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Author’s Note
Excerpt from Redeemed
When the door opened, a surge of hope pressed up in Lily’s chest. Perhaps a neighbor had spun some wool and needed the yarn woven into cloth. Or maybe a clever wife had convinced her husband she required a new tunic for Easter and the accompanying celebration of spring. Lily smoothed the scrap of linen she’d held balled in her sweaty hands and pretended to inspect the new embroidery pattern she’d half-heartedly sewn hours ago, hoping to appear serene, as if everything in her father’s shop was absolutely normal.
The commanding figure who filled the narrow doorway reinforced her hope and spurred foreboding at the same time. He was a consistent customer, and their wealthiest. He spent his money freely with all his merchants, as he should. Only the Lord of Ribeauville could wear such an outrageous fur cap without eliciting howls of laughter all through the town. His citizens did not even snicker, firstly because he was the lord of the townfolk and all who lived on a wide swath of countryside surrounding Ribeauville, and secondly, because the spata hanging from his well-crafted belt expressed more about the man than the tassel of silk dangling from his hat.
Lily sized up the parcel tucked under his arm as she rose respectfully from her chair. The lord of the town only visited the shop to conduct business. Yet today his sharp eyes darted around, noting the bare shelves that once held bolts of cloth and the small loom, empty of warp or weft. He peered at the door to the living quarters before settling his penetrating hazel gaze on her.
Lily fingered the leather needle case hanging at her waist. “Good day, my lord,” she said, greeting him as if she were the proprietor of the shop. What choice did she have?
“And to you,” he replied with a slight nod of his head. He glanced around the shop again. “May I speak with your father? Have a commission for him.” He lifted the bundle wrapped in rough flax cloth as proof.
A commission. Work. Lily’s nails cut into her palms as she resisted yanking the promising parcel from his hands. “I am sorry, my lord. Father has gone to Strazburg for supplies.” She indicated the desolate shelves with an apologetic smile. “You may give your order to me. I will see that your garment is made to your liking.” Her words were confident, though her knees quivered. She pressed them together so he would not see her trembling.
The Lord of Ribeauville studied her. “When did Willis leave?”
Ah. As she feared, the townspeople were talking. The same people who had known her all her life and danced alongside her at the festivals now gave reports behind her back. She’d seen them spying, at first curious, then concerned, now openly suspicious of Willis’s scarcity of late. No one had blatantly asked about him. Until now, when Theophilus, the Lord of Ribeauville, had returned from whatever he did for the empire to attend to problems at home.
“In the morning,” she answered. He arched one thick brow, hearing the vagueness in her response. She rushed to fill the questioning silence. “Please, my lord, may I see what you have brought? You always choose such beautiful cloth for us to work.” His lips pursed within the circle of the beard he kept neatly trimmed beside clean-shaven cheeks. She knew that he knew she was playing on his vanity. “Is it linen or wool?” she prodded, desperate to avoid questions about her father.
“Wool,” he relented as he placed the bundle reverently on her father’s worktable. “I have never seen so deep a burgundy before.” He untied the twine and unfolded the flax to reveal a bolt of cloth that burned almost black in the shadows of the shop.
“Oh, my lord,” Lily breathed as she approached.
He flipped the mass to find an end then held out the corner for her inspection. The yarn had been spun impossibly fine, then woven tightly to produce a thin fabric that flowed over her fingers like a sheet of burgundy water. She lifted the material toward the window to admire the rich red in the fading dusky light.
“Not really a spring color,” her lord noted doubtfully. “I wanted a tunic for Easter, but perhaps this cloth will not do.”
“Blood of Christ,” Lily whispered without thought, then turned to see if she had offended him. He entered Ribeauville’s beautiful church on the hill as often as he should, though was not known to be a particularly pious man. Perhaps he would not like the idea of wearing holy blood.
Theophilus cocked his head to one side. The corners of his eyes crinkled with the suggestion of a smile. She’d always liked how his eyes drooped down on the outsides, implying there might be a softness to him, a sympathetic nature that only showed in the soulfulness of the shape of his eyes.
“A tunic, then,” Lily plunged on. “What did you have in mind for its structure?”
He threw his cloak back over his shoulders eagerly, keen as always to plan a new garment. “I saw a man in Thionville last autumn wearing a tunic with a squarish neckline and short sleeves, but it just flowed to his knees. Not in a feminine way,” he corrected quickly. “Even belted, it moved with him like the skin on a stallion. The weight of the fabric was similar to this, so I hoped your father could make one for me.”
Excitement pulsed in the room. Lily needed this job, yes, but the creativity, the possibility of fashioning the garment that Theophilus described immersed her in an energy she had not experienced for months. She unwound a length of redness, let it drape over her arm. “I see it,” she said simply, because she did.
He scratched his ear. “Will Willis have time to complete the garment? He appears to have much business outside the shop.” The pulse diminished. He knew. He knew her father had not been home for days and days. He wanted his burgundy fabric to be worked by the man he thought had crafted his tunics for decades. He also wanted to know where that man had gone.
So did Lily. She could not indulge in that curiosity right now. She needed this job because she needed her lord’s coin. Supplies for the shop were one thing. Food was another. This week, for the first time in her life, she’d gone to bed hungry, with nothing in the larder, no money to spend, and no goods to barter. “We have over a month until Easter, my lord,” she reassured. “I can start on the tunic in anticipation of my father’s return.”
Theophilus frowned. He did not care for that idea. Starting meant cutting and she could see he did not trust her to cut his fine wool. She did not blame him. The price on such a piece in such a color must have been extravagant.
“Did you know I helped to make the cloak you are wearing today?” she inquired. “We sewed it three years ago. I remember because we all liked how the blue brightened the worktable that January. And you brought it in last spring to mend a tiny hole on the inside,” she added. “I have worked fabric with my parents since I was a young girl. Father has allowed me to cut for nigh on ten years now.” In reality, Father had demanded she do all the cutting, which suited her just fine. She did not make mistakes, but more importantly, she had a good eye. She could see things in the fabric and the person who would wear it like no one else. Or so Mother had said before their lives unraveled.
The Lord of Ribeauville studied her. He searched her face and she imagined she saw his soulful sympathy extend to her in a softening of his handsome eyes. He examined the length of her body analytically. “Did you make that tunic?”
“Yes, of course,” she said. Did he think that merchants hired out their own work?
He critically appraised the neckline. “You have done something different over the shoulders.”
She ducked her head in pleased embarrassment. “Yes, my lord.” She had been taught by her mother to always regard the man before her as her better, careful to speak and think of him as the Lord of Ribeauville, though with that being such a mouthful she often shortened the title to the lord, or her lord, or my lord. She shied away from even thinking his given name, although her friends bandied it about as if he were one of them. Or, at least, they did when they knew he was not in residence.
Her lord scowled. “Well, what did you do?” he demanded impatiently, his eyes not so soulful any more.
“Oh,” she breathed as she lifted her fingers to the subtle pleats of the cloth. “I shaped the top to make my shoulders appear broader.” What a humiliating admission!
“Thought only noblemen padded their shoulders,” he joked. “Is it common practice among women too?”
“I do not think so, my lord. But I did not pad my tunic. I added pleats and liked the balance they gave shoulders to hips,” she explained, blushing furiously. Imagine, talking about her body parts with her lord.
He nodded, the little silk tassel rubbing across his dark hair as he reviewed her homespun gray tunic from neck to toe again. “Clever. You say you cut and sewed this very tunic with your two hands? Your father had no part in it?”
“Yes, my lord. I swear it on…on the Blood of Christ!” she finished, laying her hand on his bolt of fabric possessively.
Her lord threw his head back. In Willis the weaver’s tiny abode, unexpected masculine laughter rang off the walls. Lily smiled, surprised the skin on her face remembered how to accommodate the action. “I am satisfied, Lily,” he chuckled. “Do you need my measurements?”
“Has anything changed?” she asked, recklessly playful after his mirth, and nearly drunk at having conversation and joy in the home that had become more like a jail. “Did you indulge in too many rich meals over the winter?”
His hand went to his flat stomach, then he laughed again. “Nothing has changed.”
“We will use what we already have then. Would you mind if I just drape the fabric on you for a moment to help me finish the tunic in my mind’s eye?”
“Not at all.” He held his arms out to his sides.
She unwound three more rounds of the wool, handed him the bolt, and lifted the end over his shoulder. Even doubled as it was, the material cascaded weightless down his chest. “You always bring such wonderful things to work with,” she repeated with honest pleasure. She adjusted the wool around his neckline below the heavy gold clasp holding his cloak. “Squarish, you said,” she confirmed as she backed away.
“Yes.”
“I do not think a true square will be right for you. Might I angle it a bit for your inspection when the top is pieced together?” she asked, warming to the welcome task. “I can always change the cut to square.”
“As long as you do nothing permanent, I will agree,” he replied.
“The color is very good for you,” she added, returning to him to move the fabric again. She placed her hands on the outsides of his shoulders, testing their shape and reminding herself of his proportions. “Gold embroidery, I think, at the neck and wrists, but only enough to set off the burgundy. The cloth itself is what should impress about the tunic.” She looked up to test his reaction. His brow furrowed. She could not tell what he thought of her ideas and feared her creative rambling might be bad for business. She backed away cautiously.
Her lord pulled the Blood of Christ from his shoulders to wind back on the bolt. She retrieved the burgundy mass and clutched it to her, afraid he might change his mind.
He untied a small leather bag from his belt and tossed it on the table with the blessed clink of silver. “We are of one mind on this tunic. In the sack you will find gold thread for the embroidery, burgundy thread for the sewing, and my usual deposit.”
“Thank you, my lord,” she gushed in giddy gratitude. “I will inform you when enough is done for you to inspect.”
“You will also inform me when Willis returns from Strazburg,” he ordered, giving her a stern look as he pulled his cloak back over his shoulders.
Reality crashed down on Lily. The Lord of Ribeauville would be watching more than her sewing this spring.
Theo strolled back toward his house with a jaunty stride. He enjoyed Ribeauville. He missed its narrow, familiar streets when he travelled, which was more often than he’d like due to the current state of upheaval in the empire. His most recent conversations with Louis the Pious and his loyal nobility promised more absences, and the third civil war in a decade, all prompted by the birth of a fourth royal son. Louis’s three sons from his first marriage were Lothair, Pepin, and Louis II. In 817, Louis had made them all kings, conferring on each a piece of the empire. Three years later, he married his second wife, Judith, who bore Charles in 823. The real trouble began in 829 when Louis carved out Alamannia for Charles, setting in motion ten years of false peace punctuated by civil wars. Royal loyalties now changed with the seasons, and all of their foolishness weakened the empire.
When Charlemagne, Louis’s father, had ruled, the army he gathered every summer conquered new territory and collected great treasure. Those days of expansion and cooperation were long gone, replaced by Louis’s wasted attempts to hold the splintering empire together while each of his sons angled to define and protect his own piece of fading glory.
With such worries in his head, Theo appreciated returning to the simplicity of Ribeauville. Most of the people here lived a hard but uncomplicated life, many subsisting on farms, a few like Willis working in the merchant class or as servants to the nobility. The bulk watched the shenanigans of Charlemagne’s descendants with as much interest as they would give to a man driving the cart they rode in. One king was much like another, and the cart of the kingdom of Francia would probably go in generally the same direction no matter which son held the reins. The citizens continued to work, pay taxes, live and die without having to choose sides or, for the most part, send soldiers to battle. Nobles like Theophilus, on the other hand, were constantly challenged in their loyalties and were required to serve in the army each year. In the civil war years, they had to decide whose army to join.
The last decade had been a dance of mincing steps with one false footfall leading to forfeited titles, lost wealth, and sometimes, execution.
He wearied of the jig.
Theophilus had stayed firmly loyal to Louis, not through any great respect for his abilities, but because Theo despised the greed and mindlessness of the sons. The kings could not preserve the greatness of Charlemagne’s empire because they could not see anything more important than their own posturing. There was none among the four who possessed the selflessness or resources to keep the empire intact, and Theo feared the whole would disintegrate upon Louis’s death. At that time, he supposed he would have to swear fealty to whomever happened to be king of Francia.
The exhausting game seemed very far away with the wood and mud buildings of his town filling his view and the prospect of a new tunic ahead. “Blood of Christ,” he chuckled to himself, hoping Willis’s daughter did not destroy the exceptional cloth. For some reason, he trusted she would not. She had handled the cloth with a reverence he recognized because, he admitted with internal embarrassment, he himself had opened the parcel at least three times a day to admire and touch the wool. Even now he expected the young woman might be running her fingers over the fine cloth to learn how it draped and changed color in the dusk. The thought aroused him in an adolescent way.
He approached his fine stone house and climbed the two steps onto the portico, pushed the heavy wooden door open, and savored the smell of bread and roasting meat. His housekeeper would soon bring him dinner and an excellent wine from his best friend David’s estate, a fitting end to the first day in a long time not filled with the pointless arguments of Louis’s court.
As if on cue, Gusta bustled out of the kitchen with a metal ewer and goblet, a welcoming smile on her wrinkled face. “Not too chilly for March, sir,” she observed.
“No, the weather is fair,” he agreed.
“Were you able to find Willis?” she asked as she poured a generous serving of wine.
Gusta kept her ear to the ground for him and had informed him at breakfast this morning of the local suspicion that Willis’s daughter had been abandoned. Theo’s favorite ale maker had confirmed Gusta’s observation over a mug of brew at midday. No one knew where Willis had gone, but everyone agreed a never-married woman could not be left to her own devices indefinitely. Lily had hidden her situation well by maintaining her normal routine and opening the shop every morning as if Willis were in the back rooms where they lived. She’d put up a good front today, although Theo was too experienced at reading people to miss the vague answer about when Willis had left, or the relief in her eyes when the pouch of coins hit the table. If she’d been less proud, he would have offered to buy some food for her or even to find her safe, respectable lodgings until her father returned. Somehow he knew that such suggestions would mortify her. The deposit he’d left would sustain her for a while, and for some reason, he trusted her to perform the work she’d promised on his precious fabric.
