysterious wifi system. Marchand found the
keyboard in the dresser drawer and brought the site up on the television in his hotel room. To his delight, the tour was headed to France at the end of December. 
Marchand held his bottle of beer up. “Til we meet again,” he said to Palmer’s picture on
the site. 
Chapter Thirty-Three
Esme watched from the door as Stephen ran the razor one last pass under his jaw and
then switched it off. “I sense the presence of a lovely lady.” 
“What gave me away? I’m not wearing perfume.” She’d only finished her shower a few
minutes earlier and still wore only a towel. She stepped behind Stephen, slid her arms around his waist and kissed his shoulder, eliciting a low, guttural moan from him. “I’m not wearing much of anything at all. Hint. Hint.” 
Stephen reached behind and ran a hand down her thigh. “’Tis a small bathroom but the air
is no longer moist and warm with steam. The heat from your hot shower yet rolls off your body
and I could feel it as I shaved. Tell me, why do you watch me do such a menial task? That is not a complaint by the way,” he quickly added. “You may gaze upon me all you wish... and more.” 
She bent and kissed the base of his spine then slipped her hands under the towel he’d tied
around himself. “Shaving is such a masculine thing.” She thumbed the cheeks of his butt. “You
look so sexy. Feet spread like a Viking, head tilting this way and that as you stroke away the
night’s stubble.” 
“You should’ve seen me when I could use my dagger,” he said and turned. Aroused, he
tugged at his towel so it fell to the floor. Then he eased back against the sink surround and pulled her closer. 
Esme climbed on top of the surround and straddled him, her towel dropping to her hips as
she did. 
“The phallic appeal of the sight might have done me in,” she said as he slipped inside her. 
“I don’t know what a phallic is,” he said, breathing harder. “I know other ways to do you
in. Like this.” He pressed her hips tighter to him and pushed deeper into her. 
“Oh God...” A tiny whimper escaped her. “Just like that.” 
He skimmed the sensitive underside of her breasts with his fingertips, then cupped them in
his palms. “What delicious fruit I hold. Firm as a sweet apples, yet like ripe peaches, soft enough to give under the press of my lips.” 
“No more talk,” Esme whispered. 
When they came up for air, they’d fogged the mirror and both dripped sweat. “We’ll need
to shower again,” Stephen said and wiggled his brows. 
Esme climbed off him. “Sadly, that’s all we get to do again. Alex and Shakira will be here
at noon and I have to pack.” 
“Pity.” 
#
“Done,” Esme said and closed the suitcase. 
Stephen edged her aside and ran his hands over the binding of the case. “I feel like a royal
traveling with such a large piece of baggage. I’ve always been able to put everything I own, 
excluding my armor and what was on my back, in my saddle bags.” 
“We are sharing the case. Half, well more than half, is filled with my clothes. But it’s not
an unusual size by today’s standards. The majority of people who travel have a case this big.” 
“Amazing.” He gave a little shake of his head. “That ordinary folks own enough to fill this. 
Such luxury.” 
The assessment reminded her of the world he came from. In the course of the day, doing
common things, she sometimes forgot how different his frame of reference was compared to
everyone else’s. For most folks in his time, every day was a struggle to see enough food on the table to feed their families with some extra to store for the harsh winter. Feed had to be gathered and stockpiled to see the animals not going to market through to spring, when they could graze
again. Prayers were mumbled on Sunday services that illness didn’t take those in the house able to work the fields. Extra clothing was way down on the list of needs. 
“Alex said they live in the borough of Kensington and that it is part of London. I don’t
know this place. Where is it?” Stephen asked, dragging her thoughts back to the present. 
“It’s not far from what is now Parliament, which you knew as Westminster Palace. The
area is busy-busy and super crowded but one of the most fashionable.” 
Stephen sat at the foot of the bed. “Londoners lived on top of each other in my day too. I
liked visiting the palace on the few occasions I accompanied Guy to London. But I wouldn’t like living there all the time and in the close quarters that surrounded the palace.” 
“Thankfully, crowded as the city is now, from what I’ve read it’s far from as bad as
centuries ago. What did you think when you were there for your television appearances?” 
“I knew from walking around development of the city went far beyond what my
imagination could conceive. I felt the energy, the activity and hurry of those around me, but I wasn’t disturbed by it. In my time, the activity was not so easy or pleasant to find your way
through.” He smiled and said, “for one thing, London smells much better now. There isn’t the
potent scent of urine everywhere.” 
“Trust me, there are parts of the city that still reek.” 
“The stinky parts of the city today cannot compare. Animals are not butchered in the
street, foulings of all manner are not heaved from windows, the dead and dying are not left
unattended in alleys and doorways.” 
“You win the icky era contest. I can guarantee you’ll like Kensington. We’re not far from
Hyde Park and shops and restaurants.” 
“I will mourn the loss of our privacy.” 
“Not to worry. I believe Alex is of the same mind. He owns the building and we are on the
floor above his flat. We have the whole upstairs living area to ourselves.” 
Esme set the suitcase on the floor and sat next to Stephen. She brushed the damp hair that
fell onto his forehead back. “Are you nervous about going on tour? You haven’t said much.” 
“No. I sang on Guy’s birthday when the great hall was filled. I don’t see how singing for a
crowd in a cathedral is much different. Paul seems a jolly fellow and I’m assured he’ll have me well-rehearsed.” 
Funny how he shifted from century to century when he talked. He spoke of the man from
this world he knew as Alex with the same ease as he spoke of Guy, the man he served so long
ago. She admired how he’d adjusted. For her part, she hadn’t quite come to terms with him as a
time traveler. It was simpler not to think about it too much. 
“You haven’t said anything, but how are Alex’s inquiries regarding Arthur going?” she
asked. 
His shoulders lifted a fraction then fell and he turned to her. “As I expected, there’s
nothing to indicate he came through with me.” 
Alex had contacted the Frenchman who found Stephen and he confirmed he saw no horse
or evidence of a horse having been there. Alex also contacted the neighborhood church. If a
strange horse was discovered in the immediate area, the local priest would surely have heard. He spoke with a Sister Catherine who said no such animal was seen. A stranger who stayed at the
church a couple of months ago asked about a stable. But she stressed how poor he was and no
way could he afford a horse. She assumed he sought a job at the stable. 
“I’m sorry.” Esme glanced over at the clock. “I know what will take your mind off the
disappointing results.” 
“What?” 
Esme started to tell him but changed her mind. “It’s a surprise.” 
#
Stephen’s strong attachment to Arthur got Esme thinking about a Seeing Eye dog for him. 
Whenever Owen brought his big sheepdog to the stable, Stephen enjoyed playing tug with Sydney
or throwing her ball for fetch. With Stephen’s fondness for animals, a Seeing Eye dog would be
perfect for him. 
She’d talked with a woman from the foundation that handled the fostering and training of
the puppies. The woman told Esme a young black lab was with his foster family not far from
where they were. The woman told her, “You’re welcome to visit them and the dog.” 
