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The gloom of the clouds that hung overhead cast a dark and ominous shadow on the mob in front of the execution block. Beneath the shadow of a full sky stood two people who were completely oblivious. The tall, well-built man with soot colored auburn hair stood beside a well-dressed young woman in a gown of the finest cerulean color that flowed, her raven locks fell over her back. Her blue eyes pierced through the scene as she searched for indications of what was to come.

Joseph was reminded of the day he slew the dragon while the clouds reminded Moira of that hapless day when her father left, and the few days before he was presumed dead. Within each of them was a strong desire to relive the days before, the days when they fought alone. Their hands were interlocked, his fingers slyly brushed against her knuckles; despite the need to fight for himself again, Joseph came to admire Moira’s stalwart composure and ferocity. 

The prisoner was dragged forward by the heavy chains around his ankles. He appeared nonplussed, his face did not betray any emotion as the able-bodied executioner stood and came forward. The axe in his hands lazily swatted the air beside his left leg as he moved forward. The axe was covered in dried blood and honed so sharp that you could see the glint from its edge, even without the benefit of light. As the black hooded behemoth lumbered forward, the crowd gasped, jeered, and whispered as if something sinister was about to come toward them.

The executioner moved the axe lightly enough that it seemed to float to his shoulder as he ascended the steps. He placed the axe between his spread feet. The glint of his smile oozed from beneath the executioner’s hood. The crowd pushed forward and broke through. They nearly trampled the guards at the gallows in the search of a better vantage. Moira looked down slightly, her hair fell over her eyes as a tear fell from her chin. She whispered low enough that it was nearly inaudible, 

“Father, what have you done to be executed?” She repeated in a low steady voice, “God give him mercy, let him see vindication for what he has been accused.” Her now unencumbered face betrayed a sense of loss. Tears flowed down her cheeks as she searched the crowd.

Many summers had passed where she and Andrew listed away the days with solemn whispers hidden amongst the barley. She had called him father ever since that fateful day when her mother, Belle, married him, took him in the most solemn tradition before her relatives. She provided herself company and provided for her children as well.

In his own right, the duke had left her many fine things before he wandered away in a mad frenzy. He left her a home, wonderful servants, and enough clout to keep the fortunes he bequeathed her. However, she felt like missed something; Belle often bellowed at the servants, sometimes even belittled her children at the dinner table. 

“Don’t use so much butter on your rolls or you will be so large you won’t be able to walk when you’re my age,” she would snarl. “No, no, no. Don’t you remember any of your lessons from table etiquette?” she would roil in questions toward Moira.

When the maids cleared the table, she demanded answers, "Where have the candles gone!? That's the fifth set this month." or, "How could you prepare rotten food for us!? Where is the produce I requested!?" 

It seemed that the questions and detractions never ended. Even when she was in the mood to compliment, she would say, 

"There, now you've finally used your lessons. But, you could stand straighter, you could sit taller, and your hair needs to be washed better."

But really, she was only lonely, and she struck at the very core of others because she felt a lack in her own soul. Her heart felt as cold as her bed on those lonely, glacial winter nights. The duke left five years ago, five years without affection of any kind or hope that life would get better. However, fate would provide a new husband for her shortly.

She met a knight at the dance just before midnight who boasted, 

“Our men stood tall in the lines while those Scots came through our lines. We cleaved through enough of them to keep them at bay, but our lines slowly advanced toward their ultimate goal, a mankey git stood back all posh and priggish. One by one the Scots fell to our magnificent warriors, until many of them lay strewn about the bulwarks of the hill directly in our sight.” He cajoled the boy beside him hard. The boy grunted loudly at him. Not a moment passed before he began again, 

“Those Scots can swing their swords, but they don’t have the head above their shoulders to make good of it. There we were, we defended the hill while that mankey git stared at us, when we heard the tuba play behind us. So, up I looked to the tuba and the bastards had flanked us. Here they came down the hill from our left flank, about to take us unawares when all of the men looked back at the thunderous sound.” 

He was suave, level headed, and told stories that could keep anyone in suspense. He continued, "Just then our cavalry careened down the hill; they took those Scots unaware while we fought, only a few of us had turned from the lines. They swept through without an alert as the hordes descended on us. You should have seen the way those horsemen with pikes came down the hill. They skewered man after man. We thought we were gone." He smiled politely, he captured her attention.

Belle waded through her larger than life, crimson, velveteen gown the few feet to Rue's side. Her smile widened slightly as her eyes took in his armor; while well-shined, it was obvious that his place in the field was one that dirtied his hands. The gorget around his neck was covered in a cake of dirt, under which there was noticeable rust from long use. His sword swayed with his left leg as he made a grandiose gesture toward the duchess. Their eyes met because as she approached, and he could feel it in him like one can feel the breeze on a sunny day. She curtsied swiftly, then rose so slowly that one could consider her humble if they did not know her. He moved steadfastly, then nearly bowed to a knee as he slowly rose. His eyes met hers and he began to toothily grin.

Several months after that first collision, they found each other more and more often at the dances, parties, and dinners held by the local courtiers. Each time Rue found Belle more diligent to dance, more talkative, and more sociable. In time, Rue learned that Belle, as Rue also called her, was the widow of a Duke, a man who had ventured too far into the wilderness for too long. After years without him (the local courtiers considered him dead or lost) Belle pledged herself to faithfulness to him, to his memory. Rue saw a hunger in her eyes for someone to comfort her in the most difficult times as well as pleasant ventures between.              

First, the dance in Dublin where Rue produced a nosegay of fennel to Belle. Belle looked frustrated when she remembered that she forgot her own wrap of Sharon roses. Despite the warnings of Elisabeth her handmaiden to pick up flowers before the event, to have them prepared for her, she had been in such a frenzy to see Rue that she forgot. She lifted the fennel to her nose before they entered, and Rue saw a smile spread across Belle’s mouth as she said, “My dearest you got what I have forgot, how wonderful of you.”

He smiled in return with an almost fervent nod of agreement. 

“Fennel for my dearest, rosemary for me, perhaps a dance will calm you and me.” he quipped. He slid his hand under hers as she slowly lifted it to meet his as he kissed it. “Off we are my dear. Come, we must purge ourselves of energy lost on evil thoughts.” 

He led her by fingertip and smiled coyly while they slowly pranced forward. He looked back at her from time to time.

Belle saw a likeness to herself in him, a subtle kindness that she had not known from others. He seemed just as driven as her to make the world a better place, to see things done properly. Within him she saw more than she could have imagined as a certain amount of compassion swept her; she felt accepted and understood for the first time in a very long time. She also felt a certain twinge of irony that it was the same pull she felt for the duke several years before.

As time passed, they held hands when they the jigged, and squared up with one another more often than not. Even as they did the minuet at the courtiers’ ball in Lords, they arranged to be at the dance simultaneously. She came in her murex gown, laced around the edges and he finally looked the part of the gentleman, dressed in his maroon velvet suit with leggings. They arrived outside, met and joined hands before they entered together. They were called as a couple. Lady Goodman and Sir Cartier became an item in the public eye. Cartier stood with the men who discussed business constantly, he mandated the need for a strong Europe under the Hapsburg's while Lady Goodman told the ladies all about the newest business in her kingdom. She rarely spoke of events in other lands, as she felt no obligation to share what she didn’t know.

The tapestries of their houses were woven close by the events in and around the dances. Moira was to be married to Stephen Cartier to bind their houses. As a third cousin to Rue, it seemed like a perfect match to Belle. The day came when Stephen was betrothed to Moira, and as time passed it became apparent that Stephen was fond of Moira. Some remarked how he was fonder than he should be. In Stephen's mind, it was only proper to take Moira as his wife with her place in the Cartier house. He called for her one night, he arranged time through her mother at his estate in Marne within the confines of his own homestead he afforded her several fragrant wines and fine food with no equal. 

Moira arrived at the gate, her handmaiden bore her softly from the carriage that was loaned in Edinburgh from her time in Wales. The oaken buckboard sat atop a Poplar frame inlaid with the finest fittings. The wheels were chromed in such a fashion to shine light despite the hour. While the carriage itself was made of Elm, intricately carved with ornate bas-relief of lions that pranced over a field of tightly spun pearls surrounded with smoothly sanded, varnished wood. 

The pitch varnish that had been chosen was covered in cerulean and mustard yellow paint that was regularly touched with a brush. There were marks where the road had worn into the chassis while the rain had fallen over the body to produce a stratified effect. However, this time Moira stood out in her emerald gown that flowed from her hips to the ground. She gathered up the gown in her fingertips as she walked. Moira gingerly placed one foot in front of the other so that her legs crossed between, it was uncomfortable for her, but years of etiquette taught her that it was the easiest way to balance in high platform shoes.

Her steps were small but consistent. She dipped slightly toward either side as she balanced on the cobbled stones while she stepped lightly toward a magnificently adorned castle. The castle, which was bequeathed to Stephen through his late grandfather, was as tall as the sky. So tall, in fact, that one could not see the sun when it passed on the opposite side. The court was one mile in length and three quarters of a mile in width while the castle covered two thirds of the land. 

Hard, silty sod lay above a hard granite foundation covered in several layers of shale laid in intricate overlapped patterns that seemed to play against one another. The beige stone appeared uncracked yet weathered by the constant wind and rain of the Mediterranean climate. Above that beige stone lay several rows of gneiss, all of which had been squarely cut, worn down to rounded edges over time in a way that showed how pronounced the castle stood when it was stacked completely. Far above these worn stones were several layers of mortises built into battlements at the edges where one could be sure that archers once knelt. Below each battlement there were vaulted holes made for arrows and stares. Anyone who stepped across the yard of the estate from the front of the manor to the rear would barely be able to see a person at the other end of it. In the same way, a person who began at the lawn closest to the North-Eastern edge would need to walk a quarter mile before they could recognize a person at the opposite end.