“I found his daughter, not him,” Theo told Gusta. He sipped at the wine. “I think she has been alone for weeks.”
Gusta nodded, making the loose skin under her chin jiggle. “Yes, sir. Willis is seen only now and again since last summer.”
“What are her prospects?” Theo asked, acknowledging without discussion that the situation could not continue.
“She has an attachment to the potter’s son, Arn,” Gusta reported. “Not a formal betrothal yet, though everyone expects it any day.” Gusta was a good housekeeper. She had worked here since his teens, having settled in a few years before his beloved mother died. Without a mistress in the house, she evolved into a person of wide authority over the workings of the entire household. She could obviously not fill the role of social hostess. Still, she planned events and kept his domestic life functioning. And kept him up to date on town matters such as tradesmen abandoning their daughters.
“Let us hope the attachment comes to fruition,” Theo observed. He could not picture Arn, having much less interest in earthenware than he did clothing. “Is he a good match for her?”
“Without doubt. They are both merchants. He is a few years younger than Lily, but it is past time for her to marry. She cannot be choosy, and Arn will get a steady wife.”
Ah, the blessed simplicity of the small town. “Anyone have any idea where to find Willis?”
Gusta frowned. “He kept mostly to himself in that shop with Ramona before she died. He went squirrelly after that. With her gone, there is no one in town he confides in.”
If the father did not surface, Lily’s plight would fall to Theo for resolution. He would hope for Willis’s return so he would not have to act on Lily’s behalf with this Arn. Theo reached for his drink, content to let the matter rest for a few days.
“Sir, may we talk about something more pleasant as you have your evening wine?” Gusta ventured. At his nod, she continued, “Your Easter house party?”
Theo took a deeper drink of wine, surprised at the indifference he felt toward his annual spring entertainment. In his younger years, he had eagerly planned and hosted house parties in spring and fall, inviting nobility as politics and friendships compelled. In the last year or so, the fun had gone out of the functions for him, though his guests still drank wine and talked and laughed until the wee hours of every morning for a week, just as they always had. Lately, instead of entertaining him, they left him tired and somehow…unfulfilled. “Have the invitations been sent?” he asked, secretly hoping he might avoid the whole thing this year.
“Of course,” Gusta replied. “Easter is only six weeks away. Percival tells me he is receiving replies already,” she reported with a happy bounce. “You will be especially glad to know that Lady Fastrada and her father have accepted.” Her aged brown eyes searched his face for a reaction.
“That is good news,” he agreed, though it was not really news to him. Fastrada had simpered prettily in Thionville about her dread of the long separation until his Easter party, and here he’d all but forgotten about the whole business, including her.
“Her father will be handy that week,” Gusta suggested with a knowing smile, “and a party is a very good time to share happy news.”
“Bartholomew and I spent several evenings together at the palace.”
Gusta’s wrinkly face broke into a smile of almost maternal happiness. “Oh sir, that is good news.” She clapped her hands together as she launched into the next phase of planning. “I will put Lady Fastrada and her friends in the mistress’s chamber just as you requested for the St. Remi feast last fall. She and the girls like being singled out and having some privacy for their prettifying and gossip.”
“Do as you think best,” Theo replied, wondering if a man normally felt more excited about the prospect of a new tunic than the prospect of a wife.
Lily swung her sack of food jauntily as she strolled past the few Ribeauville shops, purposely slowing as she neared Arn’s parents’ pottery. There had been no time last night to buy food, and she’d woken with a ravenous hunger, her stomach nearly caving in on itself. She had squandered more money than she should on a baked loaf of bread at the market, then hidden behind a cart as she wolfed wads of delicious, filling dough down her gullet. With the worst of her hunger sated, she made more temperate purchases of flour, a wedge of goat cheese, fruit and vegetables, and had the alemaker fill a small skin with his mildest brew. All the vendors had eyed her, but the alemaker had studied her especially sharply from under his bushy brows.
“Willis likes the darker ale,” he said.
Lily disarmed him with a cheery smile. “So he does, but the warmth of spring calls for something more refreshing.” She avoided lying to anybody about her father, heeding her mother’s often-repeated advice to never give even the suggestion of deceit or dishonor in her actions.
Now, as she eased by Arn’s door, she was happily rewarded by his mother’s voice calling her inside. “My, Lily, you are about early today. Have you eaten? The men did not finish the eggs.” She indicated a small yellow mound on a plate, then touched her rounded cheek to Lily’s in an affectionate greeting. “Come, daughter,” she urged with a wink, “eat these, and I will tell Arn you happened by on the street.”
Lily’s eyes prickled with unexpected tears. Perhaps the worst of her ordeal had finally passed behind her. Perhaps with her lord’s money and his tunic to make, and Cerise acknowledging an imminent betrothal to her son, this frightening chapter of her life would end.
She sat at the table to eat the delicious eggs with more delicacy than she felt. Thank goodness she’d eaten that bread or she would probably have tipped the gray plate up over her mouth. Maybe she should try to buy a hen from someone. No, that would not be necessary when she lived here with Arn and his parents, Cluny and Cerise. The workshop sat behind the living quarters and shop space, with a hole in the earth in the yard where they fired their wares. Lily vaguely understood the process of making the plates, cups, and storage containers that Cluny and Cerise sold, and hoped she would be able to help when the time came. She already knew she would never understand the clay and the heat the way she did cloth and thread.
Arn hustled through the door from the back, smiling broadly as he wiped his clay-streaked hands on his apron.
“Lily!” he called happily, his face ruddy as usual, a perfect match for the bright red shock of hair he’d gotten from Cerise. His hands and forearms were solid with cords of muscle from working water into the clay until it reached the perfect consistency for Cluny to roll into even ropes. Either he or Cerise would then coil the ropes into the useful shapes people needed “I have not seen you since church on Sunday. Where have you been hiding?” His mother patted his shoulder as she passed him to return to her morning cleaning.
Before Lily could reply, Cluny appeared in the doorway, standing stiff and wiry and forbidding. He eyed her just as the vendors in the market had. Cluny always made her a little uncomfortable. He was pious, God-fearing, and stern, while Cerise and Arn shared smiles, bright red hair, and pleasantness wherever they went.
“I have not been hiding,” Lily answered as she rose from the table. “I been working, just like you.”
Cluny grunted. “You helping your father, just like Arn?”
Lily felt the blood drain from her face. “I do whatever must be done in my father’s shop,” she replied carefully.
Cluny did not try to hide his skepticism. “Let us all get to our work, then. It is too early in the day for idleness.” He gave Arn a pointed look.
Lily hustled to collect her parcels and thanked Cerise for the eggs as Cluny returned to the pottery. Cerise gestured, urging Arn toward the door with Lily. “Walk her home. Quick!” He ducked onto the street with Lily, first offering to take her packages then setting a brisk pace toward her house. A rotund person could have easily walked between them. Arn always observed the proprieties with her, and it scandalously occurred to Lily that she’d touched the lord of the town more intimately than she had the man she expected to marry.
Arn interrupted her memories of squarish necklines. “Belinda said your shop is empty. What have you been working on?”
Belinda. Belinda had a cherub’s face and a heavenly host of feminine curves. If Lily had ever been asked to fashion a tunic for Belinda — which she hadn’t — she would have been tempted to place the pleats to make the girl appear more stout and less shapely. If the blonde’s appearance and cunning were not enough to dislike, Belinda’s keen blue eyes clung to Arn more than Lily liked these last months. Though a member of their circle of friends, Belinda was not a girl Lily would ever truly like. “The Lord of Ribeauville wants a tunic,” Lily said. “When did you see Belinda?”
“Yesterday. A few of us happened to meet at the market in the afternoon. Belinda was supposed to tell you. She said you were busy with a customer when she passed by.”
A sharp wave of resentment spiked in Lily. Their group often gathered in the late afternoons for a short visit. She and Arn were the core of the circle, with the unspoken understanding that they would marry and become the first established couple among their generation of the merchants. “So, Belinda reported to you my shop is empty but also that I was too busy with a customer to join all of you in the market?”
Arn’s blue eyes widened. “Do not be mad.”
“I am not mad. Do you not see the contradiction in her words? Either my shop is empty or not.”
Arn adjusted his hold on her parcels.
They reached her door. Lily could not invite him in so they stood, awkward and observed in the street. She peered up at him, trying to tell him with her eyes what she needed from him. She’d known Arn all her life. They had played together as children, danced at the festivals, talked during the afternoons and evenings when young people slipped away from their homes for visits she was now being excluded from. She liked him. She knew her directness made him uncomfortable, but her life had fundamentally changed. She needed Arn to help her make an adjustment acceptable to society. He fidgeted. His face turned rosier under her beseeching stare.
Lily sighed. “Arn, you and I have talked for a year or two about being more than friends. I have been patient all that time because I understood that our marriage would affect your parents too.” Arn glanced around him like Cluny might be hiding around the corner, hearing her outrageous speech. “I do not want to wait any longer and I do not think you do either,” she said with a hopeful smile. “I am not sure I would be a good potter, at least not to start, but I can do all the sewing and mending, and I know how to help with the house. Your mother likes me,” she added.
“I know,” he said, shuffling his feet over the hard packed dirt of the street.
“Do you? Or have you changed your mind?”
“No!” Arn insisted, taking a hesitant step toward her. “Lily, how can you think that? I do want to be married. Sometimes it is all I think about. Father wants me to save some of my own money. He says we will have expenses to manage on our own.” He paused to chew on the inside of his cheek. “I think I will have enough by Easter,” he ventured hopefully.
Lily thought of the little sack of silver tucked under her tunic. “I work, too. Maybe I could add to yours.”
Arn bridled. “I will not take money from you. Besides, my father wants to talk to Willis before we…decide.”
Ah. Here again at familiar territory. Where was Willis? “That is reasonable. I will mention it to Father.”
Arn sagged a little. “I really do want to marry you, Lily,” he promised. “In a few more weeks, we will make it public.”
Lily smiled and believed his good intentions even as uneasiness trickled down her spine. Her life’s course had altered the moment her mother died, and she could not seem to set it right. Nothing had followed the obvious, comfortable plan since then. She and Arn were a good match. They were special companions, yet as Arn said the same words and promised he shared her feelings, Lily no longer trusted life to flow along in the predictable downhill burble of a gentle stream.
Arn thrust the sacks of food at her. “I have to get back,” he said. Lily sensed the desire to escape despite his regretful tone. As she accepted the bags, he added, “I think we are all meeting again today, if you want to come.”
Lily nodded, maintaining the over-bright smile. “I would very much like that. Thank you for telling me, and for walking me home.” Arn bobbed his head in acknowledgement, then turned to jog down the street. She watched him, noting the odd lump of fabric on his left hip. Cerise was a warm mother, but she could not sew. If Lily married Arn, a happy event she truly wanted — and needed — to happen, she would sew his tunics to hang in perfect, predictable folds.
Lily circled her father’s worktable, pondering the fine burgundy wool much as a mason scrutinizes the veins in a block of stone before placing his chisel. There were two tiny imperfections in the fabric. One a small bulge in the yarn and the other a nearly imperceptible snag. She was determined to avoid them both, and still have the front and back of the tunic match perfectly in the direction of the weave. Finally satisfied with her plan, she snatched up a piece of chalk to decisively draw her pattern on the red that stunned her eyes in the early afternoon light, stopping occasionally to check a measurement.
After her troubling conversation with Arn, she had taken a quarter hour to mix a batch of starter for bread and also baked some thin, unleavened crackers to tide her over until the starter matured. She’d indulged in cheese and an apple, then approached the work she really longed to do with a pleasantly full belly. It had taken nearly an hour to calm her mind enough to really see the fabric. Now she marked the wool confidently, her fingers remembering how she wanted the cloth to drape over her lord’s shoulders. Not too square, she confirmed as she cheated the corners of the neckline. Yes, that will suit him nicely.
She measured down from the shoulder to find the waist, then measured again to find the bottom hem. Her nose wrinkled as she considered the length, marking it longer than she thought she’d probably like. The lord had said just to the knees. She thought for spring perhaps the hem should ride slightly above. Besides, Theophilus had nice calves that looked well in summer hose. Lily’s cheeks grew hot as she acknowledged her second scandalous thought about her better today.
They would just have to see how it looked when he came for a fitting, and let him decide if he wanted people admiring his calves or not. She, for one, would remain indifferent.
She finished her markings, then stopped, not brave enough to do any cutting today. Besides, she did not want to miss the gathering at the market this afternoon, so she busied herself with sharpening her shears and studying the fine gold thread he’d provided for embroidery. She unwound a short length from the generous spool to curl it over the cloth. She smiled. The contrast was perfect. She would have to invent a clever pattern as the final, distinguishing characteristic of a garment that would surpass anything she’d ever created.
With another hour until her walk to the market, she doodled unsatisfactory patterns on a scrap of parchment, ate a large cracker, studied her chalk marks on the Blood of Christ, and tried not to contemplate her father’s whereabouts. Although she had been a solitary worker for years, assigned her own tasks, she had companionably shared the space with her father and mother. She missed their presences. In truth, Willis might as well have died with her mother for all the support or affection he’d provided since then. Had it really been just last autumn that Mother had died? Where did Willis go for weeks at a time? What if he died somewhere and she never even knew?