Esme called ahead. When she pulled up, the family was waiting for them in the front yard
while their son played with the dog. The boy stopped his play and brought the dog over to where his parents stood. They had the dog stand still while the wife put a vest onto the lab indicating he was a service animal. 
“Where are we?” Stephen asked after he got out of the car. 
“You’re here to maybe meet a friend who’ll be your best buddy, if you get along.” 
After introductions, the woman explained what the training consisted of for both dog and
owner. There were rules for both in proper handling. 
When she finished, she introduced the Labrador to Stephen. “This is Sammy. He’s almost
eighteen months old and will be ready for specialized training soon.” 
“Sammy will be a Seeing Eye Dog,” Esme explained before Stephen asked. “He’s your
eyes in public to help keep you safe. He sees what your cane and senses miss.” 
“May I pet him?” Stephen asked. 
“Certainly.” 
Sammy was still on the excitable side but so was Stephen. He knelt on one knee and for a
few mad moments the two exchanged rubs, and ear scratches, and licks until the wife instructed
Sammy to calm down. The command worked on Stephen too. 
“What do you think, Mr. Palmer? Do you feel Sammy might be a good match for you?” 
the husband asked as Stephen stood. “You’ll also receive special training.” 
Stephen looked to Esme. “I think we’ll be great partners, but are you fine with this? He’s
going to be a large part of your life too.” 
She put her hand out for Sammy to sniff. “I love dogs. I think Sammy will be perfect for
both of us.” 
Stephen smiled and wrapped an arm around her waist. “Esme will give the foundation our
information. We’ll be away for a few weeks but will return by the second week of January.” 
“Great,” the wife said and then asked, “weren’t you on Graham Norton last month?” 
His face brightened, the surprise at being recognized brought the flash of a smile. “Yes.” 
“I thought so. I loved your version of Something,  the old Beatles song. The Shirley
Bassey version was my favorite until I heard yours.” 
“Thank you. You’re very kind.” 
They said their goodbyes and left. Once in the car, Stephen turned to Esme. “Is that what
it means to be a star? People knowing who you are without having met before?” 
“That’s exactly what it means along with many other perks, like the best seat in
restaurants, early boarding on planes, invitations to all kinds of parties and whatnot,” she told him, and started the car. 
He’d listened with a bland expression seemingly unimpressed with the list of perks. Made
sense. The few times they’d been in a restaurant, Stephen’s interest revolved around the food. 
That it always came tasty and fresh never ceased to impress him. His only plane ride was in a
private jet Alex hired. He knew nothing of how the different cabins compared on commercial
flights or the aggravation of finding available bin space. She’d no idea if he liked parties. He’d never spoken about one other than entertaining at the birthday party. 
“Why are these perks necessary?” he asked. 
“They’re not. They just make things more comfortable.” 
“If you like them, then I like them.” 
He pulled his wallet from his jacket pocket and took a card out. Esme glanced over and
saw him fingering the Braille schedule for his tour. 
“Does it bother you to return to France?” she asked, her eyes back on the road. 
“As we are no longer at war, no.” 
Out of the corner of her eye she noticed he still fingered the card. 
“My first appearance is at the cathedral in Rouen.” 
“So? You look like you hate the place. If I remember my history correctly, you didn’t
campaign there. The siege of Rouen was long after your time.” Since he was McCartney’s
opening act, he’d soldier on, bad feelings aside, but surely if he disliked the place, he’d have shared his feelings with her. “What’s the deal with you and Rouen?” 
“It is in the Province of Normandy. The French noble who blinded me was a Norman
Count. This is what you told me.” 
“He is or rather was. I don’t understand why this troubles you. He’s long gone.” 
“If we have time, I’d like to find where he’s buried.” 
“Why? Where are you going with this?” 
“I’d enjoy pissing on his grave.” She turned in time to see the wicked smile on his face. 
“It’s the least I can do,” he said. 
Chapter Thirty-Four
France
Marchand watched the cathedral entrance from inside a café across the road. How
convenient the Englishman’s first appearance was in Normandy. Marchand knew the city of
Rouen well. He’d traveled there on business many times. In his day, the city was known for its
large wool market. After the season’s shearing, he brought a half dozen wagons filled with bales from his large herd of sheep. 
He’d arrived too late to see if Palmer traveled with anyone other than the red-haired
woman. The threat to harm her would convince Palmer to comply with Marchand’s demand to
accompany him alone. If one or both of the other couples had come, his alternate plan was to
follow the Englishman to whatever inn he stayed at and steal him away from there. 
“Are you using this?” The nun indicated the chair next to him. “We are three and you are
one,” she said and gestured to a table with two other nuns. None looked young and one looked old enough to have served wine to John the Baptist. 
Marchand was surprised they brought the elderly one out in the chill night air. “The chair is
yours, of course. Allow me to take it to the table for you.” 
He moved the chair and returned to waiting. With no idea how long the performance
lasted, he sipped his wine, not wanting to drink too much. 
Over an hour passed before the main archway doors to the cathedral opened. Marchand
left several euros on the table and then hurried down the sidewalk toward the cathedral. As he
neared, two black-cassocked priests opened the side doors. The crowd, bundled in fine woolen
coats and furs, poured out the doors. Their laughter and chatter carried to where he was making his way to the church. 
Lights affixed to the ground bathed the ornately carved front of the cathedral. Marchand
gave the immediate area around the entrance a quick scan, searching for a spot outside the bright range of the street lamps and the lights illuminating the church. Across the forecourt of the
building, on the narrow street that paralleled the one where he walked, horse-drawn carriages
lined up at the curb. A few couples availed themselves of the offer for a romantic ride through the nearby park. He considered using the carriages as cover but disregarded the idea. More than
likely, they’d limit his view of the entrance. Straight ahead he saw a large, gnarled oak that would provide him the cover he needed with a clear view until Palmer stepped into sight. 
Long minutes went by with no sign of Palmer. He wished he could move around to get his
blood flowing and ward off some of the raw cold. His feet felt like bricks of ice stuck to the
frozen ground. 
“I can only wonder My Lord God if you are not a man but a bitter bitch.” Marchand
removed his gloves and warmed his hands with his breath—then held his palms to the tips of his
ears. 
The effort helped little and was short-lived. A dozen times he thought to abandon his post
and return to the comforting warmth of the room where he stayed. A dozen times he questioned
the Lord’s determination to make a miserable failure of his quest. Not once had the Lord given
him the benefit of advantage. To succeed in doing God’s bidding, he’d had to search for the
Englishman, first in France, then England. When he found Palmer in London, did God grant him a
true opportunity to capture the Englishman? No. The man had surrounded himself with two able
bodied men and three women. Now the Lord forced him to freeze. 
One of the tall men he’d seen with Palmer outside the London television studio appeared
with the same black-haired woman. They stopped at the side of the portico. At last, Palmer and
the redhead came out. A cluster of adoring men and women encircled them while others trailed
behind. All strived to speak with the Englishman. The redhead looped her arm in the crook of his elbow and guided him down the stairs of the church. Palmer smiled and replied to questions and
comments out of Marchand’s hearing. The man and woman who accompanied Palmer said their
goodbyes and left. Finally, Palmer’s woman eased the Englishman away and walked toward the
line of carriages. 