Directly above her head, Moira saw a solitary arched window that peaked high on the battlement at the center of the Northern façade. As she stepped forward, her mouth gaped at the intricate walls wrapped around the castle. One wall faced her, the next wall towered above the first wall by enough to see a third of the first walls height added. The second wall dwarfed the third wall so that it seemed to be doubled by the third precipice. Above all of this were three statuesque towers that had ovular vaulted arches with shale stacked neatly at the bottom.

At the far side of the castle, a small stream flowed into what was once a moat. The stream flowed down from the castle away from the path in diminished procession. The bottoms of the stream appeared overgrown with grasses of varied kinds, heights, and widths; chief among these grasses were the cattails that dominated the lawn grasses, which surrounded them in height and ferocity. A fertile bed gave the stream life, but the stream had cracks in the silty sod that showed the depth of the soil beneath. Lorraine looked down the path that Moira had to walk to enter the manor.

The procession of servants began with her handmaiden, the several attendant women, a publican, and then Moira herself. Moira stood tall, as she made it a point to seem as large as possible amongst the minuscule company that surrounded her. Her face was drawn up in a nonchalant grin because she felt that everything finally fell into place between her mother and her stepfather. Her mother had become less critical, but in the back of her mind she noticed a storm. A turmoil had surmounted her life in addition of Stephen, who seemed to overwhelm everyone.

A man of short stature at only five feet tall, Stephen was overborn and sometimes domineered people. He was brutal, even for a soldier on the field of battle, he crowed more than most. His vermillion cloak laid over a hardened heart, even though a Hart was painted in gold over his chest he was anything but bashful. Brazen, cold, and even foolhardy at times; this man was not the catch that he perpetuated by words. He was a squire who, as fate would have it, would never become a knight.

He walked sternly toward the gate, his cloak galloped along with him as he showed a grim consternation. A face without a smile or a frown greeted Moira as well as her company. Stephen extended his hand forcefully, almost as if he tried to salute, not greet the lady. His brown eyes shown from under his cowl as he grimaced in self-satisfaction.

“My lady, what brings you to these parts at this time of night? You brought no protection?” He offered with a predatory gleam in his eyes.

Moira was taken aback, something felt wrong as she stood there. However, there was something about this squire that she couldn't resist, something that defined him from the rest. She replied, 

“My mother, the duchess, bid me to come stay with you. These servants were all the protection I needed as I carry no valuables with me. Would you bid me come inside so we may attend to our business?”

“Of course, will you enter my study directly or do you need time to retire?” He jested with his left hand to the manor almost apathetically.

“I should like to finish our business before I retire. Please, do make it brief.” She looked toward her feet then to the ground behind Stephen.

He grinned slightly, “I will, marquess, I will.”             

They entered the house. Her hand was enveloped in his rough, hardy hand. The gateway was nothing compared to the stone arch within, which seemed larger than life in a way that made the castle appear larger on the inside than it had appeared from the outside. Within the second wall Moira saw a smaller more compact oaken door surrounded by tall stones that were squares of gneiss. All of the entrances led into a corridor, which would have appeared dark if it were not for the lit torches on either side ensconced in metallic claws. As Moira ambled slowly behind Stephen, she noticed the shape of the original stone protruded through the layers of dirt, moss, and vegetation.

As she ascended each step, Moira saw room after room to one side or the other. First was what appeared to be a guard post filled with a few chairs, a sparse collection of books, and a crest over one wall set back and slightly left of an Italian Renaissance suit of armor. The level floor floated toward higher ground as she witnessed a library adjacent to a room full of scientific tools, and a small room lined with coveys that were filled with rolled parchment. Each shelf was tagged with a different color to denote its importance; the parchment closest to eye level was golden and scarlet, the colors often associated with fierce people.

Above that was purple, obviously royal decrees and correspondences. To the right of them both were a filigree of green, almost olive that one could assume were associated with money. To the left were a more goldenrod-colored parchments, which Moira could only assume were history or some such parchment as she had not opened those texts. Her mind pulled, it asked the most quintessential question of which color their betrothal papers would be marked; her mind sought for an answer, but she would never ask Stephen.

The coveys were small rectangles of greater length than height, stacked five across and ten high. Their contents seemed to fit near perfectly within them, it made the wall look as though paper ringlets pounced out from behind the wall. On the table to Stephen’s right, were a blotter, a quill, parchment stuffed into a large hole beneath a composition surface. In addition to these, there were beeswax blocks and an iron stamper with a candle.

Stephen placed a large parchment on the table, the letters were three inches tall and grew smaller as they approached the bottom of the page. The document read, 


Due to the course of events present this prenuptial agreement provides that protection should be given to Madame Moira Adaline Goodman should I, Stephen Edmund Cartier, be disabled in any form. In the event of prescribed circumstances our marriage should occur on Wednesday June 1, 1764. At the time of nine post meridium Wednesday June, 15 1764 the ceremony will be concluded so that we may retire to our married life.

In the event of the untimely demise of Stephen Edmond Cartier one half of the accumulated value of his personal estate will be afforded to Moira Adaline Goodman for the further care of any children, her own personal needs, and the necessities of daily life. Those children will be afforded an equal portion out of the remainder of the value of the estate of Stephen Edmund Cartier upon their sixteenth name day. Until such time the amount indicated will be cared for and procured by my nephew Gustav Hans Bauer, who is named the accountant party for the family Cartier. As the procurer of the estate of the Cartier family, Gustav Hans Bauer will maintain a positive value in the trust of the family until all parties are of appropriate disposition to care for their bequeathed amounts.

Hereto, all requests shall be administered through Gustav Hans Bauer. All agreements shall be completed by way of this documentation.

Stpn. Ed. Cartier esq.



When she read the document, Moira perused further into the document. She looked for small print, anything of value to her or her place in the household. 

Stephen barked the question when he noticed her distress, 

“Is there anything you are unsure of my lady?” He continued, “I can assure you that everything is in order; this is only to be sure you will be taken care of should I become wounded or deceased in an action for his highness, my sovereign lord.” 

He drew his finger over the paper as a shrill squawk resulted from his attempt to point out the entirety of the document in one motion.

After he quickly ran his finger over the document, he placed the parchment in the green cubicle. His greedy smile quickly waned to a soft glow. His hand moved coldly over Moira’s in a way that sent shudders down her spine. Moira stood unable to protest and unable to speak out of the shock she felt at how quickly everything progressed; however, she pulled away quickly from his touch despite that fact.

Stephen gestured toward the entrance with a large sweep to the servants of the house as he stepped outside the door. He interjected, 

“Show the lady of the house to her quarters. She will be in the guest room for as long as she would like to stay.” 

The servants sighed and snickered a little under their breath. Stephen obviously thought up some deception that the servants understood because the room seemed more stifled than before.

Moira was led down a wide corridor that passed several small doors until she arrived at a grandiose door surrounded by two torch lamps lit brightly. After she was led through the door, she found velveteen furniture, a small case filled with books that varied from economy and finance to the folk tales of Austria which were authored by some obscure men whom she did not know. The bed was a four poster with a tall back headboard wrapped in intricate carvings.

One of the servants spoke up in a harsh Hungarian accent,

"Ma'am we will be down the hall if you should need anything. Please ring the bell for assistance should you need anything."

Moira nodded politely with a slight smile. This place was strange to her, the customs were unknown to her, yet somehow she felt at home. 

"Thank you." She quipped, "May I have you serve me some supper. It has been a long journey, and my servants and I have not dined yet."

The two women nodded, then bowed slightly as they escaped the room through the door. Their toothy grins did not escape Moira's view. A mirror stood opposite the largest window. It was nearly dusk, but Moira felt drawn to the sight of herself as she stared coyly into the aurelian mirror. She saw a golden image of what she assumed was herself.

As she looked into the mirror, she noticed all her subtleties as well as the minor imperfections in her posture. It never occurred to her before now that so much of her was in how she saw herself, as the image before her livened her spirits and drew her from her shell. She now understood what power image had over her. She laid down after her meal.

As she sat perched on a throne in a dark, dreary castle a fire breached the room around her. A fire so bright that she could not see through it. The eerie glow ended in a long, low hiss that assured a fiendish creature was near. Then, as she looked down she saw gold flow below her feet. She felt a strong guttural pull deep in her stomach.

Red scales glowed like forged steel directly above her; two iridescent orbs the size of morning stars met her gaze. She opened her mouth as if to scream, but nothing escaped her lips. An unfamiliar man, who was handsome, rushed from her left. He lifted her at the last instant into his robust grip. His auburn hair smelled of lilacs and licorice; his eyes steel grey and determined as he rode hard on his Appaloosa.

He rode for what seemed like days through the day and the night. Moira dozed off again and again after she awoke to look into his eyes. The dragon that chased after them blew down houses, inns, and crops directly around them. They narrowly escaped as if by some miracle. Suddenly, the landscape became black.

She awoke the next morning without knowledge she had slept. The plush bed wrapped around her entirely as her hair floated freely over the pillow toward the headboard. Dazed, she sat up and wondered where the handsome redhead with strong arms had gone. She realized then that it was only a dream; her eyes rolled slowly from one side to the next. Why she felt hungover was beyond her, but she did know she had business to attend to this morning.