She stored her tools for the night then braced her hands on her hips. The same questions had twisted in her brain for months with no result at all. Right now, she would go to see her friends in the market. She would enjoy Arn’s company for the second time today and, hopefully, they would soon plan a future together. Tomorrow, the burgundy wool would fill her whole day with cutting and piecing and perfecting. Her fingertips caressed the cloth that she let spread over the worktable, knowing she would want to revisit it tonight and contemplate the lines she’d drawn.
She had a plan for today and a plan for tomorrow. Her belly was full, and she had money to buy more food if needed. Really, what did she have to worry about?
Someone pounded on the door.
Lily glared at the door, more annoyed than alarmed. She wanted to join her friends. Still, whoever stood on the other side of the door might have work for her. Another round of vigorous knocking rattled dirt from around the frame and drew her forward.
“Yes?” she called as she opened the door. The hulking man on the other side made her backpedal. His stocky height combined with greasy hair and huge filthy hands forced a frisson of fear into her guts. She scuttled farther back as he barged inside and glanced around proprietarily, thankfully leaving the door ajar behind him.
“No stock,” he announced derisively before his eyes landed on the Blood of Christ. “Except that,” he amended, licking his thick lips.
“That is not for sale,” Lily corrected. “It belongs to the Lord of Ribeauville.” She all but shouted the title as a warning to this intruder.
“Ah, Theo,” he noted with an unholy laugh, revealing stained teeth with several gaps.
“Who are you?” she demanded. A sense of distant familiarity teased at Lily, though she could never imagine he’d been a customer. Nor was he a local, no matter how well he thought he knew Theophilus.
His tongue flicked through a gap in his teeth. Lily could not stop from taking another cautious step backwards. He did not answer, instead spouting nonsense. “You are Lily. You are going to teach me how to run the shop, though the weaver did not tell me about it being empty. He may have to sweeten the deal if he wants to hold his price.” His eyes travelled down her front, making her stomach clench in a nauseous knot. Somehow, despite her fear, the meaning of his words seeped into clarity.
“You mean Willis? You have seen my father?”
“I seen him. Me and my missus are thinking to buy a little shop. She was raised a weaver just like you and needs somethin’ to keep her busy and make some extra coin. A man cannot hire out as a soldier forever,” he said.
Lily stared. Father wanted to sell the shop? Where was she to live? How would she work? “There must be some misunderstanding. Father cannot mean to sell,” she said with a quiver in her voice. “Who are you?” she asked again.
“I am Riculf and I made no mistake. I been talking to Willis for a week or more, and here I am to check out the premises. Let me see it all. My wife is particular about her comforts. Willis said the living space is behind.” Riculf strode toward the door.
“No, you cannot go back there!” She could not allow this man to invade her house.
He turned on her to point a stubby finger at her nose. Those fingers will never wield a needle properly, Lily thought inanely.
“Do not think to tell me what to do. You will be working for me, girl.” After a final jab at the air, he continued through the house. Lily looked to the escape available to the street, then scrambled to collect Theophilus’s precious cloth in a sloppy bundle. She clutched it to her breast and ran outside where she leaned miserably on the wall, horrified at that greasy monster nosing through her home. She pictured him touching her food, sitting on her parents’ bed, and poking at her little cot. She almost bolted back in the door, ready to scream at him until he left. Movement in the house across the street stopped her. Her annoyingly observant neighbor had surely seen Riculf enter and her rush out a few minutes later. As if the happenings in her shop hadn’t been peculiar enough, now this. She could not go in there alone with a strange man. She could not be heard screeching like a pagan.
Thankfully, Riculf’s clomping strides announced his imminent exit. Lily straightened her spine to confront him. “It will do,” he concluded, “though Willis still needs to sweeten the deal.”
“Tell me one thing,” Lily whispered, unable to stop the trembling of her chin as she hugged her lord’s cloth to her like a beloved doll. “Where is my father?”
Riculf sneered at her. “When he wants to be found, he will be.”
His derision cut something within her, loosing her like a branch whipping back from a staying hand. “You had better tell me,” she shouted into Riculf’s face, her speech devolving into stuttering nonsense as her anger and helplessness overwhelmed her. “If you think I will leave this sh-shop and go t-to w-work for y-you without seeing my father, y-you are wrong.”
Meanness contorted his face. She thought for a moment he would strike her.
Instead, her laughed at her. “Willis said you were biddable.” His tongue flicked through his teeth again. “Or maybe his woman said that.” He shrugged. “He lives with the tailor in Strazburg. Should I tell him you want to speak to him?” He laughed again as he strode away.
Lily stood as if rooted, staring sightlessly at his vast retreating back while words jumbled together in her head.
Strazburg.
Tailor.
Woman. His woman.
The sound of her useless spying neighbor’s door creaking open spurred her to bolt through her own. She tossed the lord’s fabric on the table, slammed her door shut, then hoisted the rarely used bar into place. Tears finally engulfed her as she slid to the floor, her forehead pressed to her knees, all her bravery gone as the course of her life took another unfavorable turn.
Theo considered the letter of business halfheartedly. An immediate answer was not required, yet procrastination threatened to become a habit. He sighed, rubbed a hand over his face and admitted to mind-numbing boredom as the afternoon light shone from the narrow window onto the opposite wall of the office. The silence of the house, while a peaceful change from the bustling of Louis’s court, could almost be mistaken for loneliness. Although he had lost his enjoyment of parties, he also tired of his solitary lifestyle, and as he’d just passed thirty years of age, marriage offered the obvious solution. He had accepted this, reluctantly admitting that the passion and connection some of his friends shared with their wives — the thunderbolt of love — might never materialize for him. No matter. In his position in the empire, he must forge a wise, advantageous liaison.
Fastrada would fill the space in his life admirably. She was attractive, well spoken, and assertive. She would manage his home and their social calendar, skillfully move at the edge of the treacherous political waters that he and her father navigated, and bear miniature aristocrats, smaller versions of the two of them. A wife and children would at least make his home friendlier, he assumed, merely by filling the empty rooms with living bodies. His family. He could not quite picture such an occupation by foreigners, even if they would be his own offspring. What would the house sound like then?
Gusta appeared in the doorway, her frown forcing deep lines into the skin around her mouth. He welcomed the interruption. “What is it?” he asked curtly.
“The alemaker sent his boy. There is a stranger you know at his house making some claims about moving here.”
“A stranger I know?” Theo repeated, mildly amused by the contradiction. Lord, his day had been boring.
“He recognized him,” Gusta said. “One of the men in David’s tournament so many years ago. Not the local boy.”
Theo shot out of his chair. The second of three combatants had died from his wounds, which left a surly mercenary who would be welcome as an ally in battle, but was not the sort to let wander around Ribeauville. “That is bad news. Is he at the alemaker’s now?”
Gusta’s double chin jiggled as she nodded. Theo set a fashionable green hat on his head before setting off, exhilarated. He acknowledged the few people he passed on the cobbled main street while striding forward with purpose. The alemaker did not operate as a tavern, though a mug of brew could be had at a small table in his front room. Theo ducked in the door. His eyes acclimated to the murky darkness slowly. A boisterous voice shouted, “Theo!”
Well, hell. There sat Riculf, as he feared, his solid bulk threatening to break the squeaking wood chair. Riculf had been thrashed in a hard-fought round of David’s tournament over eight years ago, before which Theo had forced him out of his house during an unwelcome morning visit. There were no congenial feelings between the two of them, and to his knowledge, the soldier had never returned to Ribeauville.
“Riculf,” Theo replied in acknowledgement. He gave the alemaker a quick reassuring glance. The man rewarded him with a relieved roll of the eyes, as if to say, I hope you can deal with this oaf.
“Give me some of the dark, if you have it.” A cup with a thin head of foam was quickly passed, and then the tradesman slipped out of the room. Theo lowered himself into the other chair and took a deep quaff of the ale. “What brings you here after all these years?”
“Business,” the lank-haired miscreant answered as he leaned back in the protesting chair.
“I think you can be more specific.”
Riculf shrugged, challenge in his black eyes. Theo sucked another generous drink out of his cup. Counts and bishops were more respectful of him than this cur. “Do you know what jurisdiction means?” he queried. Riculf blinked. “This town is under my jurisdiction. If you are planning some kind of business here, you are required by law to tell me about it.”
Riculf’s tongue flicked in the gap in his teeth. “I am just taking over a business. When the deal is done, I will tell you about it.”
Theo pondered Riculf’s answer. All Ribeauville’s merchants were stable working families. All except one. “The weaver?” he asked.
“See, you always look like such an idiot with your hats and fancy shoes, but you really do know your town.”
Theo did not return Riculf’s insolent smile. “I do. I know it well enough to tell you that you will not fit in here. Besides, what do you know about weaving and sewing?” The memory of Lily draping fabric over his shoulders caught Theo off guard. He could not imagine Riculf taking such interest in a garment, especially considering the unevenness of the man’s sleeves.
“My wife will do the labor,” Riculf proclaimed. “She grew up doing such things. Besides, we will have Willis’s girl to help us.”
Theo froze in the middle of lifting his drink. “What has she to do with this?”
“She is part of the deal. She stays until we are settled in and the business is running proper.” The sly gleam in Riculf’s eye indicated he expected Lily’s tenure to be a long one. “Of course, with the shop being nigh empty, he may have to sweeten the deal.”
Tiny peals of alarm jangled in Theo’s head. “When did you see the shop?”
“Today. I saw your fancy red rag, too. The weaver girl said it was yours.”
Theo lowered the cup to the table. “Willis brought you to the shop?”
Riculf guffawed before answering crudely, “Naw, Willis is in rut. He is either on his woman or doing her bidding, and more of the doing her bidding, if I had to guess. She is leading him around by her tits.”
Theo gaped. He was a grown man and certainly no prude, but nothing could have prepared him for the bald-faced announcement that Willis the weaver, grieving widower of his beloved Ramona, had moved himself to another woman’s to bed, apparently abandoning his daughter in the process. Riculf chortled again and slammed his open hand on the table. “You may know what goes on in this town, but old Riculf surprised you just now, didn’t he?”
Theo tried to join in the laughter. “I must admit you did. Tell me, where is this bed Willis occupies?”
“Everyone sure is interested in that man’s whereabouts. I could have made a bit of silver for the information if I had any idea he was so wanted,” Riculf noted. “Since I already told the daughter there is no point in keeping my mouth shut now. He lives in Strazburg with the old tailor’s wife. Like I said, he is either poking a needle in cloth or poking her, and it took fierce determination to get him to sit down to talk business.” He leaned forward. “I am a determined man. I plan to settle my wife and me in that shop before Easter.”
Stunned shock threatened to overrun Theo again. He was stuck on the idea of Willis living with someone else’s wife when a more sinister fact jolted him like a static. Riculf had spoken to Lily. Riculf had viewed the empty shop and seen the burgundy wool and probably terrified Lily on purpose. “What did you think of the building?” Theo asked, trying to get a better idea of exactly what had transpired there this afternoon.
Riculf smiled a little, lulled into believing Theo viewed him with respect as they talked man-to-man about his business. “It will do. The rooms are better than what we rent now, though having the girl’s cot in with me and the wife might be awkward.”
Riculf’s tongue thrust between his teeth again, nearly inciting Theo to grab the foul flesh and yank it out of his throat. Instead, he lounged in his chair and regarded the would-be merchant with hooded eyes. “I will check on Lily today and will probably find Willis by tomorrow at this time. Do not even consider presenting yourself at the shop again until I have heard from Willis exactly what kind of deal he intended to make with you.”
Riculf’s face turned thunderous. “Do not get all lordly with me, Theo,” he gritted. “My business is my own.”
“My name is Theophilus and I am Lord of Ribeauville. If you do not like how I speak to you then get the hell out.” The chair scraped over the hard packed earthen floor as Theo rose to end the unpleasant meeting. “I will find you in Strazburg once I have spoken to Willis.”
“Maybe I do not want to go back to Strazburg,” Riculf said mulishly.
Theo tossed the last of the ale down his gullet. “Let me give you two pieces of advice. Foolish pride does not mix with good business, and making mischief will not curry favor with your future customers.” He sighed, fatigued by the possibility of Riculf living in his town. “Go home to your wife, Riculf. All will be settled soon enough, I am sure.”
Riculf tapped a thick, grimy finger on the scratched tabletop as he glared up at Theo. “I will not be put off. And you better not try to change Willis’s mind either. He is a free man just like me. Even a lord such as your fancy self cannot forbid him to sell.”
Theo rested his palms on the table to look earnestly into Riculf’s obstinate eyes. “Perhaps not. Remember, his daughter is free also. She cannot be bought along with her father’s shop. That I will not allow.” If it was possible for a soldier of the Carolingian Empire to pout, Riculf did. But he did not argue the point. Theo straightened, saw the alemaker lurking at the door and flipped him a bit of coin with no doubt that the details of his and Riculf’s conversation would be common knowledge through the town by midday tomorrow.
Lily cowered in the workshop, huddled under the worktable she’d turned into a fortress by draping the generous length of her lord’s wool down the sides. A single oil lamp augmented the thin evening light, casting weak rays through the fabric as though shining through dried blood. She should come out to work on the tunic instead of staring at the weave of the fabric like a fool. She should eat some of her precious food. She should go to Strazburg to find Willis and make him come home.
Instead she hid like a child, truly frightened for the first time since her father’s abandonment of her. She wished she were a child again. Her adulthood only made the upcoming catastrophe worse because she could anticipate it.
