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      She thought love had passed her by.

      

      Sir Balduin de Soler gave up long ago on love. He never had the means to support a wife until an unexpected advancement in his fifties allows him to reassess his future just as the lovely Lucianna enters his life.

      

      Lucianna Fabio harbors a secret, painful memory from her past that has kept her unwed, as well. Now in her forties, she thought herself too old to marry until she meets Sir Balduin. Now suddenly their lonely autumn lives feel very much like spring again ...  until Lucianna’s brother appears without warning and threatens to revive the secret that will destroy Lucianna’s second chance at love.
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        Acelet de Cary: cousin of Triston de Brielle (appeared in Illuminations of the Heart)
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        Elisabetta Gallo Geraud: Siri’s mother; deceased (mentioned in Illuminations of the Heart)
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        Giovanni: a servant in the household of Domenico and Antonia Amorosi

      

        

      
        Jaufre (mentioned): a troubadour at Duke Richard’s court

      

        

      
        Lisette: a young girl in the court of Duke Richard of Aquitaine (introduced in Illuminations of the Heart)

      

        

      
        Lucianna Fabio: friend of Elisabetta Gallo Geraud; companion of Siri de Brielle (introduced in Illuminations of the Heart)

      

        

      
        Maria Angela: a nun at the Convent of Saint Catherine (convento de Santa Caterina)

      

        

      
        Perrin de Brielle: Triston’s son by his first wife (appears in Loyalty’s Web and Illuminations of the Heart)

      

        

      
        Richard, Duke of Aquitaine: second son of King Henry II of England and Queen Eleanor of Aquitaine (appears in Loyalty’s Web and Illuminations of the Heart)

      

        

      
        Mother Rosalba: abbess of the Convent of Saint Catherine (convento de Santa Caterina)

      

        

      
        Serafino Amorosi: a woolmonger from Venice; son of Domenico and Antonia Amorosi

      

        

      
        Simon Geraud: Siri’s brother; deceased (mentioned in Illuminations of the Heart)

      

        

      
        Siri de Brielle: wife of Triston de Brielle; step-mother of Perrin de Brielle (heroine of Illuminations of the Heart)

      

        

      
        Triston de Brielle: lord of Vere Castle; husband of Siri de Brielle; father of Perrin de Brielle (introduced in Loyalty’s Web; hero of Illuminations of the Heart)

      

        

      
        Vincenzo Mirolli: a young merchant’s son in Venice

      

        

      
        Walter Geraud: Siri’s father; deceased (mentioned in Illuminations of the Heart)
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        Convento di Santa Caterina, Venice ~ 1147

      

      

      

      She could not work with so much wailing in her ears! Lucianna hooked her small bone needle in the cloth. She had been forbidden the long, graceful needles of bronze the nuns used until her hands grew larger. They said in their scolding voices that she must be patient for that should be a very long time, for she was only nine years old. She exuded a huff. She did not like being patient. And she did not like the girl who had been thrust into the dormitory she shared with Sister Maria Angela in the almonry. Elisabetta, they called her. She had done nothing but weep from the day she had arrived.

      The wailings drifted through the dormitory window, assaulting Lucianna’s ears where she sat on a bench outside beneath one of the many olive trees the nuns harvested for oil. How could one stitch a decent flower with so much racket in one’s brain? Lucianna folded the linen very neatly, as she had been taught to do, set it reverently in the small workbasket at her feet, rose from the bench, smoothed the creases from the skirts of her humble russet gown, bade farewell to the lovely spring morning she had been enjoying, and went inside to do the duty that had been assigned to her.

      She had been asked by the abbess to comfort the frightened, lonely girl. Lucianna had been lonely, too, the only child in the convent, though Sister Maria Angela said there had been oblates before her and would certainly be oblates donated to the abbey again. But none had come in Lucianna’s nine years, until a fortnight ago. She had thought, perhaps, she and Elisabetta might become friends but the endless laments had finally exhausted her patience.

      “Why do you weep like this?” she said crossly to the girl sprawled sobbing on the narrow bed beside her own. “If I behaved so unseemly, Sister Maria Angela would take her switch to me. But you are coddled and given warm blankets and allowed to wear those pretty gowns your father sent with you.” She dared not confess her envy of the gowns, especially that green one that would have matched her eyes. “And one day you shall go back home to the father who loves you. So why do you cry and cry and cry?”