She stumbled and half ran, half walked through the corridor. Her dress tripped her slightly as she stepped forward toward the next door. She hugged the wall with a sensation of dizziness, not of illness. Her sight swept from one door to the next as she saw two of everything. As she slowly began to gain her balance, her focus improved as well, and now she could clearly see the markings on the doors lit by the torches above her shoulders by spiraled wire traps that held the flames.

Moira found her way to the room where she visited with Stephen the day before, as he waited patiently behind the open entry way. Light cascaded through the entrance to the corridor; light that was so bright it nearly blinded Moira to the point that her head ached immensely. She ambled forward slowly with some semblance of balance.

Stephen stood in a goose grey felt tunic that covered his bedclothes. His tunic, belt, and all else were neatly tucked into his pants. He extended his hand graciously; a warm smile crossed his lips as he led Moira to a well-kept chair covered in crimson velvet. After he seated Moira, Stephen took his own seat in a velvet covered chair that that was adorned with antlers from smaller hart. Alongside the back of the chair was wood filigree that resembled handles to keep the shoulders of the seated person still. This chair was obviously meant to sit as well as to rest should it become needed.

Stephen inquired, "Did you sleep well last night m'lady?"

"Not as well as I would have liked, yet it was not the what surrounded me that bade me awake. I believe I was just too tired to have slept m'lord. How did you sleep?"

"As well as I might, since I have someone to protect." He added.

Moira smiled coyly. She knew he tried to play to her vanity with each word, but it worked more than she liked this time. Somehow the image in the mirror still haunted her. Somehow, she noticed more about herself in that brief instant than she had in her entire life up to that moment.

"I have brought you here to sign initial paperwork, to create a good arrangement between us, and to instill a sense of familiarity between us. Is there anything I can complete or explain to make that more clear?" 

She retorted, "Not at the moment, but I will permit you to speak what you may today. If anything should arise I will convey a message to you that concerns those facts. I trust my servants are now treated well and that your servants have no qualms with them."

"Duly so m'lady. I do hope that you sleep well tonight. How long will you stay with us?"

She iterated, "Another day I should think. Just long enough to sign what contracts are necessary, to have everything packed, and then to seek provisions."

"Let me provide you those provisions. There is an Inn du Lac not two miles down the way. Within the confines of that inn are several servants whom I may employ to procure foodstuffs for your journey. I will have my manservant attend to the details forthwith."

She lowered her head, as she crossed her hands to hide something in herself. She nodded slightly, as she held her head low for only a moment before she looked into his eyes for a moment. She called her servants with a bell, after which Stephen explained how everything would be provided through the local inn.

Then, as Moira's servants left Stephen called his butler to assist; he explained, “The lady will need provisions to be provided by the Inn du Lac.” The butler nodded heftily as if he were exhausted, waved his hand to show he understood, and then rode to the inn.

Moira scanned the shelves with her eyes. The library in this room was much larger than the library in the guest room, as one might expect. It was filled with law, philosophy, classical literature such as Euripides, Plutarch, Plato, Aristotle, and even a few scripts from Socrates. Among these were also several newer books such as: Dante Alighieri’s Divine Comedy, Miguel Cervantes Don Quixote, and numerous other books too plentiful to mention. The book that caught her eye amongst these was Thomas Moore's Utopia. When she scanned the books, Moira found hope that their relationship would be quiet enough, and that it could be maintained for the remainder of their lives.

"For all I know, you will find this castle amenable." Stephen cooed.

Moira strutted confidently to the book shelf, "May I?" She asked.

"Of course, it surprises me to find a woman who can read or wants to read. Do you entertain yourself with books often?"

Moira jested, "I have read every conscious hour since my eighth birthday. One becomes proficient with time, does one not?"

Utopia glided into her hand, it fell from the shelf as if it was meant to be hers. As she gently spread the pages, she began to read silently. The memory of her childhood rushed back to her like a lion on a lamppost. The jade centers of her eyes cautiously perused each page before her finger lifted, dissected, and rent the successive page from the remainder of the book. She giggled silently when she noticed the marks in the margins; how quaint to see someone thought as they read.

They read, 

“The way a proper estate should be managed is in these pages. 

It is the place of the sovereign to protect his servants. 


How difficult to see a world that reflects this text

If only we lived in such a place.”



​Stephen clapped the book shut when he wrapped his long, bony fingers around the spine. Moira’s elation left as he pouted over her lack of attention. As he drew close to her, he said, 

“Books are good, but I did invite you here for more. Contract or none, I would still like time to cozy up to you.”

​The months passed quickly. Their first visit had been brief, but two short months later he bid her come to his estate for a holiday again as she was drawn to some time away from the tedium of her own realm. The trip was less treacherous now that her servants knew the way; the best roads had been shown to them on the map before their sojourn through the countryside at the end of her first visit. They dipped into valleys, bounded over dales, and sang joyous tunes in a lightened stupor caused by the spirits they brought with them. Moira joined the servants in more than one drink while she was away from her mother, she sang just as heartily as the men at the front of the hansom.

​With her eyes heavy, and her heart now lifted, she proceeded into the inn with the help of her maidservants. The Brazen Goose was a stout establishment filled with few people. The innkeeper was well dressed in a brown jerkin that overlayed his tunic. His shirt was stained from the fresh meats he had cooked, his toothy grin lacked some teeth, but not many. He led her ladyship with great levity to the counter where he pulled a skeleton key with the number 17 on it from under the counter. He made quaint conversation about how that was the best number because all manner of criminals hated the number seventeen as he loftily waved her toward her room. She crashed on the bed as a loud sound echoed through the inn, and her eyes closed immediately.

​A gilded shield rushed toward her. Cacophony in the silence of a thousand meadows. She saw his lips move and felt alarmed. Trees crashed around her as she rushed toward him. Her eyes met his again as she felt drawn to him, as if she needed him somehow. His face was painted with some grief, but he still seemed joyful to see her face. She went to brush his face with the back of her hand...

​A loud noise emanated from the other side of the room, a calamitous noise from the room next door perhaps, as she sat up without complaint. However, she had no idea where she was or how she had gotten there. Her head swam, but it didn't ache as the servants snored away around her. Their arms draped about their sides as they lay on their backs, sides, and some even on their stomachs. The sound of rain descended on the thatched roof with some force as she sat up in the dark. She ambled down the stairs lazily. She found a barmaid at the counter. 

“Hello Marm.” She sang up the stairs, “My name is Liza, and I'll serve you today m’lady. Can I get ye anathing?”

​“No, not at the moment. I have such a horrible headache.”

​“Now we can fix that right up. Here’s a brew my mother taught me.” She chimed as she mixed several different items into a glass. She topped it off with a sprig of parsley, a handful of fennel, and a basil leaf.

​Lysa handed Moira a large glass filled to the brim, “Careful not to spill it. It has to be mixed precisely, you see.”

​“Thanks. Did you say your name was Lysa? I had an aunt by that name.” Moira spoke sporadically as she sipped the effervescent drink.

​“Why yes marm. It's good to know some of us still use older names.”

​Moira sipped casually as she stared out the window as she looked for the man in her dreams or any sign of what was to come. All she saw, however, was a gray, dreary sky as rain poured from it in a hard drizzle. Much to her surprise, the drink tasted much like a spiced ale with a remnant of mint that lingered on her tongue. Lysa stared intently at Moira as she took sip after sip, much to Moira's dismay.

​“Is your drink enjoyable? I could make you something to eat if you like.” Lysa chimed jovially.

​Moira simply nodded her head slowly without any other indication. She placed the glass on the counter with the clank of glass on the wooden top she placed her hand on her head, then her head on the counter, and finally stared blankly at the wall. She woke with a jolt as a man plopped down beside her. –How long had she been asleep?–

​Lysa wasn't nearby, she apparently left her post. Another maid stood in her place now. Moira strutted upstairs to find her servants now awake, readied for the journey ahead. As Moira looked around the thatched room, she noticed the stucco was broken in several places; the walls were well repaired except the corners. Her menservants packed the trunks with all their personal possessions neatly into their rucksacks and Moira stood aghast as the men left. As she went to walk downstairs, her manservant Giles walked out before her to make sure the amount due was paid. He slipped a few sovereigns into the hand of the owner who nodded obligingly. The drivers fetched the hansoms.

​Giles and Moira stepped outside to the open air in a grove of small elm trees filled with several sorts of songbirds. Moira heard the songs of thrushes, the chatter of killdeer, and a few finches from the distance. Amongst all this, several of her menservants noisily lifted the trunks into the hansom. Then, they asked, 

“Shall we fetch any provisions m’lady?”

​Moira replied, “Yes, fetch some bread, some salted beef, and some fresh water for the journey ahead.”

​“How much more do we have to travel,” Moira jested toward the road while she nodded in an empathetically toward Giles.

​“One fortnight methinks.” Giles retorted and bowed slightly.

​The cabin was loaded full of all the possessions of the troupe as Moira ascended the carriage in eloquent, grandiose fashion. Her gossamer gown now fell behind her untouched by the mud around the hansom. All the men and women were in their places as the hansom moved slowly it lurched forward. Giles grimaced in a debut of his chagrin. The sound of the horses that clopped down the cobbled road lulled Moira to sleep as she fell forward and back, rocked by the cabin.

​She woke slightly throughout each of the days that remained. It seemed as though time passed quickly. She never seemed to fully wake from her slumber throughout the trip. Finally, she woke enough to notice the light that cascaded through the windows of the carriage as she hoarsely asked Giles, “How long until we arrive?”

​“Only about two days m’lady,” Giles canted almost as if the nausea he felt from the journey decreased with each pull of the horses.