When she had been very small, too young to help with the weaving and sewing, she’d spent hours under the table collecting any scraps of fabric that fluttered to the floor to place them in a reed basket. The larger were used to patch clothing or pad shoulders, but she could keep the tiniest snips that were too small to use. She would rub them between her pudgy fingers and against her cheek, learning the texture of each one. Sometimes, if a particularly beautiful scrap drifted into view, she would hide it, even if it might be useful again. She would sneak outside to hold the precious strips of daffodil yellow and cornflower blue and thistle pink between her eyes and the sun, marveling at the grain of each piece, at the way the sunlight overwhelmed the hues.
Because she was an obedient child, she always relinquished her treasure, eventually. Her father would roll his eyes at her, claiming he had needed that fragment a quarter hour before, and her mother would smile indulgently. A few times, when tucking her into bed, Ramona would produce one of the beguiling pieces, placing it in her palm like a delicate petal. “You keep this one,” she would whisper, and Lily did, eventually learning the craft of sewing by joining the odd sections in an irregular patchwork that had no purpose except to entertain and comfort her. Her little patchwork was more beautiful and vibrant to her than the single, exquisite stained glass window in the Ribeauville church. Ramona had chosen and gifted each piece to Lily. The medley of them represented a happy childhood, now over, and part of a mother’s legacy to her daughter.
Lily scrambled out from her hiding place to run to her cot in the dark living quarters so recently desecrated by Riculf’s inspection. She imagined she saw an indentation on her parents’ bed where he had sat down to test the hay filled mattress. Her own pillow bore the dent of a finger. She shuddered, then thrust her hand under her mattress to find her creation, feeling a physical relief when her hand closed on the patchwork not even big enough to cover her head. She scurried back to the workshop to hold the scraps up between herself and the oil lamp. Not as strong as the sun, its rays did not overwhelm the colors, instead making each murkily similar to the next, like hues lost in the shadows of a threatening forest.
She turned so that the light shone on the face of her work and the tints came in to perfect clarity. Her mother had given these to her, along with teaching her how to sew them. When she got old enough, Mother taught her to weave her own fabric, though neither of them could create anything so fine as these scraps. Only now did Lily understand that, along with instruction, her mother had also brought the order and productivity to their family life. Without her loving hand, Father had gone adrift, leaving Lily to float along in his wake, soon out of his sight and, apparently, none of his concern.
Could he really intend to leave her here to fend for herself? Did the father who had been present nearly every moment of her entire life really have so little affection for her? A choke of a sob burst out of her. She clamped her teeth against more crying. Tears had not brought Mother back, nor would they Father.
Part of what ripped at her was the uncertainty. Lily did not know whether to believe Riculf’s story, or what bits to believe. Had he really seen her father, or was he just an opportunist? Would he own the shop soon? Did Lily really have to stay here with him and his wife? The thought curdled her stomach. She would not do it and did not think anyone could make her.
If any of Riculf’s claims were true, why hadn’t Father come here to tell her himself? If he had a home in Strazburg, why hadn’t he brought her there?
Because there was a woman in the house in Strazburg. Of all Riculf’s wild claims, that one rang true somewhere deep inside her.
The tiny lamp cast a steady light over the worktable, barely illuminating the smudged chalk lines she’d drawn earlier today. The markings pulled her forward to inspect the choices she’d made for her lord’s garment. She’d rendered good, strong, confident lines with her own hand. She, Lily, had done that just today.
Determination surged in her, replacing the uneasiness and nausea she’d endured for hours. Whatever happened, she knew her trade. She had Theophilus’s tunic to create and Arn’s pledge to betroth himself to her by Easter. She would cling to those two realities and hope that Riculf had lied to her, not only about the shop, but about everything.
Lily grasped her sharpened shears. She inspected the outline of the tunic once more, then patiently worked the sharp blades through the fine wool, her troubled thoughts blissfully disappearing in her work.
Oblivious to the passage of time, she soon had the two halves of the body of the tunic atop each other, with the few pleats along the shoulder temporarily tacked with precious pins from her leather case. She stood back to assess the emerging garment. She worked so intently she almost did not hear the gentle knock at the door. When the sound finally broke her concentration, she froze like a rabbit, moving only her eyes to stare at the door still buttressed with the bar. Another set of three knocks preceded a quiet male voice. “Lily. It is Theophilus. I see your light. I know you are probably afraid, but we must talk.”
Afraid? Heaven help her. The sun had completely set, the neighbors watched her door like gold coins might start floating out of it, and yet another man wanted entrance to her home. She tiptoed to the door to whisper, “Come back tomorrow, sir. You know I cannot let you in here at this hour.”
“Nonsense,” he shot back. “I have seen Riculf and I am concerned for your safety.”
“I am well, my lord, thank you,” she assured him, hoping he would leave. She jumped back when he knocked again, less gently.
“I am not leaving until I see you are well. We must discuss this matter about your father. It will be all over town by morning.”
More than that would be talked of, with him shouting at her door! “Thus, sir, you must understand that I cannot have you here at this hour.”
After a few beats of silence, he growled, “I was not making a request, Lily. Open the damned door or I will come through it.”
“You have no right to force yourself into my home!”
“I have every right. I am the law, and I am apparently your protector since Willis has decided to remove himself,” Theo replied hotly. “Discuss this with me with the door open or discuss it with the door destroyed. One way or another, we will talk about it tonight because, as surprising as it may be to you, miss, I have other duties tomorrow. I cannot just wait around for your convenience.”
She lifted the bar with a huff of air, set it aside, then tugged the door ajar. Her lord stood with one knee cocked out and his arms crossed in exasperation on his broad chest. Over one shoulder Lily could see the thin line of light indicating the neighbor’s door was cracked open to harvest every precious word. “Do you see that?” She pointed over his shoulder. “He is watching every person who comes and goes. That is what people will be talking about.”
Theophilus turned, and the door clicked shut. “I know. Your watchman accosted me on the street to tell me how he had hurried Riculf away after his visit.”
“Liar!”
He nodded. “The man is a coward. He would not chase a stray cat away, much less a trained warrior.” He clapped his hands together lightly. “That is why I have come. We must find a safer place for you to live.”
Lily shook her head. “Riculf does not own my home yet. I will not let him drive me out of it. I do not know if he even tells the truth.”
Theophilus held up a hand to stop her escalating protests. He stepped inside the door, remaining in its opening, in full view of anyone watching from, say, across the street. Lily faced him from a short pace away. “I am not suggesting this as a permanent solution,” he said. “Until I determine what is the truth, it is not safe for you to be here alone. Not with a man like Riculf thinking he has a claim on the building. And you.”
She shook her head again. “I will bar the door. I will not let him in.”
Theophilus sighed. “A door will not keep him at bay. Besides, what about the back of the house?”
Lily felt her eyes widen as she pictured the flimsy kitchen door, but she firmed her resolve. “I will not go,” she stated flatly, then tried to get the conversation headed in a new direction. “You said you were going to find the truth. The only way to do that is to talk to my father.”
“Riculf said he is in Strazburg with a tailor. He will not be hard to locate.”
“I want to come with you. If I come along I will be safe,” she added as enticement.
“No. I will have to spend the night there. No need for you to accompany me.”
“I must speak to my father,” Lily insisted. “I have to see him!”
“Believe me, I will exert as much pressure as I can to bring him home. I do not want him in Strazburg any more than you do. Until he returns, we must get you out of here. Any family or friends who could take you for a night or two?”
Lily shook her head again.
“No one? Lily, be reasonable, I know you do not want to leave. It will be temporary. You must have friends who can help you for a short time,” he said with sickening sympathy.
“Of course I have friends,” she blurted. “They all have parents, brothers and sisters, grandparents. I will not fit in any of their houses.” She hugged her arms across her chest and, where such a posture showed strength in her lord, in her it showed crushing despair. “I would hate to just show up at someone’s door like an orphan. Poor Lily with her dead mother and her disappearing father.” She slanted her mortified gaze to a dark corner of the room.
“What about Arn and his parents?”
She looked up sharply. “How do you know about Arn?”
“It became my business to know when Willis disappeared and left you alone to deal with a man who I do not want visiting my town, much less moving here.”
“You believe Riculf?” she asked, touching the needle case at her waist. She thought her lord’s shoulders slumped a little, and those soulful corners of his eyes drooped as he stared back at her. She felt his pity and knew she should resent him for it. Instead, a tiny measure of gratitude softened her expression. At least someone had noticed the desperate situation her father created and did not feel the need to punish her for it.
Theophilus considered his words carefully. “Though I do not want to believe Riculf’s claims, my instincts say he tells the truth. He is not a man of great intelligence or imagination. Concocting a scheme to swindle you out of your house and shop would require too much research and planning.” He paused. “You know your father. Do you believe it is possible?”
She looked at the dark corner again, humiliated. “My instincts say ‘yes’.”
A warm, large hand closed over her shoulder. “None of this is your fault. You have managed admirably here alone.”
The pity, the lovely eyes, the gentle touch nearly made her slump into him. Instead she pulled away, backing up until her thighs hit the edge of the worktable. “Thank you, sir,” she whispered, still studying the corner. “I can manage for a little bit longer. If you could just make my father come home perhaps all will be well.” She forced herself to meet his eyes and smile. “Besides, I would never be able to finish your tunic at someone else’s house. Maybe by tomorrow, when you come back with my father, I will have the whole thing tacked together. You can tell me what you think.”
Theo studied her. Her bravery and optimism made his heart hurt. She had referred to herself as an orphan. He had never seen a true orphan put up such a valiant front. Standing here in this barely lit, empty room, she looked to him like the most vulnerable creature in the world. His sense of responsibility for her weighed on him. Who else did she have? “Are you sure I cannot enlist Arn on your behalf?” he asked again, desperate to find someone to reassure and protect her.
“No,” she cried in alarm. “Please do not involve his family. They — everyone — are already so suspicious of me. I cannot bear the idea of needing their charity.”
“He does not know of your situation?”
“Of course not!”
“A few nights under the same roof might speed along your suit with him,” Theo suggested. He thought he was being rather helpful.
Her cheeks flared with a redness even the dim light could not hide. She lifted her chin, indignant. “My lord, I appreciate your interest in my friendship with Arn, but I would ask that you do not interfere. I am begging you. Please do not talk to his father. Even if they would take me in, I will not go. I am an adult. You cannot make me live somewhere I do not want to be.”
“You think not?” he spat back, more out of pride than true threat. To her credit, she did not even flinch. He sighed in frustration. “I will give you tonight and tomorrow.” He picked at an imaginary bit of lint on his sleeve. “I think Riculf will be in Strazburg anyway, expecting to finalize his deal with Willis. I will check on you when I return and let you know what I have learned.”
“Thank you, my lord,” she exhaled, obviously relieved.
He leaned to one side to look at the worktable. “The tunic looks good so far.”
She turned to run her fingers over the surface. “Yes, it does,” she agreed confidently. An unexpected laugh boiled out of him. “Well, it does,” she repeated. “Am I supposed to pretend I do not think so?”
He chuckled at her defensiveness. “Most craftsmen would not agree so promptly. You take great pride in your work.”
She lifted her chin to give him a direct look with her clear gray eyes. “I do.” He sensed she had more to say. She stopped herself, turning back to the tunic to lay her hand flat on it as if she could absorb something essential from the fibers.
Theo thought about Lily during his walk home through the dark quiet town. He thought about her resilience and determination. He remembered her respectfulness without the simpering that the lower classes so often displayed. She was not at all what he would expect of a merchant’s daughter. He liked her in a surprising, alarming way.
He slept fitfully, not exactly aroused, but feeling strangely unbalanced as he considered her across the town, alone in the room behind her workshop in the cot Riculf had described. Her shoulder under his palm had been feminine and pointy. He would not have touched her except that her acknowledgement of her father’s abandonment had filled the room with a palpable wave of despair. Yet, she stood alone, never supplicating for his money or assistance the way others might. Instead, she begged him to leave her as she was, alone and defenseless. The only thing she asked was that he bring her father home. After all this, Willis would be lucky if he wasn’t hogtied and draped over a mule by tomorrow afternoon. The tailor had never struck Theo as a cold hearted, self-serving bastard, but what else could you call a father who left his daughter in such a predicament and promised her services to a miscreant like Riculf?
He turned on his bed so vigorously the ropes squeaked. He forced his eyes closed and schooled his body into relaxation as only a seasoned soldier and politician could do. After a few hours of unsatisfying rest, he rose, dressed in a bright green tunic with matching cap, gulped down a cold breakfast despite Gusta’s protests, and made his pounding ride to Strazburg. Upon entering the town, it took less than thirty minutes to find the new tailor who lived with the wife of the old tailor. One old biddy happily confided the old tailor was not dead, having departed from his wife for some other earthly clime, not that anyone blamed him. It seemed to Theo that wandering away from home was becoming a prime characteristic of the profession.
The door to the aged timber and mud house stood open. Theophilus strode in, noting the shelves here bore sufficient stock. A well proportioned, plain faced woman greeted him, smiling and ducking her head deferentially. He waited, giving her plenty of time for the discreet calculation of the value of his jeweled rings and fine clothing. “How may I help you?” she simpered.
“Looking for your…companion, Willis. He is my tailor, and I have heard he is here.”
Her face closed like a freshwater mussel. “He is not here.”
“Then I will wait,” Theo announced lazily.
She glared at him, the picture of a woman accustomed to getting her way. He lifted a ringed finger to scratch his nose, hoping to remind her of his obvious position before she said something stupid and unforgivable. She shuffled her feet. “Who are you? I never seen you around before.”
“Theophilus, from Ribeauville,” he replied with feigned boredom.
The name of the town alarmed her. “Willis is not here,” she repeated vehemently.
