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            ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Other pilgrims offered silver at the shrine; Maria brought an armful of wildflowers. She laid the vivid little blue blossoms down at the foot of the Virgin and smiled into the statue’s face. In the gloom of the cave, her flowers were the only color. Kneeling, she began the prayers she had come here to say.

      She asked for the rescue of the Holy Sepulcher from the Saracens, for her father’s good health and salvation, and for her own call into the holy life. The raw stone floor was damp and uneven beneath her knees. The air lay icy against her cheeks. She crossed herself. Down the slot in the rock that led to this cave, her escort talked and shuffled their feet. She closed her ears to the noise and willed the womanly stone face above her to soften and call her into a marriage with God.

      The dank air raised gooseflesh on her arms. She started to shiver. The moment of rapture faded. For a few more prayers she struggled to bring it back, but the clammy cold and the sounds of the men outside the cave distracted her. She genuflected to the Virgin and went out the door into the cool spring sunlight.

      The knights and their grazing horses were scattered over the meadow and down the slope in the sun. Across the little yard, beneath the beech trees, Elena was standing with the monk who served the shrine. All smiles, the monk started toward her, and the maid with the heap of Maria’s cloak and hat followed after. She reached Maria’s side, digging into her basket for the gift of money. Maria pushed the maid’s hand with the offering toward the monk. She hated giving money to God. Elena helped her settle her wide-brimmed hat on her head and tie the ribbons under her chin.

      “God keep your highness,” the monk said. His pale fingers counted the purse expertly through the leather and dropped it out of sight in his sleeve. “I hope your gracious and most mighty father is faring well, this spring?”

      Maria mumbled some answer and went past him toward her horse. The monk hurried around to hold her bridle for her. She could not meet his eyes. She felt like a fool, shy and stupid. Behind her, Elena spoke smoothly to the monk, assuring him of Robert Strongarm’s good health. Elena was no older than Maria but she was always able to talk to men, even strangers. Maria gathered her reins.

      This year her father had sent only six knights with her, keeping back the rest for some other purpose. They were lining up at the far end of the meadow, next to the road, and she nudged her horse toward them. She knew none of the knights’ names; she saw them only in groups, all doing the same thing, so there was no need to tell them apart. While they arranged themselves around her, she looked up at the steep hillside above the cave. Hermits lived up there, safe from the world, close to God. On her mule Elena rode into their midst. The straw basket hooked on her arm was full of apples for their dinner. Side by side, the two girls rode out of the yard.

      The shrine was in the hill country north of Maria’s castle, and their way home led them over the steep little hills, half-covered with brush. Occasionally, in the west, the sunlight flashed on the sea. Elena got out the apples, gave two to Maria, and scrubbed another on her sleeve to a hot shine. The mailed coats of the knights around them jingled softly. No one talked.

      Maria ate one apple and rolled the other up in her sleeve. Through the corner of her eye, she studied the young knight on her left. He looked hardly older than she—Maria was fourteen. He was tall and slender, his face pretty as a girl’s. His helmet covered his head. She wondered what color his hair was. Beside her, Elena was munching through her second apple. Perhaps this boy was Elena’s knight—she had hinted that someone highborn loved her. Maria thought Elena’s ruddy cheeks and wide lips were coarse, but she did have nice hands. A ballad singer once had sung of a knight who fell in love with a glimpse of a maid’s white hands.

      The flinty road curled along the slope ahead of them, half-hidden in the hairy leaves of the overgrowth. When the bushes blossomed, all these ugly hills would be flooded with red and yellow. She liked to make her year’s pilgrimage just at Easter, in hopes of riding through the bloom, but the winter had been dry and she was too early. Now the young knight rode slightly ahead of her. From this angle he was not so pretty. She waited for another glimpse of the sea.

      Elena leaned toward her. “Did you see the lay brother at the shrine? He said he would give me his gold cross, the next time we come, if I sit with him in the orchard.” She giggled. “Let’s go again in the summer, he says there are lots more people there—foreigners, people from all over.”

      “Why would you want to sit with him?”

      “If you had a lover you would understand.”

      “I will understand now. Tell me.”