​“Good, has it really been twelve days, Giles?”

​“Yes, nearly thirteen actually, Moira.”

​Moira nestled back into the plush pillows behind as she wrapped herself in her dress. Her eyes closed, as she felt nauseous. Her time passed quickly now, and for the last several months she felt sick to her stomach. Her bosom ached slightly, and her back had begun to feel labored. She had made it a habit to have ginger ale twice a day; especially when her stomach hurt. It seemed to bloat more by the hour.

​Between the exhaustion and the illness, Moira did not noticed much of the journey. Surely something she ate made her sick. It felt as though she was more front heavy, but age will do that to anybody, much less a well-to-do woman such as herself. However, she craved more fish and fresh bread. Everything else made her regret the taste or smell for days.

​She didn't mentioned it yet, but they made way to the castle in full force and arrived before dusk. In the moments before their arrival, the menservants unloaded the carriage, one trunk after another until it was done. It only took what seemed like a quarter of an hour. Moira ran to the toilets; everything came up from her stomach all at once.

​Giles guided her to the foyer, down the hall. Giles kept an unspoken suspicion that Moira was pregnant, yet if she weren't a virgin he would have thought she was pregnant. Stephen came out to the wagons but did not find Moira. Stephen barked, “Where is your mistress?” 

​They replied, “Inside your estate, Master Cartier.” 

​Stephen hurtled himself toward the door of his castle. As he marched through the gate into the foyer, he found Giles again. 

“My lord.” He gestured toward the hall.

​Stephen nodded as he passed, barely acknowledged Giles. Stephen heard Moira heave into the toilet when he passed. He paused for a moment, then rushed into the bathroom. He found Moira crouched over the toilet, as her lunch tumbled into the pipes. 

“What's wrong m’lady?”

​“Nothing m’lord just bad food at the inn, I suppose. We stopped quite a while back and the food we acquired was salted, but it did not hold.”

​Moira sauntered to her quarters, the same quarters she had occupied before, in this castle. She knew all would be well soon enough, as she drifted off to sleep lazily. The door closed behind her as the servants left her; her eyes finally, knowingly, closed after a long ride through the countries that led to Stephen's estate.

​Moira woke at the sound of the people who entered and exited. 

​“Time to change your raiment m’lady. Time to get fresh.” Chimed the commonly dressed woman who stood just inside the door. She lifted a scarlet dress over her head. She admired it from beneath. Moira’s eyes carefully discerned and dissected the hems and length of the dress. 

"My best work, I might say. That is, if I didn't know better."

​Moira looked up from her hands, as she smiled sheepishly, her mind somewhere else entirely through the whole performance. She placed one hand on the bed while she laid slightly to one side and slowly raised herself to a steady posture. She bid the servant come in with the wave of her hand. After the door was closed, Moira raised her arms so that the maidservant could pull the dress from her.

The servant obliged as she pulled the cuffs from her hands, then slowly lifted the dress from its hems up above her shoulders. Moira's hands helped to hold the dress as the servant quipped in whispers. Riddles flowed from her lips until in an instant she said,              

"My if that isn't the cutest stomach I’ve seen on a pregnant woman."

Moira interjected, "Pregnant? How can you tell that?”

"This knot, here. The way your stomach is shaped. I'll bet you've been extremely ill lately. Haven't you?"

"But how did you know?"

Moira stood aghast as she tried to comprehend what this woman thought. -–How could she be pregnant, if she had only been beside Stephen once, the last night she had stayed in this castle. Stephen had to know, or he would certainly disavow their marriage, but with the common practice to wait until marriage, what would her mother think of her?–

The old hag helped her into her dress as she asked, "You haven't married Stephen yet. Have you deary?"

Moira shook her head slowly. She wished it were only a dream. Her greatest hopes had been dashed. What could she do now?

"I have just the thing." coaxed the old hag.

"Eat this and you won't be pregnant much longer. This herb has been passed down for generations."

Moira took the herb in hand as she examined it closely. Too much was on her mind that it hadn't occurred to her that she could simply get rid of her child. She shook her head quickly, 

"I'll have to discuss it before I try anything, from anyone."

Moira sat without a word about it. She withdrew into the study for hours each day while she was at the estate. Her servants scarcely knew how to approach her, but Stephen seemed unchanged by Moira's temperament. He boldly pushed toward her and took her folded hand gently in his. Moira ripped her hand away slowly and seemed to float toward the next book. Stephen called her again.

Suddenly, Moira asked that Giles accompany her on a walk around the grounds. Giles had been a family friend, as well as, a servant since Moira's mother was young; surely, he would know just what to do about her circumstances. Moira led Giles away from the castle discreetly while she discussed finances. When they had reached the front gate, Moira broke into tears. Giles asked, "What’s wrong m'lady?"

As she coughed and sputtered through her hand, she told him about the pregnancy, or alleged pregnancy, the witch had explained to her. She also explained that she had only been in Stephen's chambers one night, and that she did not see how she could be pregnant so soon. She continued to sob as Giles tried to comfort her with a hand cupped over her shoulder while he drew her close in an embrace. Giles knew this didn't bode well for his mistress, but there was no reason to frighten her with details when she was this upset.

He knew all too well that Stephen would have to be told sooner rather than later, but which words would he use to explain. Would he accuse the squire of debauchery with his own fiancée? Would he simply explain the facts and allow the master to decide his role? Or should he wait to be sure what the witch said was true?

He felt the witch was right in her opinion, but now was not the time to divulge information. He simply embraced Moira, as he told her that he would make sure it was right. Another month and it would be apparent if she were pregnant; then he would explain to Stephen what events unfolded, he knew full well that Stephen would denounce his own guilt in the circumstances. However, he would be forced to recognize the child as his own under the accounts of the servants as well as himself.

It was a cold, dreary night when they finally fell asleep. The rain pattered on the roof with all the force of a mill as Giles looked silently at the ceiling. Certainly, this was not the best time, but it could make for good ends. He pulled at his belt slightly, he grimaced at the thought of his lady dragged to that infernal place of the sinner when he knew she was innocent of all transgressions. He drew up to the desk in his room; he pulled a ream of parchment of the finest quality from its drawers. The paper flowed from his hand onto the oaken surface of the desk as if it were guided while he dug into the second drawer. He withdrew a quill made from the feather of a pheasant. He wrote out,


To His Majesty Stephen Cartier esq.:

On this day, it has become evident that m'lady Moira is with child. As joyous as it is to see the family continued, I would ask that you take care of her as would seem to fit a woman of her station and her condition. Within this letter I divulged not only her pregnancy, but also my knowledge of yourself as the father of the child in question.

Goodman beget strong children into this world. I would not have it any other way in the knowledge that your line will be well served by the family to which I have pledged my service all of these years. I have it on all accounts that the time spent with Moira was with that of her family, close servants, and no debauchery befell her outside of her wedding chamber. As such, I beseech you to join her in matrimony as soon as possible to avoid any scandal that might result.

Her mother, already promised a dowry, and I am sure she will extend credit for the wedding as you might request. The dress, feast, and other necessary arrangements shall be made at the expense of her long-passed father from a trust consigned to her name.

Yours Sincerely,

Giles Abernathy



Giles folded the letter from its corners to its center, as he reached into the square cubby hole to his left. His lengthy, judicious hands withdrew a long metal piece that looked like a knob. His thumb wrapped around a beeswax post as his other hand fumbled for a candle. When he placed all of these items on the desk he went to the fire with a long straw; he lit it from the embers that fell from beneath the powerful flames of the fireplace. The straw quickly caught flame and began to smolder. He pulled the straw violently from the embers, then proceeded toward the candle, which he successfully lit.

He turned the candle in his fingertips, warily, as he began to melt the wax post over the letter. Drip, drip, drop. The wax melted, as it dropped on the letter. He swiftly drew out the stamper, then pressed it into the wax as he pursed his lips furtively. He lifted the stamper before he looked at the letter with relief, with some dread, and with contemplation.

Since he did not want to lose the letter, he placed it in his luggage in such a way that nearly half of the letter protruded from the leather knapsack. With his eyes full of questions, he sought out the best method to deliver the letter. He dared not trust a servant to deliver such a surreptitious letter, but could he trust Stephen to be intelligent enough to find the letter before someone else discovered it? He decided to place the letter in a room where all else dared not visit, the study. He moved swiftly, as he gingerly placed the letter into the green tree hole where he saw the letter of endorsement signed in Stephen's hand.

Giles stepped out of the room, as he swiftly moved down the corridor to the outer reaches of the estate. He noticed the leaves sway gently in the breeze as their now golden glow beamed upon him. He waited patiently for the results to be clear. Just then, he saw the maids follow close to the path while they walked toward the gate into the castle. The grass was worn brown, which reminded him of his worn hands. As he stared at his hand, he wondered what made this world so cruel that his hands had worn so much. His contorted face as he looked down. He saw Stephen march to the corridor while he whistled a military tune.

Giles pulled out a soft leather-bound book and began to record the facts of the day in a limerick. It came to him quickly, as he wrote,


—The days of yore are come and past;

And yet we seek to pardon last;

The years of toil have made it so;

That life and limbs have yet to go;

—Within the time it took to blink;

Time had passed, more than forty winks;

Deft thought has made boys to men;

Women wilt, and time will send;

—A letter sent is often read;

But when will reading make some understand;

Belonging belongs to the forgotten lot;

Because to forget we must be forgot;

—Simple jests often lead to greater lest;

The time forgot is the time that is best;

Learn to forget what one knows;

Ignorance often comes to blows;

—The Sound of Fury is deep;

But with time the silence heaps;



He was fully lost in his thoughts as he looked back toward the castle. He thought of Moira's plight. Just then, Stephen marched out to him.