He peered down his nose into her shifty brown eyes. The edges were lined with spidery creases, and her brows sported some gray. He leaned on the doorframe to block the entrance.
She stuck her bottom lip out for a moment. “He might be out back,” she amended. Theo heard her exit the house and hoped to hell she did not intend to escape. He and the Lord of Strazburg had been colleagues for years and, between the two of them, could make her life a misery.
An urgent discussion erupted from behind the house, mostly indiscernible until her strident order. “Get rid of him!”
Theo disliked the woman intensely.
Willis emerged, sheepish and showing Theo only the top of his close-cropped gray head as he studied the floor like the Ten Commandments were inscribed there. The woman followed close behind, literally pinching Willis’s sleeve between her thumb and forefinger. Theo had no patience for any fake niceties. “Willis, take a walk with me.” The woman jerked on the sleeve, wise enough to keep her mouth shut as she tried to exert her control.
Willis gazed up at Theo like a lost sheep, his eyes an aged and watered down model for Lily’s bright, lively gray. He obviously hoped for salvation from the choice of defying the woman or defying his lord. As if reading his mind, the woman hissed, “He is not your lord anymore.” Willis nodded, eager to appease her.
“I know the Lord of Strazburg well,” Theo drawled. “You may give your attention to him or to me, Willis. One way or another, a conversation will be had today.” In truth, he did not even know if Bernard was in town. He would play the odds that they didn’t either. Willis pulled free of the clutching fingers, ducking his head as though expecting to be struck from behind. When he sidled out the door, Theo bared his teeth in a false smile for the woman who now twisted her hands together.
He followed Willis into the street. “Stand up straight, man,” he ordered. “I am not going to whip you, no matter how badly I want to. I have come to find out what, by all that is holy, you are doing?” Willis had the gall to appear surprised by the question. Theo strode down the street, gesturing for Willis to come along. “Let us start at the beginning. When did you decide to live in Strazburg?”
Willis trotted and tripped, struggling to keep up as every passerby cleared out of their path, then turned to stare at the odd pair. “It was not a decision. It just happened.”
“You happened to be in Strazburg and happened to fall permanently into the tailor’s shop?”
Willis shook his big square head. “No, I always came here for supplies — to Strazburg, I mean — and this shop always carried some nice linen.”
“Did Ramona enjoy sewing with that woman’s nice linen?” Theo asked cruelly.
Willis stopped short. “It weren’t like that then,” he rumbled.
Theo tugged him toward an alley where they could speak without too large an audience, then turned on him. “Well, it is now. I hear the woman is still married. Do you know what that makes you?”
The tailor set his jaw. “Her husband left years ago. She needed a man, and with Ramona gone…”
“Your wife may be gone, but Lily is not.” Theo emphasized her name with a vehemence that surprised even him. Willis had the courtesy to blanch when Theo pressed a forefinger into his chest. “Your daughter is an unmarried, unprotected young woman. You have left her alone for so long she has no supplies for her work and, from what I saw, no food or money.”
“I can send some money,” the errant father whined as he glanced worriedly back down the street. “A little money and maybe some thread.”
Theo stared. “You are serious. A little money and some thread? To hell with that.” Theo clamped a hand around his bicep. “You are coming back with me.”
“No!” Willis cried, jerking away. “I cannot go back.”
“Why not?”
“There is nothing good for me back there.”
“Your daughter is there,” Theo insisted. “She needs you!”
Willis swung his head from side to side like an agitated ram. He clamped his hands over his temples. “I cannot be in that shop or in that house. I do not belong there anymore! None of it works without Ramona there.”
Theo considered the emotional outburst. What would it be like to marry a woman who became so much a part of your home that you had to vacate if she died? He would probably never know, and based on this man’s recent decisions, he hoped he never did. Still, a person would have to be completely heartless to ignore the widower’s suffering. “Willis, you have to do something,” he pleaded. “Try, for Lily’s sake. She needs you.”
Willis scuffed his scarred leather shoes in the dirt. “Lily is like her mother. She is strong and a good worker. She will be fine. Besides, she has Arn. She will not need me.”
Theo latched onto the idea. “Getting her married to Arn is the obvious solution. You must come home, at least until you get her settled.”
Willis shook his head again. “She has known Arn and his parents her whole life. They will not need me. It is not as if we merchants discuss dowries or treasure the way you would.”
The self-justification erased all of Theo’s sympathy. “The issue is not money. The issue is reputation. Your neighbors are already suspicious of her living alone. Sending Riculf to Ribeauville to confront her was an act of cruel lunacy. You must come home to keep her respectable and organize her future, at the very least.”
Willis shifted from side to side. He would not even look up at Theo. “Riculf said he would employ her, just until he and his wife get trained up. By then, Arn will marry her.”
Theo grabbed him by the front of the tunic to slam him against the nearest wall. “You are a spineless slug. Do you know Riculf inspected your home while Lily stood in it? He described to me how awkward it would be to have your daughter sleeping in her cot while he humped his wife.” Willis began to snuffle. Fat tears leaked from tightly closed eyes. Theo stepped away in disgust. “Is this how you honor the memory of your wife? By tossing your daughter to the first vulture who swoops in? For God’s sake, man! She is your child, your flesh and blood! She is a good girl and she deserves better treatment than this. She needs your attention for a month or two.”
“I am a bad man. I am a bad man!” Willis cried, holding his head again. “But I cannot go back there.” He took several gulps of air and steadied himself, dashing the tears from his face with the balls of his hands. “I have to sell the shop and get the money and I cannot leave Strazburg any time I please,” he said as though repeating an oft-heard poem. He nodded to himself, resolving the thing in his mind.
A chill settled in Theo. “That is probably the most honest statement you have made. And when you get the money for your shop, you will give it to that woman, another man’s wife. If it ever even touches your hand.” Willis voiced no denial. “What is her hold on you, Willis? Is she a sorceress? A siren? Does she feed you potions with your meals?”
Willis looked down the street, not really seeing anything. “You do not know what it is like to feel so alone…after. To lose what really holds you up in the world. To find out your legs do not move and your thoughts get all scrambled.” He swiveled to look at Theo again with a hapless gaze that only made him colder. “No matter how it looks, I cannot go back there,” he repeated with finality and no hint of regret or apology. “You talk to Arn and Cluny. That is Lily’s future. Not me.”
“Where is she to live until they marry? How is she to provide for herself?” Theo demanded.
“She is strong like her mother,” Willis repeated weakly.
Theo suspected he had not felt a more visceral distaste for another human in his entire life. “I never imagined you to be capable of this, Willis, and I warn you, if you ever get in your right mind again, you will be ashamed. Sometimes, the choices that appear easiest make our lives harder in the end.” The man cowered, maddeningly silent. “Is there anyone other than Riculf you can sell the shop to?”
“No, sir. No one else has asked.”
“I am most displeased at this, Willis. I do not want that snake in Ribeauville. You should have consulted with me. Damn!” He pointed his finger at Willis’s nose. “Let us make one point clear. Lily is not part of your deal with Riculf. She is not some slave girl you can sell, not for a day or a month or a year. I have told Riculf this and you had better make it stick.”
Willis shifted. “He will want to pay less.”
Theo’s hand tingled with the urge to punch the tailor in the mouth. “Willis, I hope to God if I ever become as heartless a father as you that someone will club my brains out.” The man hung his gray head in shame, then turned away, willing, even eager, to return to his new home. There was, after all, nothing left to say.
It did not occur to Theo until later that he had never suggested Lily come to Strazburg to live with Willis, and Willis had never invited her to.
When Cluny answered the door late the next afternoon, he did not appear any happier to see Theophilus than Theo was to be there. Cerise offered a welcome cup of watered wine.
“Could Arn join us?” Theo requested. She fetched the boy from tending the kiln, then scurried out of the room, clearly accustomed to exclusion from the conversations of men. Theo did not find much to admire in this young Arn who sat slightly hunched, red faced and sweating, his hands clasped in his lap. What did Lily see in him? Still, Theo’s intent was not to judge, just to expedite the match.
“I have been to see Willis,” Theo announced, seeing no reason to lengthen the business with small talk. He purposely addressed Arn. “I understand you have expressed an interest in marrying his daughter, Lily.” He had not thought it possible, but Arn turned even redder. The boy nodded once before Cluny spoke.
“Why are you here and not Willis?” Cluny inquired.
“Willis has decided to live and work in Strazburg.”
Cluny grunted and rolled his eyes heavenward.
“Obviously, this creates an unhappy situation for Lily. Since it is Arn’s wish, and I believe her wish, for a marriage, I am here to overcome any obstacles that might be delaying the betrothal.” Theo delivered this message with every confidence that his backing of the union, partnered with the implied offer to provide money or property to see the thing done, would hurry the process nicely.
“Thank you, my lord,” Arn gushed.
Cluny grunted again.
Theo waited a moment, then chastised the potter. “I am accustomed to communicating in words, Cluny.”
The wiry man stiffened righteously. “You cannot overcome the obstacle of sin.”
“Father, no!” Arn protested. He quickly subsided when Cluny lifted one thin finger, its creases stained with red clay.
“I assume you found Willis living in adultery,” Cluny announced with superiority.
Yes, the town had been all atwitter, just as Theo had predicted. “That is Willis’s sin, not Lily’s,” he argued, not entirely comfortable with theological reasoning.
“Bad seed. She carries it. She has men at her door, day and night,” Cluny reported.
Theo leaned forward. “Not fair. I dropped off some work for her. The man who might buy the shop came to inspect it. I checked to make sure she had not been too frightened by his visit. That is a list of all her male visitors.”
“That is all we know about,” Cluny suggested. “She even enticed Arn away from here the other morning, talking of marriage and fornication.”
Theo coughed, unable to hide his incredulity. He challenged Arn. “She spoke to you about fornication?”
Arn shifted, his nervous blue eyes flickering between the two men. “She said she did not want to wait any longer to marry.”
“She offered him money,” Cluny added with disgust. Arn opened his mouth to protest. His father lifted the finger again. Theo watched the interaction with troubled fascination. “The girl was fine while under her mother’s guidance. Without her, the influence of the father’s…appetite...is winning. She has unclean tendencies.” Cluny turned to his son. “Imagine her, Arn, living alone and allowing these men to come in under cover of darkness.”
“Are you suggesting I have somehow compromised that girl?” Theo barked.
Cluny startled, but his eyes remained hard and judgmental. “The only thing I know is my son is not going to be the one to find out she has been known by another.”
“Does that sound fair to you, Arn?” Theo challenged. “Lily’s visitors, including me, have been at the shop to conduct business, nothing more. Your father gives her no chance to defend herself, much less prove her innocence.”
Arn had grown pale, like a young whelp before his first battle. Theo feared he might vomit on the floor.
“There must be a way to reassure you both,” Theo continued, taking a deep breath preserve his rationality. “Let her live here for awhile. I am sure you will soon see she is the same sweet girl you knew when Ramona was alive. Give her a chance.”
“I will not bring lustfulness into my home,” Cluny intoned.
“Let me be clear. I have not ‘known’ Lily, and I am sure Riculf has not either. She is perfectly acceptable as a wife for Arn. If you simply bring her here, the problem of her living alone is solved. They can be betrothed and married, and in a few weeks no one will even remember Willis.”
Arn lifted his head hopefully. Cluny could not have appeared more pious if he had been the anointed Pope. “God will never forget.”
“You are not God.”
“Neither, my lord, are you.”
Theo trudged down the street, demoralized and exhausted. For two days, every man he’d spoken with disgusted him, except Bernard, who had jovially agreed to keep Theo informed of Riculf and Willis’s activities, cruelly thrilled that Riculf might soon be moving out of Strazburg. Now the task fell to Theo to tell an innocent young woman that her father and beau were weak-kneed cowards who would rather see her living in the street than stand up for her. At least the sun still hung in the sky, so there should be less sanctimonious harping from his God-fearing citizens.
Her meddlesome neighbor’s nose poked out his door. Theo thought he might cuff the man if he approached with some story of his heroism on Lily’s behalf. The foul mood must have been apparent because the door snapped shut.
Lily’s soft voice called as soon as he knocked. “It is Theophilus,” he answered quietly. The door flew open. Lily’s searching eyes passed over him to look behind him.
“Pardon me,” she said politely as she shoved her way out the door to search up and down the street.
Damn. She had expected Willis to return with him. That possibility was so far behind him, Theo had forgotten completely about it. “I found him. He did not come back,” he informed her.
She kept her back to him. He watched her shoulders rise and fall twice as she inhaled deep breaths, then she returned to the shop. “Do you want to see your tunic?” she asked with bright voice.
“Yes,” he replied, cautiously entering the shop as if an explosion were imminent. “Do you not want to hear more about your father?”
“I would rather show you this.” She held the beginnings of his top for inspection. Even with the body and sleeves loosely tacked together, Theo could see the glamor in the garment. Lily’s intense expression entreated him for more than praise. Distract me! her whole posture begged.
He strode forward with an admiring smile. “I can tell this will be a special tunic. Can I try it on?”
She nodded eagerly. “The seams are weak, so you must be gentle. At least we can get an idea of the fit.”
Lily held the tunic reverently. Theo tossed his cap on the table then began to strip off his light summer mantle and thick belt. There was nothing inappropriate about his actions. He had tried on clothing in this shop dozens of times, and he wore a thin undertunic, so really Lily would see little more than his arms and a some skin around his neck. Still, she turned to busy herself with something at the table while he hesitated to undress. Chiding himself, he removed his tunic, adding it to the pile of clothing he’d tossed on a nearby chair. “Ready.”