“No. No. Turn and come this way,” Marchand whispered. 
The couple continued to a carriage drawn by a large, grey horse with a wreath of bells
about his neck. While the woman chatted with the driver, Palmer tapped with his cane and came
around to the front where the horse stood. 
Marchand crept forward where he remained hidden within the shadowed archway of a
cathedral door but near enough to hear part of what was said. 
He heard bits and pieces of the woman and the driver’s conversation but Palmer didn’t
join in the conversation. He stroked the muzzle of the horse and then moved up along the jaw, 
scratching as he did. He cupped the animal’s ear and rubbed. Then he rolled his knuckles over the indent where the horse’s shoulder met his neck. Marchand caught the occasional word Palmer
spoke to the horse, telling him how handsome, and what a strong fellow he was. At one point, 
Palmer held the horse by the bridle and bent, kissing the beast on top of the nose. 
Marchand loved his horse, Conquerant, as much and understood Palmer’s strong
connection. A knight and his mount move as one. In battle, they are a shared soul. As Palmer lay wounded and bleeding on the ground that day at Poitiers, his destrier stayed close, nudging him to rally. Palmer had called him Arthur, perhaps after the fabled English king. Although, Marchand
didn’t believe such a king lived and dismissed the stories as English drivel. 
He focused his hearing back onto Palmer’s woman and the driver. She told him they
wouldn’t be returning to this spot but wanted to be let off on the far side of the park, close to their hotel. 
“Damnation,” Marchand exclaimed in a low voice. All was not lost. He turned and rushed
back toward the café where a taxi stand stood not far. 
The skies opened and freezing rain found its way under the collar of his shirt and ran down
his neck. He pulled his coat tighter and jogged faster. At the end of the block, a taxi with its light on came his direction. Marchand stepped off the sidewalk into the street and raised his hand to hail the driver. As he did, a well-dressed couple, probably part of the cathedral audience, also stepped off the curb. The taxi stopped and the couple climbed inside. 
Another taxi with its light on pulled up to the curb in front of the café. Marchand hopped
into the street again. He had his fingers around the passenger door handle, when another hand
covered his to claim the taxi. It was the nun who asked about the chair. He opened his mouth to tell her he, too, did God’s work and needed the taxi to do so. Before he could say anything, the two other nuns joined the first. The ancient one looked up at him with milky blue eyes and smiled revealing small teeth the color of parchment. 
Rain drenched the other two nuns who used their only umbrella to protect the old one. 
What choice did he have? 
“Let me.” Marchand let go of the handle and relieved the nun holding the umbrella of it. 
He held the cover high and assisted the women into the backseat. Once they were in, he closed
the umbrella, shook off the excess water, slid it behind the feet of the nuns and shut the door. 
As that taxi drove away, he checked both directions. No others were in sight. Without
looking, he stepped back onto the grassy parkway. His foot slipped a bit, like he’d landed in
squishy mud. He looked down. 
Not mud. 
Dog foulings. 
Shoulders sagging with a weary sigh, Marchand wiped the bottom of his shoe off in clean
grass. Disgusted, he thought somewhere in the Underworld, the Devil and his minions were having a rollicking good laugh at his expense. 
Chapter Thirty-Five
Cold to the bone from the walk back, Marchand knocked on Veronique’s door with numb
knuckles. 
“Veronique, it’s me, Roger.” 
“A moment,” she called out. 
On the way to the inn, a mental replay of the evening’s events sparked another idea for
capturing Palmer. According to the tour website, which he’d memorized, the Englishman would
leave for Limoges tomorrow and perform at the Cathedrale Saint Etienne the day after. Palmer
spent a goodly amount of time with the carriage horse. Could he, Marchand, use Palmer’s horse
to lure the man away from the redhead and others? 
Perhaps this was the advantage God finally chose for him. 
The door opened and Veronique waved him inside. “Where have you been?” 
“I had business to attend to.” Piles of Veronique and Mirielle’s clothes were folded and
stacked on the bed by an open suitcases. “Do you plan to stay in Rouen long enough to completely unpack? I thought you intended to see your parents in the east.” 
“I’m not unpacking but packing. My plans have changed. Mirielle and I leave tomorrow
for Lyons.” 
“Lyons? Why?” 
“My husband and I are trying to reconcile.” 
She’d never spoken of her husband so Marchand never thought to ask about him. “What
of Mirielle?” 
That wasn’t the question he wanted to ask. In spite of the fact it shouldn’t matter, he
wanted to ask if Veronique still loved her husband. Part of him wanted to ask had she ever
thought to love another. Why it seemed important, he didn’t know because if all went as planned, he’d be returned to his own time in a couple days. 
“What about her? She adores her father. He wasn’t always a good husband, but he was
always a good father. He deserves the chance to make amends. We can be a family again.” 
“Yes, of course,” Marchand said, feeling hollow, like a man who hadn’t eaten, except he
wasn’t hungry. He’d tried not to dwell on the prospect of failure in his mission. But in his darker moments, he’d had to acknowledge the possibility. In those times, he found solace in the thought of Veronique and Mirielle becoming permanent in his life. Now if he failed, there was no one. 
Like in the past, everyone he ever loved or might’ve loved, left or was taken from him. Once
more, fate emptied him of hope. He turned to leave. 
“Roger, did you need something? You’re soaked to the skin. You must be freezing and
anxious to change into dry clothes, yet you came to my door. Why?” 
At the door, he turned. “I hoped for a ride to Limoges. But, you obviously cannot do it.” 
“I’ll drive you.” She began loading the smaller suitcase with the child’s clothes. “I can go
through Limoges on the way to Lyons. It’s not that far out of the way.” 
She stopped packing and came to him. “Thank you for being so good to Mirielle. She’ll
miss you.” Veronique kissed him on the cheek and returned to packing again. 
“I’ll miss her too. I will miss you both.” He gave her a faint smile that came and went
unseen. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
#
In Limoges, Marchand again waited outside the cathedral. This time he didn’t hide in the
shadows. As in Rouen, when the priests opened the main doors, the audience spilled out in a rush, and the other couple who traveled with Palmer exited first. Then out came Palmer arm-in-arm
with the redhead, the two encircled by a crowd of fans and well-wishers. 
The priests and the man called Paul, whose image appeared on the website with Palmer’s
exited. Paul and the churchmen engaged the couple in conversation. 
Marchand remained to the side until the group surrounding Palmer thinned. Then, he
moved through the gathering that remained and stepped close to the Englishman. 
“We meet again,” he said in a quiet voice. 
Palmer turned in his direction. “Pardon?” 
“We met before a long, long, time ago and not so long ago.” 
Palmer’s brows dipped. “I don’t understand.” 
Marchand glanced over at the redhead who was busy talking with people from the
audience. 
“I am the panther on a sea of orange,” Marchand replied. 