      Elena giggled and turned her head away. Under the cloth of her bodice, her round breasts were like two apples. Maria knew that Elena stuffed her bodice with linen. Maria arched her back, to thrust out her own breasts, and sneaked a glance at her shadow on the ground; she could see no difference.

      The warmth of the sun lulled her to sleep. In the early afternoon she woke and talked to Elena. The long day’s riding had stiffened her legs and she let her feet dangle. They had climbed up into the hills. Short wind-driven trees curled in among the gray-green bushes and the rocks. Where the boy-knight had been was a man with gray eyes. Maria went back to sleep.

      A yell brought her awake with a jolt so sharp she grabbed her horse’s mane. The knights were surging up around her. Hoofs battered on the ground. All around her were the heavy mailed bodies of the men and their plunging horses. Somewhere people were screeching. Maria’s horse reared, flailing out with its hoofs. An arrow jutted from its neck, fletched with red feathers. She jumped down to the ground. Iron rang on iron. The thrusting flanks and shoulders of horses walled her in. Her mare sank to its knees. Elena’s mule was gone. A stallion’s wide rump swung toward her, and she dodged its heels. The horse’s tail lashed her cheek.

      “Elena!”

      Ten feet away in the road, Elena lay sprawled on her back. She would be trampled. Maria went toward her. A knight bolted by her, and she heard a voice screaming in the Saracen tongue. The air was heavy with dust. She bent and seized Elena by the arms and heaved her up onto her feet. The girl slumped against her. Maria smelled blood and the crushed herbs in Elena’s bodice. She closed her eyes. Prayers rushed through her mind. She opened her eyes again and drew a deep breath. She was Robert Strongarm’s daughter and not a coward, to die with her eyes shut. A horse spun around before her. Hoofbeats pounded away. There was a ragged whoop of triumph in her own language. She lifted her head, dazed with being saved. The knights rode laughing around her, shaking each other by the hand.

      Maria let Elena slide down to the ground. A knight rode up to her and dismounted. When she started to kneel down beside the maid, he took her arm and held her on her feet.

      “Leave her lie, girl. She’s dead.”

      Maria stared stupidly at Elena. Two knights lifted the maid up across her mule’s saddle and covered it with her cloak. No one else had died, not even a Saracen. Maria wiped her eyes on her sleeve. The knight beside her took her by the arm to steady her.

      The boy-knight was coming toward her. He had taken off his helmet; his hair was bright red. He led a roan stallion, a war horse, and the hand on her elbow tightened: they expected her to ride a war horse.

      “No,” she said.

      The knight beside her said, “Come on—we have to go.”

      “No. Put Elena on this horse, I will ride the mule.”

      The redheaded boy and the knight exchanged glances. Their faces matched, and from that and the looks between them, Maria guessed they were brothers. Silently the boy led the roan horse around and put Elena’s body across its saddle. Maria bit her lips. Blood stained the worn leather of the mule’s saddle and she wiped it away with her sleeve. The gray-eyed knight boosted her into the saddle. They rode away into the barren hills. The boy and the gray-eyed knight talked in low voices beside her. Elena’s basket hung from the cantle of her saddle. Maria got out her crucifix and prayed over it.

      The boy laughed, bright-voiced. Between her prayers she admired him. She remembered wondering if he were Elena’s knight. She began to cry again, more from fright than grief. She realized that she herself would surely die, she felt death before her like a mouth that would swallow her. All the knights were staring at her, and she choked down her tears.

      All afternoon they rode over the hills. Just before sundown they came at last to their home valley. For generations the villagers had plowed the fields, and the stretches of land along the river were cut into strips as intricate as needlework. In the middle of the valley, the serfs’ round-roofed huts stood inside the hedge. Maria and her knights passed by at moonrise and continued on between the river and the fields toward the southern end of the valley, where the castle was.

      Exhausted, Maria wound her fingers fitfully in her reins, her blank mind incapable of sleep. Once she swayed in her saddle and the knight beside her took her by the arm to brace her up. She thrust off his impersonal grip, angry for no reason she could think of. They left the river to skirt the bog at the foot of the castle’s hill. The two stone towers rose up against the sky. Maria’s mule snorted with each stride. The knights slumped in their saddles and let their reins dangle. Maria twisted to look back at Elena’s body, draped across the roan war horse. The redheaded boy caught her eye, riding behind her, and she jerked around straight again in the saddle.