Her cheeks were rosy pink when she turned, but her attitude became all business as she carefully opened and lifted the garment for him. He inserted his hands in the overlong sleeves while Lily positioned it over his head. She lowered the cloth carefully, ending up very close to him, within the span of his outstretched arms. She smiled and his breath caught. She had such an artless, friendly smile, and he now noticed fetching little dimples near the corners of her mouth. Arn must be a blind idiot to let Cluny break their attachment.
“The color is very good on you. How does it feel?” she asked as she backed away to get a fuller view.
He let his arms drop. The sleeves enveloped his hands. “It feels big,” he replied with a chuckle.
“Yes, well, we have some decisions to make.” She studied him for a moment before rolling one of the sleeves up, the brush of her fingers on his forearm and along his elbow making the hair on his arms stand and tingle. After a few miniscule adjustments, she nodded. “I like that.” She circled him once, then a half circle again. Her hands brushed briskly across his shoulders from the back, pinching at the joining at the top of the sleeve. “I made you a little broader than you really are,” she noted with a giggle. “I will have to crop it in here.” She returned to his front to study the neckline. Theo tried to control his breathing, feeling his chest moving much more quickly than a tunic fitting required. “I do like that neckline. Here!” she said as she dug in a drawer. “We do not have a very good way for you to see yourself but this will give you an idea.” She handed a shiny piece of metal to him that was just large enough for him to see from his face to mid-chest.
He could not stop a vain smile as he angled the metal. The color was very good, just as Lily had said. And the neckline. Somehow she had made the shape better than square, with the top line accentuating the ridge of muscle below his collar bone and a jaunty little angle at the bottom corners adding…something. “What I can see I like very well.”
She smiled again as she took the mirror, pleased with his words. “What do you think about the length? You had said just to the knee?”
She knelt before him to fuss with the fabric, innocently, and by necessity, brushing her hands against his lower thighs. Even through his hose, the touch screamed of intimacy. Good God. Unwelcome arousal heated his blood. She turned her face up to him, all innocence and sweet beauty, those clear gray eyes perfectly framed by thin angled brows. Every muscle in his body tautened. Good God! Maybe Cluny was right about this girl. Unclean thoughts battered Theo as he imagined lustful actions.
“You do not like the length?” she surmised cautiously.
“I am not sure,” he hedged. Indeed, with her face level with his crotch and her hands still fluttering around his legs, he suddenly could not form an opinion on anything except he would like those hands to drift northward. “I do not need to decide today,” he growled as he tugged her carefully folded hemline straight again, hoping he could hide his erection, relieved when she regained her feet to back up a few paces.
Lily did not know what had changed. For just a moment, her lord had appeared angry, and now he jerked at the tunic like it did not fit properly when, in fact, she had done admirably well. “Please, my lord,” she interjected when the pins and threads tacking the tops of the shoulder became visible between the pieces of fabric. “You do not have to decide now. You also do not have to destroy it. I will fix whatever has displeased you.”
He froze. His hazel eyes, heated instead of droopy with kindness, flicked onto her. “Will you?”
She retreated another step, unsure of his meaning. The distrust on his face oddly combined with sudden, intense interest. This fitting had become very strange. Her insides had sparkled when she touched him. Could he have sensed that? “My lord, if you are satisfied with the general fit, I will have plenty of work to do. You can decide about the sleeves and hem another day.”
He straightened, finally letting the hem drop, but kept his narrowed eyes on her. “I like the sleeve where you have it. I am undecided on the hem,” he finally intoned with careful enunciation.
She lifted her hand to indicate his arm. “Can I just mark it, sir? The roll will come undone when you take the tunic off.” His eyes narrowed even further. He nodded curtly. She scurried to find her chalk and made one quick streak of white on the sleeve. “Should I help you?” she asked, trying to recover their professional manner of dealing with one another.
“No. Wait outside while I change,” he ordered.
Oh, dear. She rushed out the door, flustered. What had happened? Everything had been fine until she’d begun making adjustments to his hem. That had felt horribly awkward to her. Had it bothered him too? She had been trying to do her job briskly, just as her father had always done. Maybe a man did not mind another man touching his hem but very much minded a woman doing so. Lily sighed, pressing her back against the wall, then resting her head there, as well. Even though she occupied the same world she always had, every day brought unforeseen and unfamiliar questions and challenges. She did her best to guess and fool her way through it all. In truth, the only time she felt comfortable in her own skin was when she worked on the lord’s tunic. Or at least she felt comfortable when her lord was not in the tunic as she worked on it.
She sighed. If only her father had returned. He would have that hem rolled and marked in a thrice. He would explain Riculf. He would talk to Cluny and set her life on the right course again.
Her lord emerged, once again smartly attired in the green tunic and mantle she had sewn last spring about this time. He did not know she had sewn it. Her father had done the fitting. She had made every cut and stitch. “Father is never coming back, is he?” she blurted.
The question did not surprise him. He stood straight and proud and confident in his own comfortable life. “Not soon enough,” he said.
At first she did not understand the answer. Then it clicked. Not soon enough to help you. Not soon enough to manage Riculf or Cluny. Not soon enough to return you to normalcy or even respectability. “He lives with a woman?” she asked, eager to familiarize herself with all the ugliness at once.
Her lord cursed softly under his breath. “Yes. He misses your mother desperately.”
Her hand flew up, and she pressed the back of it to her mouth, stifling an unwanted sob of distress. She turned away to compose herself. “It must be very difficult for him,” she observed with the feeling of seeing things from a great distance.
“I did try, Lily. I reminded him of his duty to you. I reminded him of your mother. I tried every argument.”
Unwarranted resentment boiled up in her. Who was this Theophilus to involve himself in her life? Why should she feel gratitude when he stood so calmly to tell her how bad things were? Why should he be allowed to make her uncomfortable in her own shop? How dare he? She bit the inside of her cheek against the angry, unfair slander she wished to shout at him. “Thank you, my lord,” she gritted as meekly as she could manage. “I appreciate your efforts today. I am sure you have pleasanter plans for tomorrow. Now, I must continue my work.”
She forced herself stiffly through the door. She did not close it until she heard her lord’s retreating footsteps. The tunic waited, lovingly spread on the worktable. Her strange, quick anger receded, replaced with the more sane and familiar despair. Her fingertip traced across the slightly overlarge shoulder to the clever neckline. This neckline was the only perfect thing left in the entire world, as near as she could tell. Tonight, she would rework the shoulders. Tomorrow, she would sew the pleats and join the body pieces and sleeves. Soon, she promised herself, she would make tiny invisible stitches around this neckline, and that would be one right thing. And she must consider the embroidery. She must devote some time to the pattern.
Blessedly immersed in her work, she did not let herself think about Father anymore.
Lily chose to view of her reclusiveness as caution rather than what it was: hiding from her neighbors. She ventured to church on the Sunday after Theo’s visit, drawn by her need for human contact and religious bolstering. Several friends — including Arn and Belinda — greeted her. Most adults, such as Cluny and Cerise, stood back to watch her with suspicion or sympathy. The Lord of Ribeauville nodded curtly as befit a nobleman to a merchant’s daughter, yet she feared he might still be irritated at her. Only his commission stood between her and starvation, so she rushed home to finish the final tiny stitches in the neckline, wanting to be ready at any moment for another fitting. Next, she would practice the intricate embroidery pattern she’d finally finished designing last night. Applying it to the tunic would require days of arduous, painstaking work, but the motif would suit the tunic and its owner perfectly.
Besides, what else did she have to do with her time?
Her stock of food dwindled until she forced herself to venture to market day on Wednesday. Even though the sky spit drizzle, she harbored hope that her friends might be gathered. Such hope only lowered her spirits at their absence.
Lily made her purchases with intentional courtesy. She did not barter, paying what each vendor asked with the goal of creating some goodwill with every person she met, all the while wondering about her friends. On a day like today, they would cluster in someone’s kitchen, stealing a half-hour at most before a parent shooed them out, reminding them they each had chores to do, a meal to prepare, or siblings to tend. Without meaning to, Lily wandered a circuitous route home, clandestinely checking each likely spot where her friends might be, even though the March mist fell more heavily, threatening to make her cheese soggy.
She was too close to escape when Arn and Belinda stepped out of Belinda’s house. Arn smiled down at the cherubic face, and she fluttered her eyelashes with a coyness Lily had never mastered. The accomplished flirt squealed at the almost imperceptible moisture hitting her round cheeks, and Arn shook his head indulgently. Lily knew the moment Arn noticed her standing in the street. Guilt clouded his face, replacing carefree mirth. Belinda turned to see what had distracted him from their gaiety. Her face screwed up with resentment.
Lily had to walk forward now that they’d spotted her, standing like a stray dog hoping for a scrap of affection. “I am just coming from the market,” she announced as a greeting while plastering a carefree smile on her damp face.
“You are taking the long way home,” Belinda observed.
Lily could see no point in denying the obvious. “I was actually hoping to find all of you, and here you are.”
Lily hoped Arn would speak, but Belinda continued the conversation smoothly. “You are a little late. Everyone has already left because my mother is such a bore, and Arn must hurry home to check the heat in the kiln. You are firing some special pots, are you not?” Belinda gazed up at him like he had been charged with a duty by the emperor himself instead of keeping a hole in the ground at the right temperature.
Arn nodded vigorously, knocking his brown cap slightly askew on his red hair. “Lily knows we make some extra goods before Easter. There are always visitors in town that week,” Arn said, his face flushing as he glanced between the two women.
Lily did know. In fact, every spring in memory, she and her parents had worked feverishly to weave cloth and make a few garments to sell. This year, she had no materials for even one project. “Yes, I remember,” she said faintly. “I will look forward to seeing your work,” she added, sensing she needed to give Arn some kind of encouragement.
He mustered a smile for her before Belinda hurried him home, saying Cluny would never forgive her if Arn were late on her account. Arn had always been Lily’s special companion. Lily’s. Today, he dashed away without asking how she was managing or offering to walk her home. Belinda smirked, then sent Lily down the street with more dismissal than cordiality.
No mother, no father, no friends, no special goods for Easter, no work coming in. Another tailor staking a claim on her shop. Another woman staking a claim on the man she’d expected to marry. The balance of Lily’s life continued to shift, becoming more and more unstable every day. The path she’d thought she walked was turning to liquid under her feet. Even worse, she had no plan for regaining her equilibrium and no one to turn to for help.
Theo stood to stretch his back after the fourth day when he’d actually attended to some personal and empire business instead of fruitlessly negotiating with shoddy fathers in two different towns. The furor over Willis appeared to have subsided. Gusta had said nothing except that Lily had gone to the market on a dreary day last week. The alemaker’s greetings were normal. Theo received no gloating messages from Bernard of Strazburg. Still, Lily’s dilemma did not escape Theo’s consideration. He thought often of his new tunic. His anticipation brought imagined pictures of Lily in her shop with the exceptional wool held devotedly in her skilled fingers.
He preferred the image of her working to the other that tried to sneak into his musings, her brief moment of distress when her hand had pressed to her mouth. Except for that one glimmer of true emotion, she had responded to the news about Willis’s desertion with stiff anger that, he supposed, masked the pride and self-reliance she’d shown so far, at least to him. Still, strength of will would not see her through her predicament, no matter what her father said. By leaving Willis in Strazburg, Theo had accepted responsibility for the girl. If only he could talk some sense into Arn or Cluny, he would dispatch that responsibility. He could pay Lily for her services, see her married, and continue on with his life, including his own marriage to Fastrada.
Among his business this week had been the first written negotiations with Bartholomew. Theo had no doubt they would soon come to a mutually satisfactory agreement on the dower and other such details. He tapped his hand on the desk, trying again to imagine Fastrada wandering around his house, her pretty face appearing at his office door, her high-pitched voice asking him about some household detail. He shrugged. Thoughts of a future with Fastrada caused neither anticipation nor aversion. Their upcoming betrothal was just another article of business to complete. He yawned.
His best friend, David, on the other hand, had seemed to burn from within eight years ago when he’d met Rochelle. His attraction to her had been damn near instantaneous and had quickly ripened into the fully reciprocated love that still flourished. Deep down, Theo had been waiting for the same lightning to strike him. Now, he accepted that marriage for him would begin as an arrangement between two people who could both benefit from the match. Acceptance did not make hope disappear. Even with no basis for dreams of passion or love with the very refined Fastrada, he still longed for a marriage like David’s.
Theo pushed himself forcefully up from the desk. Such thoughts led nowhere. He could not wait any longer for some noblewoman to capture his heart. She obviously did not exist and, thus, he had settled on a logical course of action to move him into the next stage of his life. He would pursue marriage in the form in which it presented itself.
A walk through town would distract him from such sulky thoughts. The afternoon had warmed to a promise of an early summer, requiring only his lightest mantle, which, in a pale robin’s egg hue, set off his gray tunic nicely. He hoped to stumble upon one of the potters and, as luck would have it, Arn stood with a cluster of friends on one corner. Lily was not among them. He motioned Arn over with the perfunctory authority reserved for the nobility. He noticed an insolent girl with a circular face and blond brows who take wary notice of him. She looked, for a moment, like she would follow Arn. Theo’s frown stayed her.
Arn held his hands clasped before him and studied the cobblestones. “Stand up, man,” Theo ordered, having had more than his fill of weak-kneed men for this whole year. “Look a person in the eye when he speaks to you.”
“But…but, sir,” the boy sputtered. “You are my better.”
“I do not give a damn,” Theo snapped. “Do you think I walk around the emperor with my hands cupped over my privates and my face on the floor?” He clapped an encouraging hand on the child’s shoulder, pleasantly surprised to find some thick muscles there. “Someday, you will be a merchant in this town. You need to find your backbone and I think today is the day to do the finding.” Theo saw a flash of panic in the boy’s eyes. “Glad to bump into you today. When I visited your house last week, I talked more to your father than you. That was not entirely fair to you. Or to Lily.”