      Elisabetta sat up. Her dark hair with the reddish highlights that peeped out when she sat in the sun now fell tangled over her tear stained face. “I hate it here!” she said. “I miss my own wide bed and the gingerbread from our kitchens and my father’s pretty rose garden—”

      “You are spoiled.”

      “And most of all I miss my father, for he would never let you speak to me that way!”

      Lucianna shrugged. Sister Maria Angela would switch her if she saw it, but the nun was working in the herb garden. Sometimes they made Lucianna work there as well, but her gift for embroidering delicate designs had so pleased the abbess, that most days she was allowed to sit on the bench outside the dormitory window and practice her stitching instead. One day, when her talent had matured, her work would be sold and the money given as alms to the poor.

      “Do you think if you cry enough your father will take you away sooner?” Lucianna asked, barely concealing her scorn. Or perhaps it was jealousy. No one would ever come to take her away, no matter how hard she wished it.

      Elisabetta dried her eyes with a soft silken sleeve woven with yellow birds, and shook her head.

      “Then what good does it do you to weep like this?” Lucianna sat down on her own bed. She wondered what silk would feel like against her skin. As long as she could remember, the nuns had dressed her in rough woven russet. She ran her fingers over her skirts as she waited for an answer.

      “I cannot help it,” Elisabetta said. “I try to be brave, but it is so horrid here. Do you not hate it, too?”

      “I have never known any place but this. My parents died when I was a baby and left me to the nuns.”

      Elisabetta’s dark brown eyes went wide. “Oh, but that is sad!”

      Lucianna knew better than to indulge in pity for herself. It changed nothing and only brought down Sister Maria Angela’s condemnation upon her head.

      “My father’s name was Panfilo,” Lucianna said. “My mother—I do not know. I call her Rosaria, but I do not know if that was her name. I think it is pretty, though.”

      She plucked at a loose thread on her skirts. It would make a hole if she tugged at it, but she pulled it anyway. Sister Maria Angela would make her mend the rent it caused. Anything was better than working in the herb garden where the thorns pricked her fingers. The last time they had done so, she had not been able to embroider for days.

      “You are lucky,” she said, wiggling a finger through the hole she had made in her gown.

      “Lucky?” Elisabetta stared as though Lucianna had stood too long beneath the moon. “To sleep in a cold bed at night and eat dried beans and crumbling cheese and black bread instead of gingerbread? To be made to sit for hours in silence while they read psalms at you or kneel until your knees are raw from prayer?”

      “They excuse us from the night office because we are young. And it is much colder in the winter than it is now in the spring. You will not be here forever and ever, like I will. And you have a warm blanket to sleep in at night.” And a gown that would make my eyes shine like the emerald clasp on the mantle of the lady who stayed with her servants one night in the guest house last year. Lucianna’s parents had left her a red brooch in a silver setting, but the nuns would not let her wear it for fear she should become vain. She tried not to mind. Besides, it went ill with her auburn hair.

      “It is not as quiet now as it was before you came.” Lucianna pulled at another thread. The hole in her skirt grew wider. “Before, the nuns only spoke when they read the psalms or prayed and when they scolded me because I do not like to clean or cook or work in the herb garden, and I do not like to sit still, unless I am stitching a pattern. But now you wail and wail and they never scold you. They speak meekly and caressingly to you, then tell me I must comfort you when your tears do not cease.”

      Elisabetta drew up her knees on the bed and wrapped her arms around them. “You have not tried to comfort me at all!”

      “Well, it is hard when you are so ungrateful. No one asks you to cook or clean or garden, but to learn how to read and to write and to count and speak French. Why does your father wish you to learn all those things?”

      Another tear rolled down Elisabetta’s cheek, but this time silently. Again she wiped it away with her sleeve. “After my mother died, my father said he had not time to take care of me. I think it was because it made him too sad to think of Mamma. He said one day I should make a very great marriage, because he said I should have great beauty when I am older and he will provide me with a dowry to tempt a great lord. But if the lords should spurn me and I marry a merchant like himself instead, then it will be a help to my husband for me to read and write and count.”

      “And the French?” Lucianna wrinkled her nose. Why should any woman of Venice need to speak French?

      “My father trades with men of many lands and some of them are French. So he wishes me to learn, that I might help my husband, should my husband be a merchant. But if he is a lord, then I need only know how to be pretty and embroider. I hate embroidery.”