"Where is your mistress this hour?" exclaimed Stephen as he flailed.

"M'lord, I cannot say other than she has been ill this last two fortnights. I suppose she is asleep, if she is nowhere else to be found."

Giles moved slowly through the garden, he pulled his hand along the brush as he peered closely. He seemed to ignore Stephen's indignation when he placed his journal into his breast pocket as he placed his pencil lightly beside it. He turned slowly toward the gate into the main manor. Stephen rushed him, spoke quickly, and then blocked his way.

"Master, please step aside. I'd rather not put you to the ground."

"I will not have it. You’ll answer me, or you’ll stand until you answer"

"Sir, I've already told you all that I know of m'lady. Please let me pass so that I may retire to my room."

"What is it that has made her ill?"

"Perhaps it’s the sight of m'lord. Perhaps it is your fare, but she is ill."

Stephen swung at Giles with a near miss, as Giles stepped aside in anticipation of his move. In return, Giles grabbed hold of his shoulder and launched him back toward the tree in front of him. He calmly walked, with slow steps, as Stephen stumbled back onto the mound of dirt under the lanky elm. Stephen sprang up to swing again, but it was all for naught. Giles pushed Stephen down with an open hand as a thud resounded from the tree. The limbs quivered and leaves fell all around Stephen as he fell unconscious for a moment. As he stood up in a dazed condition, he ambled before he fell again. The servants rushed to his side. They examined him closely after his several falls. They dare not approach too closely, as they stood a yard away, they beckoned him toward the castle where he could be nursed back to his previous condition of cold stares and grimaces in peace.

He took a few steps at a time as he stumbled through the rotund archway now filled with ivy. He leaned against the exterior of the door to gather strength before he walked further; he fell through the entrance. An old maid supported him under one arm as many of the menservants approached to lift him down the corridor. Moira peeked from her door as the men hoisted him through the door opposite hers; she barely peered through the cracked oaken door as she held at her stomach. She wondered what had happened, but more importantly what Stephen knew.

The men seemed to joke and jest as they walked. One asked, "What was it that made that servant of your mistress push you so heartily." 

As they laughed boisterously one curtsied. Moira held her hand over her mouth, as she stifled a laugh. When Stephen shook his head, she knew nothing was said. The old man had proven his worth yet again.

After Stephen was laid to rest on his spare bed, Moira slipped through the door. She pranced down the hall as lightly as a titmouse to the library where she slid her finger along the shelves. She plucked Collected Fairy Tales from the shelves. How appropriate she thought as she began to read,

Once upon a time . . . as a merchant set off for market, he asked each of his three daughters what she would like as a present on his return. The first daughter wanted a brocade dress, the second a pearl necklace, but the third, whose name was Beauty, the youngest, prettiest and sweetest of them all, said to her father, "All I'd like is a rose you've picked specially for me!"

Soon, she fell fast asleep in the chair. When she woke, she realized it was night. It had been nearly a fortnight since they arrived. Tomorrow they would pack every possession they brought with them to begin back to Ireland. Moira felt a strong pang for home: the food that had a familiar smell, the din of bells as they passed houses, and the smell of fresh air.

Moira spoke to her servants as they packed that night with Stephen indisposed. She talked to the butler of the house about provisions at the local inn again, which swiftly led to the accomplishment of a bargain struck with the innkeeper without one word spoken outside the estate.

Giles looked rather dismal, but he also relieved. His silence was nearly unknown to Moira, but they would be headed home soon enough, and she was sure he would be in better spirits when they arrived. The cart was filled, the provisions were stocked onto the hansom, and then they began down the road.

Shortly after they arrived home, Rue was called to side in battle, and he received word from Stephen that their relatives would battle as well. When Moira heard the news, her face contorted slightly. As time passed, Moira and Belle sat and darned socks while they discussed the business of the realm, and the obligation to attend dinner parties in the place of their men who were too busy with war for the realm and king.             

Three months later, Moira fled her mother’s estate. Belle brought her back to the small hamlet in the boughs of the trees where she birthed her grandson. They waited to name him for eight days, but tragedy struck when Rue returned with Stephen's last testament, which claimed Moira the sole proprietor of his estate upon his death. Now that it was apparent that Stephen died, Moira had some wealth in the world.

Rue explained that Stephen had walked miles abreast of the other men, sought out the enemy valiantly, but was taken by a bolt from high when they reached the fortresses at one of the more prominent battles. He was buried in the family plot outside of Lundun. Rue visited more often. He marveled at his nephew who was also his grandson. He visited more than once per month when he was not led away by business.
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After the eighth day, Edmund was introduced in the normal fashion with his papers written solely to show whom he came from and how he arrived. On the Winter solstice, he smiled as they laid water over his brow and proclaimed him lord of the Cartier estate. Rue looked down dotingly as he held out his arms and took his grandson close to his bosom. Moira couldn't help but look at her son and wonder what would have happened if she had taken the advice of the witch.

Her son would not exist, but she would also not have taken on Stephen's estate, which was vast and difficult to maintain. So many servants brought an exorbitant cost of 6,743 Louis Dior a year. When she considered that the same amount of money could buy food for a dinner party each day for several years, her head filled with impossible calculations. She sat with a severe headache, as a pang of angst overcame her. Her stomach lurched up her throat. At the same time, her heart leapt because her son was handsome as his pale lead-colored eyes shown up and his laugh escaped his puffy cheeks. The arch under his eyes grew round. It was nearly a full circle as he cooed.

In the same way, she was now free of her mother, who was kinder than in her childhood but was still boorish on almost every occasion that their paths crossed. Belle smiled from her chair while she clapped for Edmund. He wailed in short, abrupt bursts as he also reached for Belle. He seemed to know precisely who his family was, exactly where he stood with them, and precisely how to get what he wanted.

Moira clutched Edmund close to her. She kissed his forehead as she sniffed gently at him. She swaddled him in velveteen sky-blue cloth that was as soft as it was permanent. She bounced him slightly, then smiled as he cooed contentedly. She let him nurse to foster growth between herself and her son. She felt relationships were important, certainly more than her mother or Rue. The times were about the strength of men, and being born to privilege made one more than privileged. She draped her forest green gown back over her shoulder, her lips pulled up in a shaky smile as she moved her hands slowly inside her gown readjusting her form inside the fit of the dress.

Mildred rushed into the open area as she inquired, “May I have a word with your ladyship?” 

Belle stepped forward as Millie rushed past toward Moira. “I have retained this letter for you m’lady.”

Moira handed the baby to Millie as she finagled the letter from Millie's hands. Her face showed signs of confusion as she carefully hoisted Edmund into Millie's arms. Edmund fussed as he reached for Millie's dress playfully, or perhaps hungrily.

Moira broke the wax seal carefully, as she opened the letter her face filled with shock and chagrin. Her eyes perused the parchment between her fingers. She clutched tighter to the paper with her eyes intent on the text as she suppressed a tremor in her hands. The vanilla-colored parchment was clasped between her fingertips as she edged forward in her chair. The letter read:


Marquess Moira Adaline Goodman:

Henceforward you shall be the inheritor of the Cartier estates in France. Your presence is requested to complete any forfeiture and gain paperwork. In this I ask you to make haste to the home of Andrew Cartier as I will be in attendance the 20th of this month to inquire about the benefactors of the will.

The succession of goods and services to Stephen Cartier esq. to his son is now adjucated for the purpose of his proper upbringing in the ways of nobility. It was the wish of Stphn. Cartier esq. that his son will take lessons under Mierdoc, who also taught him. All monies being given are to be acquired within this means, for the sole purpose of the child’s provisions. While you are given free rein to care for your son, you will have no license to any monies ascribed to the Cartier household, but a stipend will be provided.

It is also the askance of this letter to make haste for the prevention of the destruction of the grand Cartier estate, including outlying properties, as some servants have begun to resent the conditions of their residence. Keep in accordance with this letter as you will, but be advised against violation of the rote of this letter, as it will have severe consequences.

Sincerely:

Gustav Cartier

Accountant of Estates, Cartier Family



​Moira gathered herself from the chaos in a calm manner. She ordered the servants, “Load the carriages to make way for France,” as she swaddled Edmund. The baby was wrapped in the purest sea foam sun bonnet as well as a gown that resembled a gunnery sack. She sighed as she looked longingly at the horizon as Edmund fussed.             

Moira began to sing low as if to tell a story to Edmund,


Once I was young I felt like the world couldn’t give a bother;

My heart went out, but I felt strong against my mother;

Then, as days went by this man with true eyes came to my house;

I felt like a spot, a speckle if not, and even then I felt like a mouse;

My mother, dear Belle, curtsied her way into Rue’s dear heart;

Then off to the days when I trothed with Stephen, your love-d father;

I felt ill at ease, but felt rather pleased to know we’d be taken in part;

Then off went Stephen, to war, where he stayed after death had come to totter;

And then, as she said you came ‘ere I wed to be with me and remind of days that were ever praised, by men and by me;

I saw you at last you’ve grown so fast, from new to smartly toddler;

What will come, what may, none can say, but love you still I ought to;

So, I’ll swaddle you well and feed you to fill;

I’ll lift you in play, and seize every day;



Edmund settled and began to coo as Moira sang in a melodious voice. Her voice lifted as she ended her short song. She knew it was her place to care for him, and in her eyes, there was a glint of contentedness with a smile that rose from her lips as she packed her personal possessions. Her dresses fell in her chest as she dropped them from above. Her jewelry would be left behind, but her books went with her. She picked up Utopia from the books shelf on her last visit to the manor and some of Euripides’ plays sat above her dresses.