At Lily’s name, the potter boy slouched backwards. Theo tightened his grip on the shoulder. Arn smelled like damp dirt. “I understand you must be respectful of your parents’ concerns in the matter, but Willis has left me with an awkward problem. I take my responsibility as lord of this town seriously, which means when faced with a problem, I solve it.” Arn showed no sign of entering the conversation, so Theo forged ahead. “As I said last week, Lily is a suitable wife for you. She is healthy and a hard worker. She is sweet and talented at her craft. The two of you share affection. What else do you want?”
The boy chewed his cheek for a moment before whispering, “Purity?”
“She is pure, Arn, and you know it.”
Arn shifted miserably. “My father will not allow it.”
“Bah,” Theo scoffed. “Learn to live your life, Arn.” Arn did not appear inclined to follow the advice. Theo sighed. He had thought this through and had an offer even a simpering boy could not refuse. “What if I give you a place to live here in town? You could still work with your parents. You would not be caught in the middle between them and your wife. You could return to a happy and comfortable home each evening, and Lily could continue to work as a tailor. I think you will both be very content.”
Arn retreated a step, breaking contact between them. “My father said you or she would try to tempt me,” he told the cobblestones. “You try to trick me to hide your sin.”
Real anger spiked. “Told you once that I have never touched Lily. You are now accusing me of spoiling the maiden and lying, too? I am a lord and a soldier of the empire. If you were not such a snot-nosed child, I would show you how deeply you have offended me.”
“I am sorry, my lord,” Arn whispered.
Theo surveyed his surroundings and noticed the brown-eyed twit’s assessing stare. “You are a fool if you let your father or that girl make your decision for you. Lily is your special friend. She needs your help right now, and where are you? Lounging in the market.”
“I am no less a fool if I let you make the decision,” Arn retorted with more zest than Theo thought he had in him. “I am sorry, my lord,” Arn repeated. “I cannot help Lily. Besides, she is strong. She will be all right.”
Theo conquered the urge to grab Arn by the tunic the way he had Willis, angered as much by the boy’s resistance as his assumption that Lily would somehow muddle along by herself. Theo satisfied himself with viciously delivered words. “Willis told me the same thing, so I will tell you what I told him. You are a spineless slug.” Arn backpedaled at the sharpness of the words. Theo did not pursue him except with more heartless speech. “That is right. Run home to your judgmental father. When he dies, you are to come to me and ask for permission to remain in my town. I am tired of these houses being filled with men of no integrity.” His last words echoed loudly enough that passersby heard them.
The lord of the town was displeased with the potter’s boy. Let them spread that up and down the streets, dammit.
Arn skittered around for a moment like a woodland bug revealed under an upturned log, confounded by the scolding he had just received. He finally decided to do as he’d been told by tripping toward home with his flock of companions rushing behind.
Lily stared up at the clerestory windows, enjoying the flood of bright sunlight in Ribeauville’s magnificent stone church. The light spoke to her of happiness. The two rows of pillars supporting the roof spoke of permanence. The townspeople surrounding her spoke of kinship. The priest spoke of humility, reminding in his thin voice how we must be content with our position in life and not look higher until the day of our eternal reward. Lily thought that was probably good advice for a woman in her predicament.
She no longer looked farther than her next embroidery stitch. Isolated and alone in her dark shop, she imagined she could just push and pull her needle right into that promised eternity. When she slept, she dreamt of gold thread flowing around her like water. The yellow current carried her and while her mind yelled, Fight! the strands were too strong. They continued to move her, bobbing her like a bit of flotsam among their glistening richness, though she felt nothing. No wetness. No coldness. No fear. In her sleep, she was simply resigned that the river of gold thread was all there was and all that there would ever be. World without end. In saecula saeculorum.
The priest ended with a Latin benediction most of the congregation did not understand. Lily had purposely chosen to stand in the back corner where she would be least noticed. She waited, watching Arn’s and Belinda’s families work their way toward the exit as one unit. Belinda wore a passable blue tunic and veil that set off her creamy skin. Her rosy lips parted in a giddy smile before she disappeared through the rear door. As Lily approached the same door, the normal noise of post-service fellowship increased with feminine squeals of excitement and masculine laughter. A knot of grinning people surrounded Arn and Belinda.
Lily saw Cerise lift a clay-stained hand, a silent request for her to wait. Lily pretended not to see, trying to escape, swimming against the stagnant crowd. Cerise caught her elbow gently. “In case you have not heard,” she whispered, “they became betrothed last night. I can say nothing against Belinda. I am sorry for your sake, Lily. I never dreamed you would be left so alone.”
For as long as Lily could remember, Arn had been the loom she would weave her life upon. Arn had been her choice for her future. That choice had been acknowledged and approved by Cluny and Cerise, Willis and Ramona. The finality of losing him hit her like frigid water, closing on her until she could not breathe. She had been cast adrift from everything solid in her life. She could not form the words to describe Arn’s desertion, nor did she trust her voice to speak them. She studied Cerise’s pained expression and let her own anguish show, grateful to the soles of her feet for the sheen of tears that grew in the older woman’s eyes. At least someone understood, even if that someone was powerless to help her.
Lily clenched her jaw and nodded curtly. Cerise nodded back. They separated with a final squeeze of one another’s fingers.
Lily blanked her face, mouth in a half smile, gaze on the dead grass that surrounded the church. She pretended to feel no more than those dead, dry blades as she wound her way through the crowd that, for the most part, ignored her.
A man’s voice called her name. The Lord of Ribeauville. He appeared to be inconvenienced. She could not begin to imagine why. She stared at him, almost daring him to say the wrong thing in front of his population. One ill-advised word would have her raving like a lunatic.
“How is my tunic?” he inquired briskly. “You had made such good progress the last time I saw it, I expected to have the thing worn out by now.”
He said the right thing. He brought her back to a place she understood while reminding his citizens that a tailor lived among them whom he entrusted with his garment. She rubbed her sore fingertips together, longing for fine wool cloth and the meticulous embroidering work. The Blood of Christ, now her only tether to her pride and her old self. “I am very pleased with it, my lord,” she replied. “Do you wish me to bring it to your house this week for your inspection?”
“If you are out on other business,” he answered. “Do not make a special trip.”
“Very well, sir. Thank you.” She hurried away, and later had no memory of her walk down the hill and through the town and into her house. She only knew that another hand’s length of the complex design threaded along the left cuff of her lord’s fine tunic before she slept that night, pressed up tight against the wall and, blessedly, dreamless.
On Monday afternoon, Theo received a hastily scrawled note from Bernard of Strazburg. The deal is done. Riculf comes to Ribeauville. Enjoy!
Theo pressed two fingers to the bridge of his nose. Damn. Something actually tightened in his chest as he thought of Lily. Amid her bravery yesterday, he had seen the brief shimmer of heartache shared with Arn’s mother, of all people. Lily’s world was unraveling around her, and the only people who noticed or cared were a fool’s mother and him.
And now Riculf would be bearing down on her little shop.
He did not want Lily to endure another confrontation with Riculf or, God forbid, have to choose between sleeping under the same roof with him or out on the street. There was nothing to be done but remove her from her house. He shouted for Gusta. His housekeeper would be unhappy. Their last conversation about Lily had occurred just this morning, when he had asked her to produce the name of any eligible bachelor or widower in his domain between the ages of twenty and fifty who would take Lily under his protection. Gusta had given his request serious thought. She was only able to produce one idea, a slow-in-the-head son of a local farmer. In a sign of his true desperation, Theo had given the match earnest consideration before deciding Lily deserved better. He had said as much.
“Think, sir,” Gusta had protested. “His family will keep her warm and dry and fed. She is a weaver girl, not a princess.”
“I know that,” he had replied sharply. And he did. A few weeks ago, her marriage and her future would not have concerned him a whit. He now knew that Lily was a woman of character and value. No matter how bleak her future seemed now, she should not be wasted as the wife of a halfwit.
Lily startled when someone knocked on her door. She had been deep in the embroidery pattern, the tiny stitches repeating in a controllable scheme. “Who is it?” she called, truly curious. No one had been at her door since the lord’s fitting.
“It is Theophilus.”
Even as her glimmer of hope for other work died, she felt a sparkle of excitement. Her lord would appreciate the progress on his garment. They could talk about the length of his hem, and maybe she could occupy the world of normal people for a few minutes.
She placed the tunic on the worktable then lifted the bar from the door. He wore the yellow today. She had never cared for that nubby linen on him, and after sitting in the shadows of the shop for so long, the color nearly blinded her. “Welcome, my lord. You are anxious to see your tunic?”
“No. Well, I am, but that is not why I am here,” he said as he eased through the door.
She cocked her head to one side, so familiar with the feeling of foreboding that it hardly even increased her pulse anymore.
“I have bad news,” he added.
“Ha!” she burst out, nearly giving way to maniacal laughter. She had been alone in the shop for too long.
He pursed his lips together within the circle of his perfectly trimmed beard. “You are probably wondering if there is any other kind of news.”
“I did have that thought,” she admitted. Then she waited for the details of the next calamity.
“Had a letter from Strazburg. Your father settled the deal. Riculf is on his way, probably as we speak.”
One could not really be surprised by an expected event. You could be sickened, grief stricken, devastated, but not surprised. Lily nodded to show she understood his words.
“Obviously we have to get you moved out,” he said briskly. “Today, because I do not know when he will arrive. I do know him well enough to be sure he will barge in here without any consideration for your difficult position.”
“Move out?” Lily breathed, wrapping her fingers around the needle case. “I thought I had to stay. I thought I was to work for Riculf.”
“That is not what you want, is it?” he asked with pity in those soulful, droopy eyes. “Riculf will not be a kind master, even if he would keep a roof over your head.”
“He said my father promised I would help for a while,” she said.
“I told both Willis and Riculf I would not allow you to be part of their deal,” he replied, with some unexpected heat in his voice.
Lily supposed avoiding Riculf’s employ would be best, yet, if she did not stay here, she had nowhere to go, nowhere to work, and no way to support herself. “What will I do if I leave?” she asked bluntly, not really expecting him to have an answer.
“For now, come to my house,” he pronounced.
She gaped at him. “What will I do there?”
“You will be safe,” he said as if that explained everything.
Lily’s face puckered uncomfortably as she tried to imagine following the course he laid. “What will I do? Where will I work? And keep my food? And sleep?” She knew that some rich men kept women who were not their wives. If her lord — whom she had begun to sincerely like in some pathetic way — suggested she move into his house and share his bed, she feared her confidence in all of humanity would be destroyed forever. He had been so forthright and decent up until now. Really, he had been the kindest person in town.
He put his hand on her arm, making her wonder if she should slap him and run away. His gentle voice stayed her. “I have spoken to my housekeeper. She will prepare a bed in the guest quarters for now. There is plenty of space, and we will work out any other details as they arise. Your visit will be temporary, I am sure.”
She shook her head. “I do not want to take charity. And I have to find more work. No one will bring any jobs to your house.” He rubbed her arm, trying to console her as any kind person would a frightened child. Somehow that touch scrubbed down to the raw wound of her despair.
“Please,” she choked, turning to stare at a loom against the wall. “If I leave I can never come back, can I? I will never live here again. My mother!” she cried.
He pulled her against him, letting her tears wet the ugly yellow fabric at his shoulder. The luxury of such comfort and strength surrounding her, even for the minute she allowed it, burned into every piece of her that touched him. She had been alone for so long, and the realization of how acutely lonely she had been nearly drowned her.
She pulled away, mortified and confused by the strange combination of alarm and rightness his embrace evoked. She wiped viciously at her face. Of all people to weep on. Now her humiliation was complete.
He watched her as she composed her emotions again. “Our parents leave us. That is part of every person’s life, if we do not leave them first.” He sighed. “I can see you had a happy childhood here. You tried, Lily. You have tried every way you can to preserve your way of life. Quite frankly, I have, too. There is nothing more we can do except remove you from Riculf’s path.”
She huffed out a breath of disbelief then turned in a complete circle to survey the workshop. “Must I leave all the tools?”
“I do not know the particulars of the agreement. Since I have a vested interest in seeing my tunic made before Easter, let us say you will bring whatever you need to complete it. Can I help you gather your things?”
“Oh, no,” she gasped, horrified at the idea of him picking through her meager belongings. “I will collect everything and walk to your house later.” Much, much later, after she had shed her tears of goodbye and after darkness fell, when, hopefully, no one would witness her shame firsthand.
“Leaving you here, alone, defeats the purpose of my trip. Besides, I have a cart outside.”
“A cart!”
“Yes, a cart. Now, start packing. Gusta will have dinner ready,” he advised, as though Lily were a welcomed houseguest instead of an adult orphan. Mentioning Gusta removed any hope of discretion. The housekeeper never revealed any of her lord’s personal details, but other tidbits were fed to informants who, in turn, kept Gusta up to date on local gossip. Lily’s ride on Theophilus’s cart would probably surprise very few people. In fact, the streets might be lined with spectators waiting to see her pass.
“I brought some sacks. Let me fetch them.”
Lily took the assortment of bags from him at the door, hoping he would take the hint to give her some privacy while she gathered her things. He retreated.
The living quarters were surprisingly easy to empty. Her tiny larder of food fit in one bag. Her complete wardrobe loaded two more. She blinked away tears as she tucked the patchwork lovingly in with her clothing. She took her bedding, even rolling up the hay filled mattress, more as a point of protest than anything else.