      They passed through the gate in the curtain wall and climbed the last of the road to the main gate. Nearly in tears again at being home, Maria rode past the porter into the open ward.

      Her father came toward her from the foot of the New Tower. He wore his nightshirt, his fur cloak thrown across his shoulders, and his calves and feet bare below the hem. Maria started to leap down from the mule, but a hand caught her arm and held her forcibly in the saddle.

      “Roger.”

      The redheaded boy appeared on foot at her stirrup, to lift her down. Maria looked angrily over her shoulder at the other knight. She let herself slide decorously down into the boy’s grip. She thrust him away and turned to her father.

      He hugged her tight in his arms. She clung to the fur around his shoulders, her heart pounding. He said, over her head, “They attacked you.”

      “Saracens—we ran them off. But the maid was killed.”

      “Elena,” the old man said. His grip loosened. Maria pressed herself against him, stunned. He said again, “Elena,” in that same voice, and Maria stood back, furious, knowing now who had been Elena’s lover.

      In the morning the Saracens’ attack was already blurred in her memory, like a dream, and Elena seemed long dead. When she went down to the hall, the other women treated her like a baby. No one seemed to care about Elena. “She’s better off dead than taken alive,” fat Adela said. The other women agreed with force. Maria turned her back on them, morose.

      The cook sent for her; she went down the stairs and out to the ward. Several of the knights were grooming their horses along the wall. She trotted a wide half circle past them—all the knights’ stallions kicked—and went on along the path toward the kitchen.

      The stable door opened, down the wall, and the redheaded boy Roger led his black horse up into the sunlight. Maria pulled open the kitchen door. She stood a moment looking out at the young knight and went down into the kitchen.

      On the table before the door, the day’s bread was stacked to cool, beside it a tray of sweet buns still steaming from the oven. A scullion was stirring a pot over the fire. He shouted over his shoulder for the cook. Maria went forward into the kitchen.

      Bald as a peeled garlic, the cook loomed up before her. A wooden spoon and a meat ax were jammed under the sash of his filthy white apron. “You’ve let me run out of flour again,” he told her. “Your mother always knew when I was going short of flour. If you’d give me the God-damned key—” he brushed past her, headed for the door, and she followed him. In passing she thieved a sweet bun.

      “It’s bad enough I don’t have ovens fit to bake in,” the cook said. Behind his back she stuffed the hot bun into her apron. “I can’t bake for fifty people in this kitchen—” His voice rose to a bellow. He opened the door and plunged out into the ward, Maria close on his heels. “Now that he’s letting any mounted trash take up the loafer’s life here⁠—”

      Laughing, they wheeled to face the cook, who charged after them, swearing in a half-choked voice. The knights circled him. He struck at one with his meat ax, and another darted in behind him and tripped him flat on his backside. The two kitchen knaves bleated with laughter.

      Maria ran on ahead of him to the door into the storeroom. From the knights scattered across the ward there rose a general mocking answer, mostly oaths. The redheaded boy Roger paid no heed to any of it. She was careful not to look at him too long.

      She kept all the keys in a ring on her belt. With the cook’s help she opened the lock, and they went into the dark storeroom. The cook had to stoop to keep his head out of the strings of sausage and garlic and the sides of bacon hanging from the beams.

      “Go in there,” he said. “You’re little and young—go back in there and find me a salt block.”

      Maria crawled in behind the kegs of meat. When she crept back out again, the kitchen knaves were lugging wheat sacks into the ward. The cook stood beside the door presiding. He dragged her over beside him.

      “If you’d give me the key, I could get things out when I need them.” Maria said nothing. She had no intention of giving him the key. Outside, someone shouted. The cook charged out the door. Maria rushed after him.

      Three sacks of wheat stood in the ward just outside the storeroom door. The cook sprinted past them, moving fast for such a big man, and disappeared into the kitchen. Maria and the two kitchen knaves stood rapt, waiting.