Palmer shook his head. “You speak in riddles. I—” 
“Maybe this will help.” He leaned in close, his mouth at the Englishman’s ear. “I am
literally the last person you saw. We need to speak.” 
He pulled back and waited for the message to make sense. A moment of confusion stole
across the Englishman’s face. Then, as recognition flared, he stiffened and jerked his arm from the woman’s. “Marchand!” 
“You know my name. I’m impressed.” 
“Stephen?” The redhead turned from her conversation. “Is everything alright?” 
Palmer nodded. “Yes. I need a moment with an old friend.” 
His woman gave Marchand an odd look. “I didn’t think you had any friends here in
France.” 
“There are friends and there are friends.  We have an...an event of importance in
common.” He shifted his attention from the woman back to Marchand. “That event 
 aside, why are you here?” 
Marchand paused as he searched for a plausible reason. He offered a half truth. “After I
got over the great shock of what happened to us, and reconciled myself to my new circumstance, 
I realized, for us, the war was over. We now have more in common than we have in differences. 
I went to the hospital and inquired after you, hoping we’d find in this a common ground, a reason not to be enemies. You’d already left. I’ve been looking for you ever since.” The common ground part was true. The search for Palmer was true. All else was rubbish, of course. “I wish to speak with you over a matter of importance. But I prefer we talk in private.” 
The redhead who’d been momentarily distracted by the questions from a couple who’d
been in the audience, returned her attention to he and the Englishman in time to hear the last. 
“What can’t you say in front of me?” 
“Milady, with all due respect, this is a matter between men.” 
“You make it sound like a duel or something.” 
Marchand didn’t answer. 
She hooked her hand through the Englishman’s elbow and turned him. She pressed
forward. “Stephen, I don’t know who this man is to you, but his insistence on secrecy concerns
me.” She said it quietly but loud enough for Marchand to hear
Palmer brought her hands up to his mouth and kissed the back of her fingers. “I am
charmed that you worry for me but I’ll be fine. I shouldn’t be long.” 
“There’s a spot just at the foot of the stairs we can talk. Feel free to hold onto my arm
while we step out of earshot.” 
“I’ll manage with my cane alone.” Palmer went down the stairs without hesitation, and
faster than Marchand expected for a blind man. He stopped at the base. “Be brief. I’d like to get back to my friends. What do you want with me? Have you not done enough?” 
Marchand looked over his shoulder. The couple who traveled with Palmer and the redhead
stood together. The women talked back and forth, watching, the dark-haired one with mild
curiosity. The tall man maintained a casual stance with his hands in his pockets but his focus, like the redhead’s was intent on him and Palmer. 
“I asked a question,” Palmer said. 
“As you can tell, you did not come through the door of time alone. I came as well and I
had company.” He waited a beat as possibilities and questions chased each other across the
Englishman’s face. 
“You loved your warhorse, did you not?” 
“Very much. Why?” 
“He’s stabled not far from here. I can take you to him.” 
Palmer clamped a hand onto Marchand’s forearm. “Arthur lives?” 
“Yes,” Marchand said and peeled Palmer’s hand from his arm. “He came through the
door of time with the two of us and my horse.” 
“No others, just us and our horses?” 
“Yes.” 
He looked again to the group on the portico and gave them an insincere smile that hid his
anxiety. In Rouen, the other couple didn’t linger for a carriage ride. They’d said goodbye to
Palmer and his woman and left by car. He’d hoped for the same here. If so, Marchand thought to
tell Palmer they’d go for a quick visit to the stable and return in the daylight to arrange transport for Arthur. Under those circumstances, he might’ve been able to sway the redhead to stay behind. 
After all, it was dark and cold and this was but a quick reunion between a man and his beloved
horse. Now he had to deal with the presence of the other couple. The dark-haired woman could
be swayed by the redhead, she wasn’t so troubling. The man presented a tougher problem. He’d
never go along with a plan that involved going to the stable at night and Marchand couldn’t blame him. Under most any other circumstance, going to the stable at this hour would be unheard of. The plan had hinged on Palmer’s desire to immediately see the animal he loved. Marchand made a fast readjustment. 
“If you wish, we can meet at your hotel early tomorrow and I will take you to Arthur.” A
good hotel, like where Palmer stayed no doubt, would have taxis available. In little more than an hour taxi ride, they’d be home again. 
“Why are you doing this?” 
“I took your eyesight. I cannot give that back. As a peace offering, reuniting you with your
horse is the best I can do within my power.” 
“I am at the Hotel Mercure Royal Limousin. I’ll be downstairs at 7:00.” 
“’Til tomorrow then.” 
As he reached the top of the stairs, Stephen heard Alex talking to someone several strides
away. Laughter came from the same area and he recognized the sound of Paul and Shakira’s
voices. He started toward the group when Esme linked arms with him. 
He stopped and pulled her to the side. “You’ll never guess who that was.” 
“I have no idea. From his appearance, I’d say maybe a French television actor. I’ve seen
a fair number of French movies and he doesn’t look like anyone in them.” 
“No milady, not even close. I’ll give you a hint. You researched him.” 
Stephen waited while she ran through her list, which was short. 
“It’s not Simon. He’s buried at the ruin. It’s not Guy and Basil. They’re accounted for so
that has to be...oh, my God. That leaves Marchand. He...he came through with you. How the
devil did he go undiscovered?” 
“I didn’t ask. I imagine he hid when he saw the Frenchman start to approach where I lay
on the ground.” 
“Wow, do you think others came through?” 
“I doubt it. Two can go unnoticed but more than that, I think we’d have heard about a
group claiming medieval origins. They did not come completely alone. My horse Arthur, and his
horse, are here too.” 
“But Alex checked. No one in the neighborhood reported seeing a horse.” 
“Marchand must’ve secreted him too when he hid. The point is: tomorrow he’s taking me
to where Arthur is stabled.” 
Paul called out, telling them he was leaving and to please join him for a private dinner at
the home of a friend. Alex said he and Shakira would be in the car. 
“Be there in a minute,” Stephen said. 
“What? Why would you trust Marchand to take you anywhere? You were mortal
enemies. Not to mention that a couple of days ago you wanted to piss on his grave.” 
“Since he is very much alive, the option is taken from me,” Stephen teased. 
Bitterness and resentment toward Alex for the battlefield warning lay buried within him, 
while hatred and anger toward the man who blinded him had never been far from the surface. In
talking to Marchand, the enemy who was no more, the weight of bitterness and anger for both
men lifted. Alex didn’t do anything Stephen wouldn’t have done had he the knowledge to save a
friend’s life. Nor had Marchand done anything but fight for what he believed a just cause. 
“As he pointed out, our battle is over. Our countries have survived to become allies. No
reason why we shouldn’t.” 
“Still—” 
“He’s extended an olive branch and I have accepted,” Stephen said matter-of-factly. 
“I’m coming with you.” 
“No you’re not. I’ve no need for a nursemaid. I can handle arrangement for the transport
of my horse.” 