She grabbed another sack to methodically ransack the workroom, taking one of everything they had duplicates of. Riculf would never know there had been two shears, extra needles stashed on the top shelf, or empty spindles in a box in the corner. As she filled another bag, she noticed the full sacks she’d stacked by the door had already disappeared. She folded her lord’s tunic and all the extra cloth then wrapped it in the flax in which it had arrived.
Theo cooled his heels by the cart, listening for her approach with each bulging sack and depressed by the task of gathering Lily’s meager belongings. He almost questioned her need for the mattress, then decided he liked the idea of Riculf finding a stripped cot where he had expected his unpaid laborer to sleep. The parcel of familiar flax made his hands itch with longing to unwrap her work. He had seen enough draped over her table to excite him. As anticipated, the gold embroidery set the burgundy off perfectly. But now was not the time to admire a piece of clothing.
A peculiar gurgling caught his attention. Another sound like a hiccup drew him toward the door. Lily stood at the loom, her hand lovingly caressing a frame that stood about her height.
She wept.
Theo had vague memories of his visits to the tailor throughout the years. Someone had always been sitting at the loom, though he had paid scant attention. My mother! Lily had said. Little had Theo known that the woman in the shadows had been the cord lashing the family together. He thought, not for the first time, if Willis walked up to him, he would happily stick his spata in the man’s belly and let him bleed out in the street. As far as he could tell, the man would be as useful to Lily dead as he was alive.
Just as the violent thought erupted in his mind, Lily collected herself again. She reached up to pick at a spot at the end of the left rail, working diligently until Theo’s curiosity overwhelmed him. “What are you doing?” he asked.
She did not even turn. “This peg comes loose sometimes and lets the loom get floppy. It is hard to notice at first until you see the weave is uneven.”
“You are making certain the peg is tight?”
Lily glanced over her shoulder, her gray eyes glittering with more than tears. “Perhaps you should wait outside again,” she advised before returning to her sabotage. “There, I am done anyway,” she added as she brushed off her hands.
He could not stop a chuckle. Lily had proven herself to be dignified and self-contained in every challenge she’d confronted. This little flash of devilment intrigued him. The girl had spirit. “I do not expect it will provide any consolation,” he remarked, “but I admire how you have conducted yourself the past few weeks. In the last few minutes, too.” Her pale, drained face could have been carved from marble. If her hair was as dark as those angled eyebrows, it would be striking against her skin.
“Thank you, my lord,” she intoned stiffly. “You have been very kind.” She turned to leave, stopping only once, at the door, where she gripped the frame and looked back one last time at the only home she’d ever known, now abandoned in the space of a half hour.
Gusta settled Lily into the upstairs guest quarters with cool efficiency. The room was lined on both sides with beds as wide as her parents’ had been. Only one sported linens, in the far back right corner, as far on the outer edge of the household as possible. The room only ever housed women, Gusta reported. It comprised the entire second floor at the back of the house, with a small landing outside its door and steps running directly down to the hall.
Lily had carried as many of her bags as she could from the pile Theophilus had made at the back door before he disappeared with the cart, leaving her alone with the housekeeper. Gusta rolled her eyes and said “the boy” would get them even as Lily loaded herself with everything she could manage. All she had in the world sat in that pile. She had no intention of losing any of it.
“You won’t be needing that mattress,” Gusta said, wagging a fat finger toward the corner where Lily stowed the roll. It looked sadly inferior to the puffs of softness floating on the sixteen beds here.
“I will not be staying here for long,” Lily answered.
Gusta rolled her eyes. “The privy is out the kitchen door to the left, in the back corner of the garden. The master bathes in the kitchen so have a care about traipsing through there. The boy brings water that far. Use what you need but don’t expect me to be toting and hauling wash water up and down for you.”
“No, of course not,” Lily assured her.
“A girl and I do the laundry Tuesdays, so pick another day to do yours.”
“I could help,” Lily interjected. “Or I can mend.”
Gusta set her fisted hands on her hips. “I will tend the house. Just make sure you do not add to my work.” She walked away, talking as she went. “Dinner is in thirty minutes. The master said you will eat with him.”
“At that giant table?” Lily gasped.
“Yes, at the giant table,” Gusta mocked. “Do not get used to it.”
Half an hour later, standing alone and uncertain at the base of the stairs, Lily could not imagine ever acclimating to this cavernous room. She had never seen anything like the large hall. The stone floor ran off to a distant front door, and the ceiling soared almost as high as that of the church, with one small hole to release the smoke from the central hearth. A massive wood table and a grouping of chairs around the central hearth barely made a dent in the space. The stairs where she cowered marched up the left wall. An open door and a closed one punctuated the right wall. Lily looked to kitchen door where she had first entered the hall this afternoon and noted two other doors on the rear wall. She wished she could eat in the kitchen, a much cozier room with a purpose she understood. In this gaping chamber, she felt like a mouse in the middle of a bare field expecting some unseen falcon to swoop down for his own feast.
On cue, the middle door on the same wall as the kitchen swung open. Her lord strode through, hatless, his hair recently combed into place. She, too, had tidied herself a bit, thinking she could at least be a well-groomed pauper in the palace. Without missing a step, Theophilus swung an arm wide to indicate the two places set at one end of the table. She noticed he had removed his rings, making him less lordly. He still wore the unfortunate yellow.
“Here we are. Sit yourself down.” Just as Lily settled, Gusta bustled out of the kitchen with a tray. Lily half-rose again.
“Do not trouble yourself,” Gusta huffed. She placed a silver urn and two matching cups before her master. She poured a generous serving for him and splashed a mere sip in the other cup for Lily. “The girl will not be used to your strong wine from Alda.”
“Perhaps not,” Theophilus agreed, “but if anyone ever deserved a drink, she does.” He pushed the cup across the table while Gusta glowered over them both. An insistent knock on the back door interrupted the standoff. Gusta bustled away to admit the alemaker. He shuffled his feet and flushed when he spotted Lily while Gusta frowned ferociously at the sacrilege of having two merchants in the hall at dinnertime.
“You told me you wanted to know if I heard aught of him,” the alemaker reported. “He passed through with his wife just now. He bought a skin of my best brew.”
The three occupants of the room looked to Lily, gauging her reaction. She had no doubt that he was Riculf. Even at this moment, he might be walking through the door of her shop, the wife she’d never met touching the loom.
Lily’s mother was dead. Her father and Arn had abandoned her. The entire town reviled her for being left alone. She’d lost her home and the shop, and with it, any hope of earning any money. She would sleep tonight in a room larger than her former house while a stranger named Riculf slept in her parents’ bed.
Lily had never immersed her body in open water. If she had, she imagined this would be the sensation of sliding down a rampaging river. Since last autumn, she had been swept along, at first ignorant, eventually out of control, barely keeping her head in the breathable air. Looking back, she understood that all of her struggling had yielded nothing. She was still in the river, slipping farther and farther from the life she wanted. No matter how much Theophilus admired her conduct, she hadn’t fixed anything. She hadn’t slowed the water or ended the journey to ruin. None of her efforts aided her in the least.
Recklessness bloomed. She grabbed the cup and drank. The wine burned thick and sweet down her throat, pooling in fiery warmth in her belly. Gusta had been right. It had no resemblance to the watered wine she normally enjoyed. She exhaled slowly, returning the cup to the table where Theo promptly refilled it. She liked the conspiratorial gleam in his eye better than sympathy. Gusta turned away in a snit, leading the ale maker to the door. Lily finished her second serving of wine before attacking the dinner Gusta delivered.
She ate with a relish she’d never experienced with food before. The meat fell from the bone in moist, herbed chunks. Early wild greens had been wilted in warm vinegar. She sopped the juices off her plate with crusty, dark bread. To her surprise, She and her lord conversed easily, talking about happenings in the town just as she and her parents used to. Lily realized she’d sorely missed companionable, aimless conversation. Just having someone to agree with and laugh with made her float more than the wine. After the third cup, she still remembered her manners. She thanked Theophilus profusely for the meal, and helped Gusta clear the table despite the housekeeper’s protests. The room undulated a little when she walked.
She returned to her seat, surprised to find a fresh dose of wine awaiting her. “This had better be my last,” she said.
“As you wish,” he replied as he set the urn away from them. “In fact, do not feel obligated to drink what I poured.”
She nodded as she drank another sip. The wine supplied welcome courage and partial oblivion to her dire situation. Reality still loomed, but she deliberately chose to take a break from doom for an hour or so. Unfortunately, with the end of the meal, awkwardness crept into the room. With the purpose of sitting at the table gone, she and her lord were not so easily drawn into topics. She was about to excuse herself to the upstairs cavern where she almost feared to sleep when he, again, said exactly the right thing.
“Could I see my tunic?”
She grinned as she popped out of her chair, excited by the prospect of displaying her work. She concentrated on ascending and descending the steps in a dignified manner as she retrieved the flax parcel. Her lord placed a tall oil lamp with several lit branches near the end of the table opposite where they had eaten. Lily revealed the tunic slowly, letting the Blood of Christ unfurl into the softly wavering light that highlighted its ornamentation of glossy gold.
“Ah,” he breathed, stepping closer to finger the embroidery at the sleeve. She knew he did not see the pattern for what it was. His hazel eyes flashed with excitement anyway. “I must try it on,” he blurted, already grabbing at his clothing to strip, even pulling off his undertunic as he eagerly bared himself from the waist up.
Lily averted her gaze as she thrust the new tunic at him, not daring to assist him in donning it as she had before. He slipped the garment in place, and Lily allowed herself a peek. The combination of the man and her work stole her breath. The adjustment at the shoulders had been perfect. His neck emerged, thick and masculine from the neckline. The sleeves skimmed over curved biceps and ended high enough to expose corded forearms. She licked her lips, suddenly very conscious of him as a man, an awareness she’d never experienced before with anyone.
His dark eyebrows arched. “I cannot tell from your expression if it is very good or very bad.”
She dared to meet his eyes. He saw something on her face that tightened his own. The awareness pulsed between them. “Good,” she croaked, “though we still must decide about the length of the hem.”
“Mirror in my chamber,” he explained as he grabbed the oil lamp and strode toward the middle door on the rear wall of the hall.
Lily remained planted in the dark. Even if he called for her, she would not go into his bedchamber with him. She startled when Gusta emerged from the kitchen. The plump housekeeper paused when she saw Lily in the shadows, then gaped when she noticed the master’s tunic and undertunic thrown across the table.
“What is going on here?” she demanded. Lily began to stammer. Fortunately, her lord saved her.
“Gusta!” Theophilus yelled. “Look at this!” He returned to them, toting the lamp and smiling broadly. “Look at what Lily has been sewing for me.”
The servant relaxed, though she glared one last suspicious warning at Lily. “No one ever doubted her ability as a seamstress,” she declared. “Can I clear the wine?”
“Yes, we are done,” he agreed.
“Then the weaver girl can go to bed,” Gusta suggested. Lily did not like the way she said weaver girl, using the same inflection she might have placed on the term Whore of Babylon.
“Not yet. We have to decide on the hem first,” Theophilus informed her cheerfully. “Go home, Gusta. It is late already.” He bent forward to study the front of the tunic where it trailed down his legs, oblivious to the reluctance of his housekeeper to leave them alone while he was dressing and undressing. Still, she obeyed, quietly gathering the urn and two cups, then retreating to her domain in the kitchen where soon all became quiet. Theophilus straightened. “Thought about it quite a bit and I think I agree the hem should be a tad above the knee.”
“That will be better, my lord,” Lily said, relieved by his decision and the return to interaction she understood between them. She had brought a stub of chalk and some needle and thread from upstairs, just in case, so she knelt in front of him to fold the fabric to the appropriate length. Even with the task at hand, the awareness of him as a man had not completely disappeared. She noticed every inadvertent brush of her fingers against his knees and thighs and was relieved when she could rise to step back to a safer distance. “Will you, uh, check that?” she mumbled.
He stared at her for a moment, as if the request did not make sense, then he went to his room. He returned quickly. “A little too short,” he said.
Having seen him walk in the garment, with the hem hiking up unattractively, she agreed with him but dreaded making the adjustment. What had happened to cause such consciousness of his body, warm and alive right in front of her? Do your job, she reminded herself. She knelt again to tug out the three tacks she’d sewn in place. She tried her best to avoid the contact with him that made her skin tingle as she lowered the hem and sewed through the fabric again. Her hands trembled.
“Are you done?” He sounded impatient.
She glanced up from beneath her lashes. He was looking down, a falcon over a mouse.
“Ah, damn.” He shocked her when he reached down to grip her elbow and pull her upright, searching her eyes with a restiveness that indicated he was indeed feeling impatient with her. His thumb traced tenderly along her jaw and over her lips, sending sparkles of…something…down into her belly. “Did Arn ever kiss you?” he asked thickly as he cradled her chin in his hand.
“Of course not,” she replied, confused. “He is a gentleman.”
Her description annoyed him. “He is a boy and a fool,” he asserted as he stared at her mouth then ran his thumb along her lower lip again. Unfamiliar intensity stiffened his posture. He leaned forward. She should have known what would follow. In her innocence, the light brush of his lips over hers surprised and paralyzed her with its novelty and gentleness. She examined the experience for a moment, liking his kiss intensely, and when his dry mouth and tickly beard pressed against her more firmly, he awakened an unfamiliar passion. Her chin lifted to bring her lips into better alignment with his. They teased one another’s mouths for a few moments. Lily wished she could spin them out forever.
He retreated slightly, studying her from behind hooded eyelids. “A complete fool,” he amended, then he pressed against her in earnest, one hand moving to her neck while the other slid to her hip. His lips caressed hers in a tantalizing motion. Her mouth opened instinctively, letting his tongue slip along her lips and slide against her tongue.
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