      Three knights burst up out of the kitchen. Their hands were piled with sweet buns. The knights retreated; the honey buns were all eaten, anyway. Huffing, the cook strode up toward Maria. “Get that cart hitched—hop!” He smacked the nearer of the boys, and they raced away toward the stable.

      “When your mother was alive,” the cook said bitterly, “I was treated like a Christian in this damned robbers’ den.”

      Maria stood behind him, so that he would not see the sweet bun in her apron. She was trying to gather the courage to talk to the redheaded boy—She would have to send some of the knights with the cook to the mill. She started across the ward to the stable door, in the base of the Knights’ Tower, where the men were collecting. Roger was there but she could not make herself look at him. The gray-eyed knight was there, his brother; she went up to him.

      “Please, will you take some men and go with the cook to the mill?”

      He nodded, and she crossed the ward to the New Tower again like a rabbit back to its burrow. Inside the dark stairwell, she leaned against the wall and watched the knights, the redheaded boy in their midst. They all tramped away down into the stable, and she bounded up the stairs, buoyant.

      Elena’s grave was in the burying ground just outside the castle wall. Maria let herself through the little door in the gate and walked around the foot of the wall, careful of the thorny shrubs sprouting in the sunlight. The ground pitched off steep as a waterfall, buried in pine. Far down there, the serpentine strips of the fields spread across the valley floor, slashed by the brown streak of the river. She went on around the foot of the wall, in and out of the shadows.

      She said prayers for Elena and her mother, buried higher on the hill, and sat down in the sun with the castle wall at her back. The graveyard was thickly planted in herbs; certain things grew most potent there. Down in the valley, a boy rode a limping workhorse into the river to soak its legs. She wrapped her arms around her knees. Here nearly every day she and Elena had told each other stories of kings and wizards, enchanted weapons and horses and treasure, maidens despoiled and magic castles lost and won. Elena had despoiled the maidens. Maria had preferred the weapons and horses.

      Abruptly she looked up above her. The redheaded boy was leaning against the top of the wall. Their eyes met. All over her body, her skin grew prickly and alive. He did not look away. After a moment she tore her gaze from his and pointed it elsewhere.

      She could sit there no longer, not with him above her, and she raced along the foot of the wall toward the gate. He had looked at her so long, and with no reason to be doing it; she remembered his stare and held her breath. She dashed into the ward and ran across to the New Tower.

      Just as she reached it, he reached it, jerking open the door for her. Now they were so close she could see his clear blue eyes. She went through the doorway, into the cool dark of the foot of the stair. He slid past her through the door and went up the stairs toward the hall. In passing, his arm brushed over her breast. She raced up the staircase two flights to her room.

      That night, she could hardly sleep, and in the morning she lay late in bed, warm under the covers, daydreaming. The other women clucked over her and tried to get her up but she ignored them. She could think of nothing but Roger.

      When her father had the New Tower built, years before, he had ordered that a passage be made in the wall around the hall, on either side of the hearth, so that he could spy on his men. This passage opened under the stair. Now that Robert was aging he seldom went in there. Maria had found its entrance; now, loving the redheaded boy, she hid in the wall passage and listened for his voice among the arguments and stories and lies of the men.

      During the days, whenever she saw him, he caught her eye in a searching look. They said nothing to one another. Maria could not imagine speaking to him—everything she felt for him would come out, and what if he refused her?

      Adela and Flora, the women who helped her work, twitted her constantly and tried to convince her she was sick. At last, to quiet them, she made them swear an oath to keep the secret and told them about Roger. Flora agreed with her that Roger was wonderful but Adela only laughed, and later Maria heard them giggling in a corner and was embarrassed.

      One morning in the early summer half the knights rode off on a raid. Old Robert stayed home, to help a mastiff bitch whelp her first litter, and when the puppies were dry and nursing, he went to the hall and sat down in front of the fire. Maria brought him a cup of wine. The hall was stifling hot, even with the fire banked. Maria and the other women hurried around the room, throwing all the knights’ bits of gear out into the ward and spreading clean rushes on the floor.

      “It’s so hot,” she said to her father. She came up beside him and put her hand on his shoulder. “How can you bear it? Come outside.”

      Old Robert grunted and heaved his bulk up straighter in his chair. In the bristled laps and folds of his face his eyes were bright as a young man’s. He looked her over, set his cup down, and thumped his knee.