      Lucianna glowered, as though an insult had been hurled at her. How could anyone hate the brightly colored skeins of silk, or the smooth flow of the threads as one drew them through the cloth? It was the only time Lucianna felt quiet inside.

      “I cannot comfort someone as silly as you,” she declared and bounced up from her bed.

      “Wait!” Elisabetta called as Lucianna started down the long line of empty beds towards the door.

      Lucianna had no choice as Sister Maria Angela came in just then. Dirt stained the nun’s habit and as always, her nails were blackened with soil from the garden. Lucianna hid her own hands behind her back. She could not bear filthy nails and was always picking at her own to keep them clean. Sister Maria Angela had switched her for it more than once, calling Lucianna prideful. Impatience and pride were sins the abbess agreed must be stripped from Lucianna before she grew old enough to take her vows.

      But now Sister Maria Angela beamed a smile. Lucianna had not known the nun knew how to smile before Elisabetta came. As always, the pleasant expression was turned on the dark haired girl whom the nuns always called their “guest.”

      “You are not crying.” Approval rang in Sister Maria Angela’s voice. “Then we will resume your French instruction. Come with me to the chapel.”

      Elisabetta’s dark eyes widened and Lucianna saw something in them she had never seen before, perhaps because they were usually buried against the bolster in tears. Fear. Lucianna was not sure how she knew it, but something whispered to her, See! It is what you feel when Sister Maria Angela brings out her switch. Surely the nun had never taken her slender birch rod to the back of Elisabetta’s legs? No, but Elisabetta has seen Sister Maria Angela switch me here in the dormitory. And sometimes the switch struck higher than Lucianna’s legs. Was that why Elisabetta did not wish to be alone while the nun instructed her? Is that why she wept and wept and wept?

      Lucianna started as Sister Maria Angela laid her hand atop Lucianna’s head. She tried not to cringe from the soil-crusted fingers.

      “Well done, my child. I knew you would not fail us.”

      She did not smile at Lucianna, but approval rang in her tones. Did she think Lucianna had finally found a way to quiet Elisabetta’s tears?

      Elisabetta slid slowly from the bed, eying the nun with dread as she trailed her slowly towards the door. But when she came abreast of Lucianna, she suddenly slid their hands together, tightly lacing their fingers.

      “May she come with me,” Elisabetta said in a trembling voice, “and sit with me while you teach me?”

      Sister Maria Angela’s mouth turned sternly downward. “Lucianna came to this house with no dowry save for a single brooch. We will sell it when she comes of age for her vows. Then she will pray and sing when the bells are rung, she will take her turn in the kitchen and garden, she will spin cloth, and because she has a gift, she will embroider. But she is not to be among our number who learns to read and she will never have use for numbers, still less to ever speak French.”

      To Lucianna’s surprise, Elisabetta tossed her dark head and jutted her chin into the air with a stubbornness that for the first time hinted of a kindred spirit. “Then I shall stay here and weep for my father and my home. I do not want to sit alone with you. It is dull and you will switch me if I misspeak a word.”

      “Of course I will not,” Sister Maria Angela said indignantly. “Your father paid us generously to treat you well.”

      Lucianna set her lips close to Elisabetta’s ear and hissed, “I do not wish to speak French.”

      Elisabetta whispered back, “I will let you teach me to embroider if you come, and I will not weep anymore. I promise.” Then she repeated very loudly, “I will only come if Lucianna may come, too.”

      No more sobbing through the night? No more wailings to disturb Lucianna with her needle? It would be worth enduring all the pointless lessons if it made Elisabetta quiet. And Lucianna imagined she might enjoy instructing the other girl in the embroidery she so loved.

      Sister Maria Angela heaved a loud, exasperated sigh. “Very well, Lucianna may sit with you. But she may not speak, write, or count numbers. Do you understand?”

      Lucianna breathed a breath of relief at this promise. Her mind filled with blissful visions of teaching Elisabetta how to stitch, she nodded with the other girl, then hands still locked together, they followed the nun out of the dormitory.
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        Poitou ~ Autumn 1180

      

      

      
      Lucianna’s heart fluttered as Sir Balduin de Soler’s fingers brushed against hers. She was certain the gesture was deliberate, although his deeply tanned hand moved quickly and smoothly past hers to touch the snow white silk she had selected. He nodded his approval, though she suspected he had never bought an ell of cloth in his life and scarce knew the difference between cendal and samite. She guessed from the small smile at the corners of his mouth that his gesture, like his offer to accompany her to this market town, had merely been an excuse to indulge his affection for her. Lucianna had been much abustle the last few weeks with little time for him, hovering over the young woman she had mothered for so many years, who would soon be a mother of her own.