She gripped the lapels of his overcoat and pressed her forehead to his. “It’s not the horse
part I’m worried about. It’s Marchand alone with you I dislike.” She raised her head from his. 
“Please, at least take Alex.” 
“No. I’m a man capable of dealing with his own affairs. When I know where we’re going, 
I’ll leave a message on your phone.” 
“Stephen, I have a bad feeling about this. I’m pleading with you, let me come.” 
“Please, you’re suffocating me.” He couldn’t keep a straight face when he said it. He
wrapped her in a tight embrace. “I jest.” 
A car honked and Alex yelled out. “Let’s go.” 
“Coming.” 
Chapter Thirty-Six
Stephen pressed his watch. The drive had taken one hour and fifteen minutes. He’d
tracked their direction of travel with the GPS on his watch, which said they drove north by
northwest. The direction the English army had traveled on his last campaign. The battlefield was north by northwest of Limoges, not far outside the city walls of Poitiers. He’d asked, and the
driver told him ninety-six KPH or sixty miles per hour, choose the one
you fancy. 
By Stephen’s calculations they were at or very near the battlefield. How could a stable sit
so close and no one have seen his horse? “How did Arthur end up stabled here?” he asked
Marchand after getting out of the car. “A friend looked into the matter. Arthur was nowhere to be seen the night I was taken to the hospital nor the next day.” 
“I hid in the forest with him in tow until the medics drove away and the crowd dispersed. I
took him to the stable once I learned one was close by.” 
“Thank you.” 
Out of the car, Stephen held still and listened. Something was wrong, starting with the
absence of common, everyday sounds in a normal stable. The time was 8:15; the horses would’ve
been fed within the last hour. Mangers would still be partially filled. Absent were the snorts and whinnies of horses as they ate, the shuffle and stamping of hooves, the scratchy sound of hay
being pulled through the manger grates. Early mornings, stable hands were busy going in and out of stalls and turnouts, cleaning droppings from the night before. Stall doors creak as they’re
opened and latches are slid into place, while high-strung horses are calmed with soft assurances. 
He sniffed the air. Where was the sweet smell of alfalfa? The feed even when stored for
a long period, maintains much of its scent. Where was the smell of horse dung? Where was the
smell of animals in general? 
Stephen unfolded his cane and came around the other side of the car where Marchand
stood. “Where are we? We’re not at a stable?” 
“You may go. Thank you,” Marchand said to their driver, and a moment later the car
drove away. 
“I asked a—” 
The point of a dagger pushed through Stephen’s cotton shirt into his ribcage. He winced as
the tip broke the skin. 
“Walk straight ahead,” Marchand instructed. 
The angle Marchand was at made attacking him awkward. But if he could maneuver him
into the position he wanted, Stephen had a plan. Marchand likely thought since he lacked sight, he lacked a strong defense. What the Frenchman didn’t realize was Stephen didn’t lack the will or
the determination to be a challenging foe. Most important, he didn’t lack the cunning and ability to execute a powerful counter action. 
“Where are you taking me?” 
“You’ll see.” Marchand added, “That came out wrong.” 
Stephen swept his cane over the smooth sidewalk surface as the two continued. Utley had
taught him, not just how to judge objects and openings in confined areas, but how to judge open space from space that held structures when outside. A door of one of the structures opened and
he thought to call for help. He didn’t turn at the sound of low talk from the building and run the risk of giving his intention away. He had to do something else while he yelled for aid, something to get the dagger from his side. Stephen lowered his elbow ready to swing his arm backward against Marchand’s hand. A baby cried. Stephen held tight. The structure was a home. He wouldn’t
jeopardize a woman or child. The door closed. Behind them, a car started and drove away. 
“If you intend on finishing your work and killing me, then you’ve had ample opportunity. 
You needn’t put on a show. Make your move,” Stephen taunted. The best way to disarm
Marchand was to force him into an action that he could parry and play off. 
“Quiet, we’re almost where we need to be.” 
They continued in silence past a few more structures Stephen assumed were homes too. 
They didn’t walk for long when sidewalk paving stopped and turned to soft soil, which probably
meant they were beyond the houses and crossed into open space. 
Their destination didn’t matter. Stephen decided to stand his ground. Fast and hard, he
stomped on Marchand’s instep as he rammed his elbow into Marchand’s arm, driving the dagger
from his side. 
He had to control the knife and assumed the Frenchman held onto it. Stephen pivoted, 
brought his cane down, delivering a strong blow to the other man’s head. With his left hand, he blocked the swipe he knew Marchand would take as he came back at him with the knife. It’s the
counter move Stephen would’ve taken. He grabbed onto Marchand’s wrist. The two struggled
over the knife, Stephen digging his strong fingers into the soft flesh of the Frenchman’s wrist. 
Marchand managed to keep hold of the dagger in spite of the pain inflicted. Stephen raised his
cane to hit Marchand again but the Frenchman locked onto the cane and twisted it from Stephen’s grip. Stephen used the freed hand and delivered a powerful punch to Marchand’s chest. The
man’s warm breath blew out in a rush of air, he grunted and stumbled back but not before
grabbing a handful of Stephen’s shirt front pulling him forward. 
Marchand shifted his weight to the left. Stephen prepared. He’d fought more times than
he could count in the lists and knew the man intended to strike with the opposite hand. Stephen brought his hand up in time to deflect the dagger. As he did, he grasped Marchand’s wrist, pivoted again, wrenched his arm up behind his back and kept pushing until Marchand’s hand was palm up. 
This time, he dug into the flesh with his thumb between the sensitive small bones, Marchand
groaned in pain and Stephen heard the soft thud as the dagger fell to the ground. 
At the same time, Marchand managed to break free and turned. Stephen expected a blow
to the face and raised his arms to defend against the anticipated strike. Instead, he took a vicious kick to the knee. Stephen grunted and staggered but stayed upright. If he was to win, he had to fight close in, body to body. 
To win, Marchand had to get within arm’s reach, which meant he’d move forward to
continue on the offense. Stephen adjusted and used the randori  against Marchand. He lowered his right shoulder and attacked, powering his shoulder into the armpit of the Frenchman’s right armpit like Ota taught him. Once he had him on the ground, he’d pin Marchand and control him
with a choke hold. Stephen tried to flip him over his shoulder but the Frenchman had also trained in hand-to-hand combat. Just as Stephen rose up to position for the throw, Marchand swept his
feet from under him and they both went down. 
Each grappled to pin the other down. Like logs the two men rolled back and forth, neither
gaining enough momentum or advantage to overpower the other. Stephen’s head snapped back as
he took a nasty fist to the jaw. 
Marchand shifted as he drew back to strike again, but Stephen blocked the blow. His arm
took the force of the strike as Marchand’s fist came down. Stephen counter punched with his
right and connected with cheekbone. 
Stephen tried to scramble to his feet but Marchand got a leg around him and rolled him
over like a turtle on its back. Then he clamped both legs around Stephen’s middle and squeezed. 
Stephen fought for breath, certain any moment his ribs would break under the pressure. 