As she had the trunk loaded into the carriage, she thought about the joyous memories she had at the Cartier estate, no matter how brief. Giles whittled away at a stick he had collected as he rocked back and forth. The carriage jolted forward then back as he and Moira looked out toward the horizon and the carriage sped forward at a lightning pace through the countryside with the rhythmic cadence of hooves. The light slowly faded from the colorful landscape as the colors migrated into the skies. The lavender, rose, and mustard of the sunset drowned out the dull colors beneath as Giles silently waited.

Moira hummed an almost indiscernible tune as she drifted closer and closer to sleep. Edmund was quiet, then he fussed slightly with the movement of the wheels, occasionally. He yawned, his eyes seemed to dance along the ceiling as he babbled. Moira gripped the edge of the seat, when she looked in on him, she smiled slightly as Edmund seemed to take well to the road trip. Suddenly, the carriage came to an abrupt stop, and Moira sat up abruptly. They had reached the Avalon Heights, an inn just as well-known as any in Ireland. The sun had left the sky. The men grappled through the dark as they carried the trunks.

Moira staggered through the dark. She exclaimed, “Where are we?” 

In the same way Giles stood tall and strode forward, then he dashed his toe against a stone. He yowled, “That blasted...” then, his words became indiscernible as he moved forward.

The coachmen began to unpack the trunks as Moira looked around, her eyes adjusted to the darkness as her drowsiness left. She stepped precariously as if nothing mattered. Her face appeared blank when she ordered the servants to be sure her possessions were well cared for. 

In a level, melancholy tone Giles said, “We have arrived at the Avalon Heights. Time to bed down for the night.” 

The maidservants brought Edmund out of the hansom and began to take him up to the doors, his eyes peacefully closed as Belle fretted and yelled at the coachmen, “Be sure my possessions are not lost.”. The horses were led from their yoke individually, then taken to the stables.

Moira stepped forward solemnly, as she heard the plush bed call her, she slowly ambled through the door. Soon she found herself halfway up the stairs of the inn without knowledge of how she got there. Another few steps, and she fell ill-sanctimoniously onto the bed. Her eyes searched the ceiling for some purpose. She mouthed words without an audible word. When she verified no one could hear her, she drifted between sleep and awareness. How was she so exhausted?

Without any noises but the stamp of feet outside, she felt serene, but somehow unsettled. Her hands laid over her heart as tears rolled down her cheeks and she bashed the pillow as she thought, How could he have done that, why did he have to leave so much undone?

Her eyes peered through the gloom, they dilated, and then focused on a single patch of stucco. Her feet kicked slightly as she stirred, despite the fact that she did not move. She fell asleep unknowingly.

Moira rose from her bed solemnly after her last night’s hard sleep, but somehow she felt utterly unrested. She clutched her forehead, then she rubbed her neck. A sound almost like a saw descended from somewhere in the room while she looked around, she saw her mother sprawled over a mattress; her eyes were seemingly locked closed. Moira paced cautiously for a moment, then she tiptoed to the side of Edmund’s bassinette. He had rolled into a near ball on his side, hands rested against his face. It was clear someone fed him well.

The room seemed to wax and wane slightly as Moira’s focus came nearer then fell away. The sun showed through the drapery. Men cavorted downstairs and the sound broke through the floorboards: the crash of tankards, the caterwaul of old songs that hardly resembled songs, and the occasional exclamation of men that watched or participated in a bar brawl as the barmaid squawked about the cost.

A grumble came from Moira’s stomach. She stood drawn downward slightly. Her eyes glanced over her stomach and further to the floor. The smell of fresh ale and stew seeped through the perforated floorboards and her face fell into solemn indifference with a twinge of pain.

Her eyes grew cold with apathy, as she stood still. She trotted down the stairs when her footsteps led her past the drunken men that laid and staggered throughout the inn’s restaurant. A haggard old man with a face made of sandpaper, too worn for good use, reached up as he narrowly missed Moira’s breast. Moira turned, ever quicker away from the ill-kempt old man in a burlap tunic, but she did not notice his powder horn was covered in bronze, overlaid in an intricate motif of filigree.

As she approached the counter, she raised her hand slightly. A coin drifted through her fingers, which she immediately regretted. A man lunged at the pence. His beard filled with straw while Moira tumbled backward a step. His clothes were tattered, his teeth were rotted, and he withdrew slowly from Moira. Moira’s hand fell slowly until it was directly over the hand of the man, then she let the coin drop as she drew another from her side. She ogled for a brief instant and reflected, so many people who don’t have enough, even in a ‘civilized’ country. Where do people learn to live like animals?

A steward quietly, smoothly, and intently ambled toward Moira. His clothes were in shambles, but only slightly torn. As he extended his arm forward, Moira noticed a small hole in the hem below his arm. Moira danced around and toward a table as the steward followed. He pulled a chair out, then asked, “What can I help you to this mornin’ ma’rm?”

He looked at Moira as she sat in a stupor for minutes. 

“Elderberry Ale, don’t water it down. Oh, and an Ulster breakfast.” 

She raised her eyebrow slightly, then smirked furtively through her gaze. Her Cheshire grin frightened the steward into action, he quickly withdrew to the kitchen with hobbled steps.

The sound of the fire roared in the midst of wood thrown over the dying embers, which startled Moira. The sound of people in conversation ranged from quiet to a roar. The smells, sights, and sounds forced her to withdraw into her own mind. As she pondered the weight of the circumstances, she also wondered what would become of her family, particularly her son. Would the preparations make Edmund an honored knight or squire? Would he be left destitute?

Her head snapped back as her gaze narrowed on the door across from her. She realized in that moment that her thoughts must be on the present, if not for herself then for her son. 

Any sign that I’m not completely engaged could mean danger for myself or my son, time to get to the business at hand.

Moira gazed deeply again before her eyes darted slightly as if she read from a book. Back then forth in mere moments, the steward arrived again. He clanged the glass on the table while Moira snapped out of her self-induced trance. Her food was set softly in front of her while the steward placed the napkin delicately over her lap, and released it just before his fingertips touched her clothes. A fork, knife, and spoon were placed in front of the breakfast that showed slightly from a ragged cloth rolled to barely resemble anything useful. The knife was visibly nicked, even before the rag was unrolled. The fork was dull, as well as, bent in an odd shape. The spoon was nicked around the edge as if too many people missed their bowls with hard motion against harder surfaces.

The oaken table didn’t budge as Moira knocked her knee and a thud rang out as she cried. Her face contorted in ways that fascinated and astonished as she carefully separated the rag from the cutlery. She made sure not to touch the table with her hand as she guided the utensils into her other hand. Many people sat in groups, as they bolstered their courage with toasts and loud songs. People looked on, sometimes they looked through, and other times they landed their eyes on Moira. Meanwhile, Moira began with porridge, she slowly worked from the hot foods that steamed to the cold foods that froze her fingers as she brought each dish close to her in turn.

Lastly, she finished her juice and began to sip slowly on the ale. Giles stormed in the room. His coat tails barely kept up with his pace. He trotted across the room, pulled the chair across from Moira out, and sat so swiftly the stool rebounded. He growled almost under his breath, 

“M’lady, do you really think this is the place to eat?”

To which Moira replied in a low steady voice, “It’s as good a place as any Giles. I can tend to my own,” her hand slowly waved Giles’s objections away as if they smelled badly or had offended.

“This is hardly the place for a lady. You can tend to yourself, but what will the servants think when they find their mistress cavorts with common ruffians?” asked Giles in a low voice, a little less perturbed.

“They can think what the’ wan’... I dun care,” she replied as she stumbled over her words, as if to mock Giles. 

Moira raised her glass high off her elbow, gave Giles a hard wink and swilled another mouthful of ale as she closed her eyes.

Giles raised his hand slowly, waiting until the tankard slid to the table. He grabbed Moira by the arm tight enough to bruise her.              

“You’re coming with me m’lady. I won’t have a scandal, especially when there’s business to be done.”

Moira’s tugged her arm back slightly while her eyes seethed with rage. She began to caterwaul like someone had prodded her with a hot fire poker. Her mouth contorted in a strange grin as she yelled through her clenched teeth, inaudibly.

Just then, her arm lost strength and her head dove toward the table. In the instant it took for her arm to lose strength, Giles had already placed his arm under her head and lifted her up. She looked all around as quickly as she could. She turned and made sure no one watched or stared; furthermore, that no one objected. Giles scooped Moira up into his arms and began to heave himself up the stairs gently enough not to wake Moira. As he mounted the last stair, he huffed with extreme anguish. Just a few more steps, he thought to himself. He placed one foot against the ground and hurtled the ground in front of him, he finally made it to the room. He placed Moira on her bed softly as wiped his brow with the back of his sleeve, and laboriously trudged to his room.

The days had worn Giles thin. His hand slowly pulled his kerchief over his eyes as he stared absently at the door in front of him. His hand lifted the latch quickly, his feet shuffled, his corpse-like body fell over the threshold. He dug into his breast pocket and pulled out his diary to record his thoughts of the day, the events of the day, and his impressions of his life. However, his eyes fell closed. They felt tons heavier than ten minutes ago when he lifted Moira into her bed. As his eyes fell shut, the wind crept through the room as the bustle of the inn continued below.             

Moira awoke to the loud noise of chamber pots as they banged against one another. Her headache pulsed so hard that it felt as though a stampede of wild horses made their way over her head, over and over again. She lifted her head slowly while she held it to make sure that her skull was still intact. Her mouth fell slightly agape, drool spilled out slowly as her reddened eyes blinked open.