      Lucianna had inspected every bolt of cloth in the clothier’s shop before settling on the samite. Only one fabric in the shop was more costly—baudekin, the clothier called it, a delicate brocade with airily graceful figures woven into a pale gold background. But gold would not do for a babe’s baptismal gown. That required the purest white. Lucianna intended to decorate the cloth with elaborate embroidery—also white, of course—for nothing could be too beautiful for Siri’s firstborn child.

      Lucianna blinked away the sting of a tear. It seemed only yesterday that she had sat at the bedside of Siri’s mother, cradling her wee little daughter in her arms while Elisabetta slept. How the years had flown! Elisabetta gone, Siri grown, married, widowed, and now wed again so very happily to Lord Triston de Brielle of Vere Castle. And expecting her first child in a mere two months.

      Sir Balduin’s other hand found the small of Lucianna’s back and rested there with a familiar intimacy, as though sensing her need for comfort through her sudden burst of nostalgia.

      “And how does the lad Perrin go on?” the stocky, grey-haired clothier inquired of Sir Balduin after asking about the health of the lord of Vere Castle and his wife.

      “He’s grown into a clever boy,” Sir Balduin replied, “though sometimes a bit too precocious for his own good. Lord Triston has him learning Latin among many other things. Perrin will not stand heir to the barony as those lands came to Lord Triston through his marriage to the Lady Siri. Perrin will inherit only Vere, so I do not know what use Latin will be to him.” Sir Balduin gave a small shrug without removing his hand from her back, a tacit embrace that had begun to radiate as much possessiveness as comfort. “But Lord Triston is determined to educate the lad as thoroughly as any monk ... perhaps because he wishes his father had allowed him to learn such knowledge himself when he was a boy.”

      Lucianna only half-listened as the two men discussed Siri’s stepson. Sir Balduin, at fifty-two, had known the twenty-eight-year-old Triston all his life. He had shared with Lucianna some of the young man’s struggles and troubles that Sir Balduin had witnessed while he stood as a knight in service to Triston’s late father, including the dark period of time after Perrin’s birth when the clothier had briefly fostered him. She saw the way the door in the back of the workshop stood ajar and guessed that the clothier’s plump, rosy-cheeked wife was listening to every word. No doubt they hungered for news of the child they had once cared for, but to Lucianna it was all a distant story from the ancient past, events that had occurred before she and Siri had traveled here from Venice.

      Only their past year in Poitou felt immediate and still vivid to Lucianna: Siri’s brother’s will that had sent her from their home to the guardianship of the widowed Triston de Brielle; the turbulent courtship that had followed between Siri and the impulsive, hot-tempered Triston; and the grey-haired knight with the surprisingly whimsical smiles who had wooed Lucianna and won her heart when he had so bravely defended Lucianna’s precious, beautiful charge, Elisabetta’s daughter, in the nave of a cathedral when a lustful baron sought to abscond with Siri before she had married Triston.

      Lucianna traced a series of patterns against the silk as the two men talked, already imagining the designs she would stitch there, but even while she did so she remained vitally aware of the man beside her. Sir Balduin stood half a head taller than the clothier, as strongly athletic despite a limp won in battle as the clothier tended to the portly. Where the clothier’s grey hair thinned on top, Sir Balduin’s remained thick with a handsome ripple in the back. Sir Balduin paused in his discourse on Perrin’s education to “accidentally” brush Lucianna’s hand again as he pointed to the spot in the cloth where her finger had idled.

      “A rose there, don’t you think, my love? No one stitches more elegant petals than you.”

      His hand nonchalantly grazed hers again as it withdrew, but not without a swift glance from his grey eyes that warmed her with its passion before he returned with his usual public composure to continue his conversation with the clothier.