Marchand partially sat up and brought his forearm around Stephen’s neck to choke him. Stephen
turned his head as Marchand’s arm came round. He grabbed the arm and bit down hard. 
Marchand screamed and jerked his arm away. His legs loosened enough for Stephen to roll to the
side. He grabbed a handful of dirt and followed the sound of Marchand’s heavy breathing. Hoping to blind him temporarily, he threw it where he knew his face was and quickly got to his feet. A small cry escaped Marchand who sounded as though he was rising to his feet too. 

Focus. Stephen heard John Swallow’s voice as he had so often told him during their
lessons. Sense your opponent’s presence. Feel the air change where he stands. Listen. 
Stephen charged, hit Marchand in the midsection, and then tackled him to the ground. Marchand
tried to resist but his blows either missed or glanced off without injury to Stephen. He guessed the Frenchman’s vision must still be affected. On the ground, Stephen levered him onto his belly, face down, in the dirt. He felt for the man’s kidney’s and knelt, pressing a knee down hard to inflict excruciating pain. 
“What is this about?” he demanded. “Why attack me?” 
“You know why. You’re the devil’s servant,” Marchand said between ragged breaths. 
“You’re mad.” 
“The devil has given you the power to control time. God has sent me to fetch you and
force you to take me back to our true time.” 
“I don’t possess such power. Nor have I ever consorted with the devil or his minions.” 
“God told me you do. He does not abuse the truth as your wicked deity does. Why else
would he rip me from my time to this place other than to save king and country? You are the key to my success.” 
“And what does God sound like? French? English? Rich of voice?” He almost said, a
woman, but that’d be taking mockery too far. 
“Heretic.” 
“No, not a heretic. Just a curious man. No more evil than the next. What exactly are you
saving king and country from?” 
“Poitiers should’ve been our victory not yours. You will return us so I can warn King John
and steal victory back from the jaws of the English.” 
Marchand pressed his hands to the ground and attempted to rise. 
Stephen pressed harder on his kidney. “Try to rise before I give you permission and I will
grind both my heels into your soft organs.” Marchand stilled. “Again, I do not hold sway over
time.” 
“It is my duty to change France’s defeat.” 
Gravel crunched as someone stepped close. “You cannot change history. What has
happened is forever done,” Alex said. 
“Alex?” Stephen turned at the sound of his friend’s voice. “How did you find me?” 
“Esme told me what you planned and asked me to follow you. I did at a discreet distance. 
I lost sight of your vehicle a short way back but when I saw a Heritage Site sign commemorating the battle and an arrow pointing this way, I surmised this was the intended destination.” 
“How long have you been here?” 
“I came upon you while Marchand here had his legs around you tighter than the finest of
bawds.” 
Stephen tamped down the temptation to get up and punch Alex in the nose. “You didn’t
think to help?” 
“You were always a good fighter. You needed to win on your own to know you still are. 
Besides, Simon put that hold on you many a time and you found a way out of it. The rest was just fisticuffs. If I thought you’d get truly hurt, then I’d have lent a hand and separated the two of you.” 
Alex gave voice to the niggling prick of self-doubt that had eaten at Stephen in spite of the
judo lessons. He had needed to see for himself that he was much the same man he used to be. 
“Thank you.” 
“Hello, I am here still.” Marchand wiggled, trying to ease the pressure on his kidney. 
“How does your friend know what can and cannot be changed? Does he serve the devil too?” 
“For the last time, no one here serves the devil.” Alex helped Stephen to stand, gave him
his cane, and said, “Let’s get this one up. If he does anything foolish, you can thrash him some more.” 
Marchand moaned as he stood and brushed himself off. When he finished he turned his
attention to the two Englishmen, looking from the one called Alex to Stephen and back. 
“How is it I find myself here? What purpose have I if not to help my country? Unlike
Palmer’s blasphemous questions, God did not speak words to me, he spoke to my heart.” 
“Whatever conversation you had with the Lord, by whatever means, I assure you, a tear in
time brought you here. It’s not the devil, or Stephen’s, or anyone else’s doing. I don’t know the source. Neither of us does. Miracles don’t have explanations. That’s why they’re deemed such. 
Like miracles, this has no explanation either. It is what it is.” 
An answer that was no answer at all. He should’ve expected as much. Marchand moved
to a nearby stone bench and sat. Stephen followed and sat next to him. Alex joined them but
remained standing. 
Marchand reached into his shirt and tore the chain with a small cross from his neck. He
took Stephen’s hand and laid the cross on his palm. 
“What are you doing?” 
“Just checking...to see if it burns you.” He ignored the man called Alex’s chuckle. 
“You can’t be serious?” 
“Because you say you are not the devil’s merchant doesn’t mean it is the truth.” 
“Do you think if I was in league with him I’d stay blind?” 
“Well...” 
“Oh, for heaven’s sake, look for yourself.” Palmer stuck his uninjured hand out. 
Marchand snatched the cross back. “It was worth checking.” He turned to Alex. “Are
you certain there is no way back? How can this be when two of us here are proof we can move
through time?” 
“Three of us, actually. I’ve also experienced the same. But I can’t tell why or how it
happened to me.” 
“What am I to do?” Marchand asked. 
“Why are you so bent on returning? Has your time here been so terrible?” 
“No, but it is not my time. Here, I play at being myself. For the last few months, I pretend to be what I once was in front of crowds who find my group ‘good fun,’ and ‘cute.’” He sighed
and added, “The job is a constant reminder of all I lost.” 
“Do you have a family?” Stephen asked. 

Family. Memories of Claudine surged. They’d been betrothed to each other while she
was still in her cradle. As a boy, he’d seen her once, when she was but ten summers old. The
next time she was fifteen and ready for marriage. Escorted by her parents, she’d come through
the door of his family’s great hall, where he and his parents waited. As she approached, she
looked up at him and smiled. She smelled of lilac and tiny flowers were woven into her hair. 
Golden curls framed a face that would make angels cry with envy. Green eyes sparkled beneath
soft brown lashes and delicate dimples etched her porcelain cheeks. One smile captured his heart. 
He knew with certainty that she’d saved that warm smile to bestow upon only him, but his
certainty proved wrong. She possessed one even more inviting. That one she bestowed on Jean-
Pierre, his Captain of the Guard and closest friend, and who in anger, he dismissed from his
service. 
As always, memories of Yves welled up along with Claudine’s. Those Marchand pushed
away out of painful habit. 
“Marchand? Is there family awaiting you?” Stephen repeated. 
“No. Only my home and land is left to me.” 
“The loss of one’s heritage is terribly difficult. I know. But it isn’t the end of the world
either,” Alex said. 
“Even if we could go back to our  time, what awaits us?” Stephen asked and then
continued, “Plague, winters where you’re never truly warm, loved ones taken too soon because
we don’t have the medicine to save them.” 
Everything Palmer said was true. Marchand considered his lost future in the time he came
from. Good or bad, at least he was familiar with it. 
“Is there no one or nothing here that makes you wish to stay?” 