      “Here, puss. Sit down.”

      Maria sat down on his knee. He muttered in his throat. “You are heavier than you were.” He sighed and shook his head, fingering his chin, and looked her over once again.

      “Now, see here,” he said. “Adela tells me you are mooning over that calf Roger d’Alene.”

      Maria went hot as if she stood before an open oven. She would never talk to Adela again. Her father took her right hand and opened her fingers out of their fist.

      “Maria,” he said. “I think you should be married.” He kissed her fingers.

      “Married,” she said, amazed, and leaped up. “Papa. To Roger? I can marry Roger?” She threw her arms around him.

      The old man patted her back. “That isn’t what I have in mind.”

      She stood up, cooling. “What?”

      Her father smiled at her. “Not Roger.” He pulled on his chin. “His brother—Richard, the middle brother.”

      “Richard!” Maria cried. That was the gray-eyed knight. “No. I want Roger. I’ll go to a convent first.”

      “Now, Maria. Come here and listen to your old father.”

      “You want me to marry him? Why do you want me to marry him?”

      “Come here.” He beckoned to her. A deerhound lying under the window came over to him, and he slapped it away. “Maria. Do as I say.”

      She went reluctantly over to pull up a stool beside his chair and sit down. Robert took her by the hand.

      “I have no son. All I have is you, puss. Therefore you have to marry and make me a few grandsons.”

      He went on a little about how in his old age a man’s heart yearned for grandchildren to continue his line. Maria stopped heeding his rambling voice. She had never before thought of having children; she herself had been so recently a child.

      “You aren’t listening to me,” her father said patiently.

      “I’m sorry. What did you say?”

      “I want you to marry Richard. He’s older than Roger, he can take care of you. Roger’s not much more than your age, he’s just tilting with Richard over you.”

      “I’ll wait for Roger.” Her father made things more complex than necessary.

      In the seams of her father’s face the sweat lay glistening like jewels. Beneath his heavy eyebrows his small pale eyes were unblinking. At last he patted her hand.

      “Listen to me. Richard is ambitious. I have to give him something to keep him satisfied a while. Trust me. I’ll watch over you.”

      She sat with her hands clasped in her lap, staring at him, affronted. “Papa, don’t you love me anymore?”

      “Of course I love you. Of course I love you.” He took her hands again. “Puss, don’t ever think I don’t love you.” He sighed. Still holding both her hands in his right hand, he wiped the sweat from his face on his other sleeve. He looked her in the eyes. “Very well. Maybe he can convince you. Will you talk to him— when he comes back? Tomorrow.”

      “I won’t marry him.”

      “Talk to him.”

      “All right.” She would talk to Roger as well.

      “Good girl.” The deerhound still stood beside her father, who cupped its lean head in the palm of his hand. He nodded at her. “You’ll come around to it, you’ll see, one way or another.”

      He bent over the dog, talking to it. Maria went out of the hall to the stairway. She felt dizzy, as if she had drunk too much of something strong. If it was not her true love, at least someone wanted to marry her. Going downstairs, she broke into a run from sheer good feeling.
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        * * *

      

      Maria went into the end of the hall, where her father usually sat, and stood looking at the hanging on the wall. Her mother had made it. Once she had thought it beautiful but now since she herself had learned to weave she marked the twisted weft and the loose stitches. She turned away from the hanging, putting her back to the wall.

      The gray-eyed knight was coming in the door. He shut it and put the bolt across it, which startled her, and walked slowly across the room toward her. He was stocky and broad-shouldered, his legs heavy-boned, but he was not tall; when he came up to her she had to lift her head only a little to meet his eyes.

      “Your father says you won’t marry me.”

      “I love another.” She disliked having him stand so close to her. She backed away from him.

      “Roger,” he said. His eyes were the color of ice. He pulled a stool over next to her father’s chair. “Sit down. No, girl. In the chair.” With his hand on her arm he steered her from the stool to the chair.

      Maria wrenched her arm out of his grasp. “You are a sorry lover.”

      “I know.” He started to sit on the stool at her feet, but instead he propped his foot on it. “Roger’s better at that than I. He dandles all the local maids.”