      Having seen Siri happily settled with Triston, Lucianna might have returned to Venice had it not been for Sir Balduin. At forty-four, she had been quite certain she was too old to fall in love. But Sir Balduin had been persistent from the first, sitting with her in the garden at Vere, praising her embroidery, asking her of Venice, telling her of her new home in Poitou, so clearly trying  to find and build upon common interests between them. She had attempted to hold his advances at bay with the proud, haughty manners that had served her so well in Venice, but he had tempted her into the garden one balmy summer night and stolen a kiss that had nearly made her heart drum out of her breast. And then he had shown himself so brave when faced with the swords of a half-dozen knights commanded by the villainous baron, and comforted her so sweetly when she had feared Siri lost to the same. The next thing she had known, Triston had rescued Siri and the only thing lost had been Lucianna’s heart to Sir Balduin. Now she wore his emerald ring on her finger and in less than in three weeks she would be his wife.

      Her ears suddenly pricked at a word and she glanced up from the cloth to see Sir Balduin extending a handful of coins towards the clothier.

      “What are you doing?” Lucianna exclaimed.

      Sir Balduin looked startled. “Paying this good man for the cloth.”

      Lucianna mentally counted the coins and pronounced, “That is too much. Put the coins back in your purse, signore. I will deal with this ‘good man.’” She drew some coins from her own purse, tied to the girdle she wore, and counted out half the number Sir Balduin had been about to offer.

      “This will be quite sufficient,” she told the clothier. “It is a fine cloth, si, but not nearly as fine as what I might purchase in Venice.”

      “But we are not in Venice,” Sir Balduin said in that gentle voice he used whenever he sensed her feathers ruffled. She saw him cast a glance at the clothier and knew that the calm nature which so patiently bore with her caprices hoped to forestall the insult he appeared to think she had dealt the sturdy shopkeeper.

      “Aye, we are not,” the man agreed, “and the cost of transporting this silk all the way from your homeland must be factored into the price. I cannot part with it for less than your husband offered.”

      Lucianna’s cheeks tingled with heat. “Signor Balduin is not my husband.”

      “Yet,” Sir Balduin murmured with such a twinkle in his eye that Lucianna did not know whether to scold him or giggle. In truth, he made her blood rush as hot as it had at fifteen, coupled with a playfulness she had nearly forgotten she once possessed. When he smiled at her in just that way, he made her feel a mere girl again, before the silver wings in her auburn hair gazed back at her from her hand mirror every morn.

      She endeavored to withstand the impulse to melt before his will. She would not be hoodwinked by a greedy clothier merely to please this knight who had brought joy to her lonely autumn soul with his smiles and his touch and his kisses.

      “Sta provando imbrogliarci,” Lucianna said with a frown at the clothier, before she threw a significant look at Sir Balduin.

      Sir Balduin’s mouth fell slightly open, even a the clothier demanded, “What did she say?”

      It was not the surly tone in the shopkeeper’s voice that snapped Lucianna’s back so rigid that Sir Balduin’s hand sprang away from it.

      “Imbrogliarci,” she repeated with an impatient tap of her toe. The blank look on Sir Balduin’s face confirmed her suspicion. “You have not been attending to our lessons.”

      “I try,” he insisted, with a defensiveness she had grown to recognize too well, “but most often they set my head spinning, especially when you speak the words so quickly. I do not see why I need to learn Italian in the first place. You speak French perfectly well.”

      “You said you would learn it to please me,” she reminded him. “So that we can converse in my own language when I grow lonely for my home.”

      She watched the toe of his boot begin to beat a rhythm in tandem with hers against the boards of the floor. He rarely showed impatience, but the Italian lessons invariably brought the uncommon emotion to the fore.

      “You can converse with Lady Siri for that.”

      “And when we have moved to Dauvillier Castle? Who shall I talk to then? You promised—”

      “And I am trying, but—”

      She rolled her eyes towards the ceiling, exasperated with his protests. “It is perfectly simple. Say it slowly. Sta pro-van-do im-bro-’liar-ci. He-is-trying-to-cheat-us.”

      “I beg your pardon?” the clothier thundered so explosively that Lucianna jumped and Sir Balduin winced.

      She did not know why the clothier should be offended. Haggling in Venice had always involved exchanges of “cheat” and “close-fisted parsimony,” followed by a perfectly amicable accommodation in the end.

      The clothier’s plump wife came sailing out from behind the door at the back of the workshop, her round cheeks rosy with anger as she flew to her husband’s defense. “Now see here! My husband is an honest man!”