He shook his head. “There was a woman and child, but they have left. 
“If there’s one thing we’ve no shortage of in this time, its women.” Alex took a ring with
keys out of his pocket. “I’m ready to go.” 
“Me too,” Stephen said. “Your given name is Roger, right?” 
“Yes.” 
“Well Roger, we’re leaving. You’ve a choice. You can stay here and mourn the past or
you can come with us. We’ll drop you off in Limoges.” 

Mourn the past. Palmer had a point. He could make himself mad wishing for what
couldn’t be or forge a new, hopefully better path for himself. “I’m coming.” 
“Good choice. Let’s go to my car and on the way to Limoges, we’ll discuss options for
you,” Alex said. 
“Options?” 
“You look strong and healthy. Well suited for a job I have that you might like better than
playing your old self.” 
Stephen grasped Marchand by the arm as he stood. “Wait. You’ve not mentioned Arthur. 
You said he came through time with you.” 
“Yes. That part was true. He’s stabled not far from here. I will take you to him.” 
#
“Mr. Marchand, good to see again,” a man greeted them as they approached. Stephen
guessed it was Patel, the stable owner Roger mentioned. 
“Good to see you. As Mr. Lancaster told you on the phone, we’re here to see Arthur, the
horse you purchased from me.” 
“I had him brought to the round pen. This way.” 
“Take me to him,” Stephen said. He stumbled in his haste to follow Patel. 
“Put your hand on my shoulder,” Alex told him. Stephen did, too anxious to get to Arthur
to turn down assistance. 
They walked a short distance, when Patel said, “Here we are.” 
Stephen dropped his hand from Alex’s shoulder and tapped over to the pipe rail. He didn’t
call Arthur by name, instead he gave two short whistles. Arthur trotted over immediately and
nickered. 
Stephen let his cane fall to the ground and leaned in to put a hand on each side of Arthur’s
muzzle, using the back of his fingers to stroke the soft area behind the nostrils. “What a good boy you are. How I’ve missed you.” Arthur gave a soft nicker and bobbed his head. His way of
saying, “don’t stop.” 
Stephen rubbed his muzzle a few more times, before he swung his leg between the rails to
enter the ring. “I would see how you’ve tended to him, Mr. Patel.” 
“I’ve an excellent reputation for keeping my stable healthy.” 
A slow hand over Arthur’s flanks, ribs, and spine proved Patel correct. The horse was fed
properly. Another hand over all four legs, front and back, revealed no injury and his hooves were well shod. 
“I wish to buy him back from you. How much do you want?” Stephen asked as he
climbed back out from the ring. 
“Seventy-five-hundred euros.” 
“You only paid me five-thousand,” Marchand interjected. 
“I didn’t want the horse as badly as your friend. Seventy-five-hundred, take it or leave it, 
monsieur.” 
“I will have the money wired to your account today. Alex—” 
“No worries. I’ll arrange for transport.” 
Now that he’d discovered Arthur alive and in this time, Stephen hated the thought of
leaving him, even for the brief bank visit. Arthur must’ve too, judging from his plaintive whinny as Stephen turned to go. 
Chapter Thirty-Six
England
Stephen answered the door to his trailer and a flowery scent washed over him. “Hi, we’ve
never met. I’m Electra.” 
“Ah, the wind chime sister. ‘Tis a pleasure to meet you. The chime is very handy and
much appreciated. Please come in.” 
“Hold out your hands.” He did and she put a small tray in them. “Homemade teacakes.” 
Stepping inside, she closed the door and then gave him an unexpected hug. “I saw you on the telly Christmas Eve. You were brilliant.” 
“Thank you, Electra,” he said, trying not to spill the cakes as she embraced him. “You’re
very kind.” 
“Call me El, everyone does. I’ll just put my coat on the bed, if that’s all right.” 
Stephen set the tray onto the counter and returned to the drawing room, but he remained
standing in the capacity filled room. Every available seat was taken by Miranda, Ian, Alex, 
Shakira, Esme, and Roger. He’d give his chair to Electra. 
A few seconds later, she came out but dashed into the kitchen where Esme prepared
coffee. They began whispering. He couldn’t hear all they said but heard the painting in Canterbury mentioned. In the drawing room, the others were busy talking. Stephen edged closer to the
kitchen. El still spoke of the painting with his face. What would she make of the likeness? 
“Yes, yes, I told you they could be twins. It is an amazing coincidence,” Esme said in a
hushed voice. “You don’t need to blather on about it.” 
“It’s pretty odd business to ignore and not blather about. It’s not just Stephen. I got a look
at Alex Lancaster on my way to the bedroom. You said that the man standing behind the one who
is Stephen’s double looked like Lancaster. No kidding. They could be twins too.” 
Stephen wasn’t sure what to do. To his relief, Esme handled her sister’s interest in the
painting. 
“Let it go, El,” Esme warned again. 
“I will, but you have to admit, it is freaking weird.” 
“Let. It. Go.” 
“Fine.” She brushed past Stephen and entered the drawing room. “Hi-hi everyone,” 
Electra said and introduced herself to each. 
Stephen tracked her progress as she went around the room. When she got to Roger, she
stopped and said, “I think I’ll sit here.” He’d taken the club chair, which only sat one person. To Stephen’s surprise, she must’ve managed to squeeze next to Roger since her voice came from the
same spot. “As you heard, I’m Electra but you can call me El. And who might you be?” 
“I am Roger Louis Philippe Marchand.” 
“Ooh, four names, very posh. Even posher than those folks with hyphenated last names.” 
“Pardon?” Apparently, she’d confused Roger. 
“What brings Roger Louis Philippe Marchand to our quiet shire?” Electra asked. 
“A new position. I—” Electra’s giggle interrupted him. “What is this funny?” 
“A Frenchman with a new position...the mind boggles,” a chipper El explained. 
“I do not know what boggles is. I am to provide security on Stephen’s tours. Soon, I will
also be his driver. I must learn the skill first.” 
“You’ll be hanging out here quite a bit, then. Good to know.” 
Stephen’s curiosity piqued. Had Roger heard the interest in Electra’s voice as well as he
had? 
Esme came out of the kitchen with the coffee and the tray of teacakes. He’d never tasted
a teacake, but they smelled sweet and he did like tarts. He snagged one as Esme went by and set it aside for when he was finished discussing a private business matter with Alex. 
Shakira, Miranda, and Alex, shared the sofa. Alex sat on the end near where Stephen
stood. Stephen leaned down and said softly, “Alex, a word.” Tipping his head, he headed for the bedroom. 
“What’s up?” Alex asked, joining Stephen. 
“Have I earned enough funds to purchase a small cottage? Nothing fancy, a modest home
such as yours here.” 
“Gloucestershire property is expensive. Right now, you haven’t enough. But when you’re
done touring this year, and with your combined music sales, then I think you will.” 
Stephen hoped for better news. He wanted to ask Esme to marry him, but refused to
propose until he could offer her a proper home. The trailer was only a temporary place. He
appreciated Miranda and Ian’s generosity in loaning him the use of it but at the end of the day, it wasn’t his. 