As she sat up, she gripped her stomach while her mouth opened in a contorted fashion as if she was in awe or pain. The taste of alcohol seeped into her desert dry mouth. The mixture of hops, salt, and the vinegar left after hours of sleep pulled her lips into a pursed chagrin. She stumbled over herself, then she found the chamber pot to relieve herself before she exited her room. She ambled down the stairs to the restaurant on the ground floor, where she asked for another ale with an Ulster breakfast. The barmaid curtsied and went to make her food without a word. Jeanne’s tattered dress in hues of brown, covered in soot and mud, rocked under her as she ran toward the kitchen. Her eyes set on their goal as uprights and decorations of the inn drifted behind her.

Moira peered at the exquisite fleur-de-lis patterns. She thought, The person who had carved these spent an immense amount of time to carve them with such detail and precision. Her hand slid lazily over the colonnades while her steps still varied enough to move her forward. Moira propped herself against the wall as her blood-shot eyes bulged, her lips pursed tightly together, and her hair covered in sweat. Her feet led her to a chair where her weight fell just short of the table. Her thighs slapped against the edge of the chair. After some time, the food arrived at the table. It was placed in front of Moira. She opened her mouth quickly, as she thrust food deep into her mouth as her teeth snapped shut around the fork. Moira withdrew the fork slowly, then ground the sausages between her back teeth.

As she chewed through piece after piece of her breakfast, Giles slipped down the stairs and briefly peered at her. His eyes moved to the barmaid when her eyes locked with his for just a moment. He slowly lowered himself into the seat at another table fifteen feet opposite Moira. The other servants filed down the stairs slowly and methodically.

Giles motioned to the barmaid who floated toward him with almost unseemly grace, her feet appeared still. 

“Yes, how can I help you?” the barmaid piped up.

Giles replied in just barely more than a whisper, “An ale, a full breakfast with a side of hominy. And if you could spare the time, I’d like a brief word with you after you’ve gotten my order.”

“I can manage that in a wink. Your breakfast will be back presently.”

Giles stared contemplatively as his hand gently slipped into his breast pocket. A pencil wrapped in his journal followed his fingertips. He opened the book as he peered, then squinted as he penned lines on a new page. They read:

How eerie the morning hour,

The time when men think least as themselves,

When their faces often sour,

Their minds like empty shelves.

His face drooped in emotionless immobility. He looked up as his hand slipped his journal back into his pocket in just enough time to see the barmaid with a tankard approach the table. He hastily pulled his hand from his pocket and raised his hands to receive the drink. He grinned wryly as he nodded his head in thanks.

The barmaid curtsied hastily, she nearly stumbled over her feet as she went back toward the kitchen. Giles swam in his thoughts without any ability to recall any particular fact. His eyes looked far away through the room and to the wall, almost as if they looked beyond that opaque and hardened surface to something beyond.

Giles was alarmed by sudden movements in his peripheral vision when the barmaid arrived with his breakfast. Twenty minutes passed, neither Moira, nor Giles noticed the time pass.

“I’m sorry it took so long to get your food. You may have noticed how busy we are, sir.” Jeanne motioned toward the full tables that surrounded the supports throughout the restaurant.

The barmaid explained as she wrung her hands slightly, “Would you like me to stop back after you’ve eaten your breakfast?”

“Hmm. Yes, yes, that will be fine.” Giles retorted in a near murmur. 

Giles lifted his hand to the knife on the table as he slowly but surely ate the food. He chewed rhythmically, almost without any acknowledgement of what he ate. His mouth rebounded as his sunken eyes listlessly gazed. His hand reached for the tankard on the table. His mouth gripped the lip of the tankard. He swilled a large gulp of ale.

Without any recognition, Giles consumed everything in front of him. He lifted the napkin from his lap, then lightly touched the corners of his mouth. He placed the napkin, partially folded, in front of his plate. He raised his hand as he pointed two fingers up. The barmaid nodded quickly and continued to wipe out the glass in her hand.

In a few moments the barmaid sprinted to the table in such a hurry that anyone who watched may have thought she was being chased. She bowed slightly, “How was y’er breakfast?” she inquired hastily.

“Fine, the breakfast was well made, and well prepared. Do you see the young lady there. The one with black hair?”

“Yes, I do m’lord.”

“Can you tell me how she’s been this morning? Not too ill, not too much difficulty walking was there?”

“No, in fact she came down the stairs a little hard this morning, but she ‘as carried on in the same way. She finished her breakfast ‘bout as fast as I guess anyone has and now she’s finished her fourth quart.”

“Good, I’m glad to hear it. Will you get some of the help to assist me?  Our personal effects need brought down.” Giles asked.

“Of course, will it be just yours?”

Giles replied, “Mine, and the two adjacent rooms. We will need to be gone within the hour. Rooms 10, 11, and 12 will need to be assisted. You’ll find someone in each room to assist you in the determination of what needs to go and to where it needs to be placed.”

“Good, sir. I’ll have the livery boys in here presently to get your baggage ready. Another quart of ale?”

“No, but thank you for your attention.” 

Giles grinned almost imperceptibly. He then stole his way up to the rooms, then stepped with all the grace and whimsy of a housecat.      

Edmund just woke, his eyes were swollen with sleep that covered them still. As he woke, his nursemaid gently hushed him. Her voice waxed and waned as she asked if he wanted anything to drink or if she could provide him with any breakfast. He smiled, then nodded slightly without answer as one might expect. 

As the nursemaid cleaned Edmund, she hummed a tune. Her eyes paid attention to the minute details of his skin tone, his attitude and mannerisms, and all other matter of importance to the baby’s health. As Giles slipped into the room, the nursemaid curtsied slightly while she went about her work. Giles eyes lit as the young master was well attended. Giles nodded once, only slightly, and snuck out of the room.

As Giles entered the hallway, he noticed the servants had packed the supplies, the trunks, the chests of personal items, and that as they carried themselves down the back stairs as they drowsily plodded along. The chambermaid, Emmaline, clasped her hands around Giles’s. 

“It looks like an early morning Giles. Is the mistress in good spirits?”

To which Giles replied, “She had her breakfast. I imagine she’s in as good of spirits as any other day, but her manner is still ill-effected.”

“Good, I’m glad everything has gone so well. Should I pack anything in particular for the mistress? I know she will need some new cottons and I’m sure some yarrow and trefoil wouldn’t hurt.” Emmaline inquired.

“I imagine you know better than anyone Emmaline. I can’t think of anything you haven’t thought of, but I suppose you already knew that.”

“All right then, all has been packed. If m’lady needs anything you will be sure to let me know?” Emmaline curtsied slightly. She ambled toward the door where she kept all the supplies needed for their journey.

Emmaline moved items in the luggage to be sure she had all of the needed herbs, all of the cottons and medical supplies that would assist her to provide for the company. Yarrow, Trefoil, Poppies, Pennyroyal, cottons, alcohol, and fresh water ladled from streams.

Meanwhile, Giles prepared his personal effects with the assurance that his journal was tucked away in his breast pocket, his pencil safely kept in that same pocket, his razor safely tucked away in its leather case, his mirror unblemished by the objects around it, and his comb wrapped in its linen garb, entirely unbroken. He looked down, almost dejectedly as he rifled through his items without a thought. When he satisfied himself that all of his effects were safe and secure, he lifted his small trunk and carried it down the stairs. He groaned slightly as he put the trunk against his leg for just a moment before his lips curled into a sour expression. Just as his eyes focused on where he intended to go, he heard a voice ask, “Can I help you with that Giles?” Mark smiled patiently, knowingly as Giles lowered the trunk into his capable hands. Mark had been a servant and laborer with Giles for decades.

Mark quickly, but carefully, lowered the trunk down the stairs. His leather jerkin scraped against the trunk with a sound that reminded Giles of the butcher knives his father used. As Mark disappeared down the stairs, Giles grabbed his arm and massaged it rhythmically. His eyes blankly stared at the wall in front of him while he descended.

Giles stood with a blank expression on his face as the manservant entered to tell him everything had been packed. Edmund had been swaddled, and Moira waited in the coach for his companionship. The manservant left the room as he leaped down the stairs. Giles followed shortly after in a double-time step that is reminiscent of a quick march, the only difference was that his feet scarcely left the floor with each step. As he slid down the stairs, the remainder of the company slipped through the door behind the inn. They climbed into  the coaches adorned in the colors and standards of the Cartier across the center.

While the coachmen reined in the horses, the two black gelding reared up and neighed loudly. When the two horses settled, the coachmen jerked the reins and ushered the horses forward, in a slow gait the yoke jostled as the carriage lurched. Edmund began to fuss, spitting up slightly, his mouth opened wider than seemed possible as the sound of a high-pitched scream escaped his lips. Moira reached for him after she tried to mop up the spittle around his mouth. She bounced him slightly. She shushed him as the carriages reached their fastest while she laid him back in his bassinet. He grabbed the blanket.

Since Moira saw that Edmund was settled, she sat back against the seat, then smirked slightly. She looked up to Giles, “I trust you slept well. What’s items are in our schedule today?”

“The normal m’lady. Of course, we began out about two hours after sunrise so we are slightly behind. We should cross the Irish Sea soon. At that point the standards will be lowered to prevent altercations. The servants will continue on until about four hours after nightfall, at which point the servants will switch places to prevent any hazard. We should arrive in France in a few days; however, we must make a stop in the area directly across the channel from Normandy.”

Moira retorted, “That sounds acceptable, but is there any way we can do better? The house is likely to be destroyed and the goods inside pillaged by the time we get there at this rate.”