      Sir Balduin let loose a stream of swift, appeasing words, assuring them both that Lucianna had merely misspoken their own French tongue. Lucianna took exception to this, as she did to Sir Balduin’s apparent intention of quieting the angry couple by pouring an outrageous number of coins into the clothier’s palm in return for the silk. She would feign an apology to salvage Sir Balduin’s embarrassment, but she would not allow the clothier to rob her beloved.

      She had her hand half-extended towards Sir Balduin’s sleeve to jerk back his hand with the coins when a tiny plick made her glance down to see a pebble bounce on the boards near her foot. She turned her head towards the only direction the small stone could have come from—the window.

      Even in her most distraught moments as a young girl in Venice Lucianna had never been of a temperament to faint, but she came perilously close to doing so for the first time in her life when she saw the face in the window frame. The man did not need to crook a finger at her before his face disappeared to set her sweeping towards the exit of the shop.

      “Lucianna?” Sir Balduin’s voice halted her.

      She racked her brain desperately for an excuse to escape. “I forgot the pins for Siri’s hair. She asked me to buy her some pins. Ones with sapphires and diamonds—” Oh, heavens, she was babbling. As though Siri did not have dozens of sapphire and diamond studded pins for her hair! “I mean, she wished for—” Lucianna’s gaze alighted on the ring on her finger “—she wished for a new emerald pin. Because she misplaced the one she brought with her from Venice.”

      Sir Balduin slipped the money into his purse and crossed the floor to wrap both hands about her shoulders. His frown held only worry now. Such tender worry that it set her eyes a-burn with tears.

      “Sweetheart,” he said softly, “are you quite well? Your cheeks are like chalk and you are—”

      “Babbling, si, I know. It is only that I am cross with myself for having so nearly overlooked her request. I must go before I allow this uomo avido to provoke me into forgetting again.”

      The clothier’s face went crimson, for in this instance her Italian was near enough to French for him to recognize himself being called a greedy man. She did not doubt that she outraged him further by turning her back on him and taking a swift step towards the door. Then she remembered who awaited her outside, turned back, untied her purse from her girdle and thrust it into Sir Balduin’s hands.

      “Pay him for the silk,” she said curtly. “The gift is mine to Siri, so use my silver.” She saw the rise of his brows and belatedly guessed his query. If she left him her money, how would she buy pins for Siri’s hair? Her hands shaking slightly, she retrieved her purse, pulled out a few token coins, returned the purse to him and hurried out the door, calling over her shoulder, “Wait for me here. I will not be gone long.
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        * * *

      

      The man with the dark auburn hair and vibrant green eyes said nothing as Lucianna grabbed the shabby brown sleeve of his tunic and dragged him around the side of the shop, far enough out of sight, she hoped, that no one passing by in the town would observe them conversing.

      “What are you doing here?” she demanded. “How did you find me?”

      The man grinned. “And I am overjoyed to see you, too, again, cara.”

      She flinched at the kiss he leaned forward to set on her cheek. Though ten years her senior, Nature had refrained from sullying his beauty with more than a faint web of lines at the corners of his eyes and a sprinkling of silver at the temples of his auburn hair, making his smooth, angelic features appear deceptively youthful and virtuous.

      Panic set her heart hammering so hard she thought she might be ill. “But it is impossibile for you to have found me here!”

      “Clearly not impossibile,” he said, his French accented slightly stronger than her own. “Infatti, not even difficult. All your circle knew of Simon’s will.”

      Siri’s brother. With the last of their family gone in Venice, Simon had sent her at his death to their father’s homeland of Poitou and the protection of the steadfast friend he had made on a pilgrimage, Triston de Brielle, all unaware of the unknown inheritance that awaited his sister here. Lucianna had not known how to warn Siri to tell no one of their destination without revealing the truth about Serafino. It had seemed too absurd that he would follow them all this way, so Lucianna had not bothered to try to concoct an excuse. But now, to her horror, here he was. How long had Serafino been in Poitou? Had the story of Siri’s inheritance yet come to his ears?

      “You have traveled a very long way for nothing,” Lucianna attempted to feint. “This is not Venice. We live humbly here. I have nothing to give you.”

      Serafino’s gaze glided from the top of her crisp white veil over her fine but simple blue linen gown to linger on the tips of her neat green shoes. At least she had had the good sense to abjure any of the rich surcotes she had brought with her from Venice so they would not be soiled by the dust of today’s journey.

      “More humble, indeed
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