“Don’t look so discouraged. I’ve a plan you might like. No one knows yet, but we just
learned Shakira is pregnant. She and I are staying in London until after the baby is born. She
miscarried before and wants to be close to her doctor and the hospital, this time.” 
Stephen gave his friend a bear of a hug. “What wonderful news.” He patted Alex on the
back then released him. “Congratulations. Perhaps it will be a son, a boy to carry on your name.” 
“Son or daughter or one of each, I don’t care. I only want mother and baby to be healthy.” 
“Of course. I am truly happy for you and Lady Shakira.” 
“Thank you. Back to the topic of a place for you. The cottage has the music studio, which
is convenient, and anything else you need. It’s too small for our growing family. I’ll rent the cottage to you. If you find it suits you, then I’ll sell it to you and apply what you paid in rent towards the price.” 
“Truly?” Hope shot through him. Finally, he had more than just himself to offer a lady. As
a child, he’d been an unwanted orphan, saved by Guy’s father. He’d been fed, clothed, and
sheltered through the kindness of the man. He’d grown to be a squire and taught the skills of a knight, skills that granted him a good life, but one in service to another, a barracks life, a
bachelor’s life. Today, with a budding career, he had the means to provide for a wife and children. 
Now, he’d possess a nice place for her to live as well. 
“Give us a day to get our clothes and personal things out. We’ll leave the rest, dishes, 
furniture, all that stays.” 
After all Alex had done for him, it was time to do what his conscience told him should’ve
been done weeks ago. “I have a confession. I owe you an apology.” 
Alex laid a hand on his shoulder. “Whatever you think to apologize for, don’t. We’re good
friends and that’s enough, that’s all I need to know.” 
Did Alex suspect what he intended to say? How? Had his resentment been so obvious? 
Embarrassment piled onto guilt and added to his determination to explain. 
Stephen stepped to the side, out from under Alex’s hand and faced him. “This needs said. 
From the moment I learned I was blind and until short weeks ago, bitterness snaked within me. I dwelled on what happened at Poitiers and your warning. When I saw Marchand on the battlefield, 
I hesitated and was struck down. I blamed you. I told myself had I not been warned I wouldn’t
have hesitated.” 
“Stephen—” 
He gave a small shake of his head. “I told myself, I might’ve won. It took time for the
truth to sink finally in...if my victory was the destined outcome, you wouldn’t have needed to warn me.” 
“Stephen, you don’t—” 
“Allow me to finish. Esme saw my anger and told me it was misplaced when you’ve done
nothing but help me. She reminded me, if I’d been granted such knowledge, I’d have done the
same. She was right of course, but I wouldn’t admit it at the time.” 
It was his turn to put a hand on a friend’s shoulder. “Because of you, I live. Because I
live, I have Esme. Thank you.” 
Someone opened the door. “Hey, what are you two in here gabbing away about? Come on
and join the rest of us,” Shakira said. 
The three of them came back into the drawing room. “Esme?” Stephen wasn’t sure
where she sat. 
“Yes,” she said from the other club chair. 
Stephen went to where she sat, clasped her hands and tugged her up. “Esme—” He
brought her hands to his lips and kissed the backs of her fingers, then squared his shoulders and said, “I couldn’t ask you sooner, not until I had something to give other than myself. Alex and I have talked. He assures me that I have a good future and I’ve no need to rely on Ian and
Miranda’s charity for a place to live. He’s also offered to rent me the cottage and perhaps in the months ahead even sell it to me. But, I don’t want it to be just for me.” He dropped to one knee. 
“I would be honored to have you share my life and make it our home.” 
To his left Electra squealed. To his right, Miranda and Shakira both said, “Aw,” in unison. 
“Oh my. I...I...I don’t want to misunderstand. Are you asking me to live with you or
more?” 
“Forgive my clumsiness. I’ve never asked a lady for her hand in marriage before. I love
you. Were you to accept this humble man, you’d make me the happiest man in the land.” 
She locked her arms around his neck. “Yes, yes, yes,” she said quickly, running the yes’s
together, and tightened her embrace. 
He looped his arms around her waist and uncaring of those watching, kissed her
thoroughly. When he finished, they broke apart to welcome the well wishes of their friends who
gathered around them. 
“I’m going to grab a couple of bottles of champagne from the cottage. I’ll be right back,” 
Alex said. 
“Speaking of the cottage, Esme, can I have your flat?” El asked. 
“Oh, I’m sorry, but it’s too late. I promised it to Roger. I had no idea Stephen planned to
buy the cottage, but he recently mentioned moving someplace else.” She wrapped her arm around
his waist and gave him a little squeeze. “Since I’ve been staying here a lot, I told Roger if I moved in with Stephen, he could have my place.” 
“Damn.” 
“There’s nothing special about it. You have your own flat. Why did you want to take mine
over?” 
“For the kitchen. My flat has that itsy-bitsy one. Yours is twice the size, and I need a
bigger one. I’m starting chef’s school.” 
“El, that’s wonderful,” Esme said. “You’ve talked about going to chef’s school for a long
time.” 
Roger, who’d been standing next to Stephen joined in and offered, “If I may interrupt. 
Milady Electra, I have no need for a big kitchen. It would be my pleasure to find another place.” 
“Oh, my God. You called me ‘milady,’ how cool is that? My place is very close to here. 
You’d like it. But you have to let me compensate you in some way for giving up the better flat.” 
“It would be dishonorable for me to accept money from you, milady. I will take no
compensation.” 
“I’m not offering money Roger Louis Philippe, I meant an exchange of services.” 
Esme choked and loudly cleared her throat, while Stephen patted her on the back. “Shall I
fetch you some water?” 
“No, I’m fine.” 
“Services? What sort of services?” The lusty interest in Roger’s upbeat tone crystal clear. 
“I’ll teach you to drive. And...as I learn to prepare different dishes, I’ll have you over and
practice making them for you.” 
Stephen grinned in Marchand’s direction. “Still wish you could go back, Roger?” 
“No. The merits of being where I am grow daily. Sweet, Electra—,” 
“Call me El, everyone does.” 
“I prefer to call you Electra. Sweet Electra, I accept. Allow me to seal our bargain.” 
Electra gave a tiny chirp. “Oh my god, you kissed my hand. Wow. What are you doing for
dinner tomorrow, R.L.P.?” 
“Bold creature, R.L.P. it is now? Well milady, I shall be enjoying a bottle of fine wine, 
French, of course, with you in your tiny kitchen.” 
“Interesting turn of events,” Stephen whispered to Esme. 
“Yes. Yes it is.” 
“I wish Roger as much fortune in love as I have.” He kissed Esme’s temple. 
“I would share that wish for El.” 
“Have I told you lately that I love you?” Stephen pulled her into an embrace. 
“It’s been at least five minutes. You’re overdue.” 
“If French is the language of love, then let me say, je t’aime.  I prefer to speak in the language of my heart. I love you.” 
“And I love you.” 
End
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