Giles replied, “Not with that little one, the condition you’re in, and the number of servants. The risk would be too great because of the amount of people, and the cost, the cost would be extraordinarily high. In fact, I doubt even the estate you were provided would be enough for coaches, boats, and the protection you would need throughout the journey.”

“Very well then, make all due haste to the estate. We shall arrive in time to sort out the details of my late fiancé’s effects. Keep me informed of any changes to our itinerary, also keep me apprised of any ways that we can shorten our time spent on the road, if you would.”

“Of course, madam I will do everything in my power.” 

Giles muttered as he took out his journal, then marked down:

—How fast the wings of time beat,

How fleeting the existence of any seat;

To think that we can scarce hold,

Only then to keep our hopes bold;

—Separate from our passions,

Forsake all means and fashions;

By which we can build our own,

Only life is but a loan;

—A debt to be repaid in full,

A time to be lost in whole.

He placed his pencil in the journal, clapped the pages closed around the pencil, then tied the journal closed. He smiled quaintly as he looked out the window at the scenery. The hills and minor mountains of the Irish landscape captivated him. Green covered the rocks, shrubbery lay over the ground as brown and gray stone popped out at him. Serfs walked slowly as they carried their gunny sacks over their shoulders. They trudged along slowly. The mud covered faces of men, women, and children looked forward and down with no expression.

The words that Giles wrote in his book seemed almost prescient to him while he looked out and pondered how long they had until their next stop. His eyes settled on the landscape as he noticed the clouds wisp through the sky, one passed every few minutes as Moira perused his face. Her eyes smiled as she took out her favorite volume from Stephen’s library, which she had smuggled back with her. She began to read while she ignored the serfs and slaves that dragged their feet through the mud along the side of the dusty, well-carved road.

Hours had passed, the sun dipped into the gray of the English fog strewn landscape, and Moira’s eyes listlessly dropped from the page. When her hand jolted downward it woke her, not once or even twice, but many more times. She pulled a small piece of ribbon between the page she had completed and the next page, then she placed the book by her side. Her head lulled onto the pillowed walls of the coach.

Giles laid motionless, a slight saw sound of his sinuses could be heard as his right hand laid over his heart. His arm contorted in a way that hid what was below it, his glasses slid off his nose slightly to one side. His head was against the cushion behind the seat of the coach.

A lantern that swung lit the interior of the coach slightly as the coachmen called to the horses. He snapped the reins just enough to convince the team to keep at their fastest pace. He called out, “Now, now... you mus’ work as a team better m’ darlin’s. Jasper, you and Onyx ought’ lead better since you both been at this for near a decade now.” 

His words were nasal and almost whistled through his teeth as he calmly took a small nip from his canteen. His stomach protruded over his belt so far that if anyone saw him from a distance, they wouldn’t believe he had a waist. His hair was bristled and flaxen in color, and his cap was rounded with a bill that protruded over his eyes.

The other person on the buckboard was a slender man of gentlemanly appearance who seemed rather indifferent, his eyes looked forward without the appearance of much thought at all. Gaston’s nose appeared to be chiseled, his slender physique made him appear that he had no muscle or strength. However, Gaston had lifted luggage with hundreds of garments and gold onto the top of the coaches he drove with no problem in his decades of service. His green eyes pierced through the darkness as his lips remained drawn back in indifference.

Haggard looked over toward Gaston, “Woul’ you li’e a nip?”

“No, I’m not thirsty for any hard spirits, but if I am I’ll tell you first.”

Haggard’s eyes squinted as they hewed the light out of the night. His eyes discerned the difference between twig and branch so quickly that even the horses had difficulty with the speed of his commands. Gaston sat beside him and said, “I know you’re a master of the direction of the coach, but is it necessary to rip the reigns around in that way?”

“Aye, ’tis just a bit necessary or I wouldn’t do it.”

As he gripped his hand into a fist, he clutched it to his mouth as a belch erupted. His face contorted slightly as the waft of his belch drifted into his nose. His hand gripped the hard wrought iron grip to his right, his left hand lifted his breaches off the buckboard. Gaston exclaimed, “The water at that inn didn’t agree with me too well.”

“D’ y’ nee’ a stop?” Haggard slurred slightly, as his right hand left the reigns, as he waved slightly toward the sky. His mouth gritted on the right, his teeth shown on the one side as they had since the palsy paralyzed his face nearly a decade ago.

“No, not just yet. Thank you, m’lord,” said Gaston mockingly as he doffed his cap slightly. To which Haggard laughed nearly indiscernibly, his teeth gritted as his lips curled tightly around his teeth. 

“After you, my lord.” Haggard gestured to Gaston.

Giles had been awake for a short time. His eyes drifted closed and then snapped open with each jolt of the carriage. The coachmen and the driver talked indiscernibly directly his head. Night had fallen since he began the journey into the world of the unconscious.

Giles looked on Moira as her hands gripped the bassinet’s edge. Her mouth drooped slightly as if she was unable to change the shape of her mouth interminably. Her nostrils closed slightly as she breathed in, and the sound of her throat’s vibration overpowered the sound of the wheels. Edmund fussed faintly, then he dosed back to sleep as he cooed again. Moira stirred as she heard him vocalize. Her hands gripped his swaddle blanket, almost without thought or reason.

Hours passed, and the sun showed its fingers above the vernal horizon as Gaston drew in a hard breath; he yawned hard. Haggard had slowed his reactions. He could see no farther than the horses as his calloused, rugged hands loosened around the reins so that just his fingertips snapped the leather cords over the horses’ backs. The speed of equine hooves outpaced the landscape around them as the horses breathed heavily. Thunder could not compete with the commotion.

Giles sat up, then slowly looked down at his hands as he flexed them. His fingertips slowly pulled out his notebook, his pencil slipped through his numb fingertips. It bounced end over end on the floor of the carriage. He promptly seized the pencil as it bounced again, then Giles lifted it to the open notebook. He jotted quickly and assuredly despite the random jerks and juts of the cab beneath him. He wrote:

—Dawn breaks joyfully

While people believe royally

They seek their own fortunes

While life itself tunes

—Tunes and turns the ways of man

Adept moreso than those who plan

Circumstance guide more than not

Our choices then make each a draught

Giles reflected on what he wrote as he looked past the scenery outside. He heard Edmund stir and mew loudly as Moira restlessly sat erect, then slanted to one side as her hand lifted from under her as her eyes fluttered to life. Moira waved her hand out the window to signal Haggard to a slow stop. As the coach drifted to a stop, Moira unlaced her bodice enough to feed Edmund as Giles stepped out of the coach. 

“M’lady has chosen to nurse her son. I suggest we take this time to stretch our legs, and to get ready for the next leg of the trip.” Giles spoke just over a murmur to which Haggard barked in reply, 

“Oi, will m’lord be needin’ anythi’g el’. I wou’ li’e to g’t on wi’ it.” Giles simply shook his head and looked down. Haggard noticed what he could only describe as disgust on Giles face as he stepped down from the seat onto the steps below. “Com’ on Gaston. Bes’ta ge’ some jerk’e while w’ have time.” Gaston waved his hand without any effort to agree.

The foliage rustled softly as the wind pressed against the faces of the caravan that stepped out of the carriages. The sun beat down heavily this Indian summer, and the heat of its rays consumed Giles as he lifted the water satchel to his lips. He drank draught after draught. Gaston pulled the kerchief from his pocket. He dabbed the stained woolen strip of cloth at his forehead as he dabbed it just above his eyebrows.

Haggard bit down hard on the jerked beef in his rough, calloused hands. His back teeth gripped the husk of meat as it was shredded into strings. As his mouth chomped, Gaston was reminded of a horse’s gallop. His Adam’s apple bounced as small bits slid down his throat.

Moira hushed Edmund, “You’re alright. There you go, suckle just a little more. You’ve got to get your fill.” 

Moira’s lips drew up at the edges, then down into a straight line as her teeth clamped the back of her lip softly. She whimpered lightly while five minutes passed. After those minutes, Moira adjusted her breast in her gown, then methodically laced her bodice until it was tied.

Moira rummaged through the trunk until she found spare wool and the water-filled wineskin. She washed Edmund and wiped away all the ruddy, sulfurous mass affixed to him. She dusted him with talcum, placed the new diaper under him, then let his legs back down. She carefully pinned the cloth triangle together with pins she found in the case. She avoided his skin with the utmost care.

The remainder of the day went smoothly except the two stops to rest the horses. The caravan crept toward its final destination on the border between France and Germany. Troyes came quickly into view as the sun descended below the trees, the lanterns showed through the trees as the road dropped, dodged, and rose beneath the wheels of the hansoms. Haggard eyed the path to make sure he did not fall into the ditch.               

An hour after they had set eyes on lanterns, they reached the Twin Swan Inn. A squarish ruin of three stories, made out of softly colored bricks of a good size bolstered around wooden uprights. In front of the monumental structure stood six oaken posts nearly as large as the trees from which they came, covered in a ratty canvas. The windows in the first floor rippled with candlelight as the bustle of drunk men erupted from inside. The smell of roasted pheasant, garlic, and the earthy smell of hay blended with the smell of dung as the rustic combination of smells wafted into the cabin of the hansoms. The scents changed drastically as they moved further into the town.

Across from the Twin Swan there were several vendor booths that appeared dormant. A cloth was draped over each booth. Further down the road the market was visible, just behind the hovels lent to serfs. Directly ahead, the tall steeple of a church that stood high above the silhouette of other edifications. The steeple crumbled around the edges.
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