      Maria blinked at him. This new reflection of Roger unsettled her, but she could think of only one thing at a time. She said, “I will always love your brother.”

      “No. He just wants to play with you—I want to marry you.” His hands rose between them, palms up, begging her.

      She said, “Why?”

      “Because…” his hands fell. “You wouldn’t follow it.”

      “I will.”

      He straightened. She wondered how old he was—not so much older than Roger, after all: in the way he moved there was something of a boy’s awkwardness. He sat down on the stool in front of her.

      “Your father is a robber; he’ll never be anything else. Roger just wants to be the King of the Robbers. But there’s something else to be done here. This castle’s at the throat of the whole region. The Saracens in the mountains have had no leader since Tib al-Malik was murdered. The King doesn’t interfere here, the Duke of Santerois hasn’t come south of the Roman Road in eight years. Someone is going to make himself great here, why should it not be me?”

      His voice was quick and vehement. She took her eyes from his face. What he had said caught her imagination.

      “Shall I court you?” Richard said. “What does Roger do, besides smile and be pretty?”

      She lifted her head. “I’ll marry you.”

      She saw that surprised him. She could not keep from smiling. She put her hand out to him. He took it; his fingers were rough with callus.

      “Maybe I am a sorry lover,” he said, “but I’ll be a good husband, I swear it.” He kissed her hand. She wondered if she ought to kiss him; she had never kissed a man other than her father. But the knight only got up and went out of the hall.

      She turned to the window overlooking the ward. A dozen knights were gathered around the door. Among them, almost under her window, was Roger’s red head. Richard walked out of the tower. The knights swarmed around him; their voices excited. He nodded, and they let out a yell. Below her Roger lifted his head. He met her eyes a moment and went to join the crowd around his brother.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      At first, Maria’s father took charge of everything and wanted the wedding on Assumption Day, but on the night before that, a caravan came down the road from the Saracen port of Mana’a, and Richard and Roger went off to attack it. They came back with three important prisoners. Arranging the ransoms kept the men’s attention almost until the equinox. After that, it rained a while, until Maria almost gave up thinking about the whole subject of marriage.

      On the first sunny day, they all rode down to the village church, the serfs ran in from the fields, and Father Simon married them. The inside of the church was painted with round faces and sheep and the same hills she saw from her window. She stood trembling before the priest, her shoulders and breast drenched with dew from the blue and white flowers the women had given her. She knew she could escape from this, if only she took heart. The gray-eyed knight appeared beside her. His hand was cold and clammy as a stone. Father Simon spoke of obedience and chastity and kindness.

      She and Richard knelt and received Communion. The wafer clung to the roof of her mouth. She worked frantically with her tongue to pry it loose and then could hardly swallow it. The knight put a gold ring on her finger. He missed, the first try, and she raised her eyes and saw him worried and uncertain. Her heart lightened. It would not be so bad after all. She put her hand on his arm and they left the church.

      In the yard, the peasants threw flowers at them and shouted wicked jokes. Richard’s older brother William led up a white mare, the saddle covered with rich red cloth, and Richard lifted Maria up onto its back. Their eyes met. The intensity of his look struck her like a blow. She gathered her reins. Her heart thudded in her chest. It would not be so bad after all.

      Newly rich from the ransoms, her father had hung the walls of the ward with Saracen cloth, blood red, silver, and white, and covered the banquet tables with roast meat, heaps of bread and cake, and fruit puddings and blancmange and wine. Maria, Richard, and Robert sat at a table hung with cloth of silver, and the knights and serfs mingled in the ward around them.

      Laughing, Adela rushed up and threw a wreath of flowers around Maria’s neck and kissed her. One by one, the knights were standing up before Richard and her father and offering to drink with them. Maria, who hated being drunk, mixed water with her wine, but the men and most of the women soon began drinking the wine whole.

      Roger came before Richard and saluted him with his cup. His long red hair was bright in the sunlight, and he stood straight and slim as a birch tree. Richard by comparison was plain. He was watching her suspiciously. She realized she had been staring at Roger. The gray-eyed knight leaned toward her.

      “Let’s go.”

      Maria started. “Now? But it’s—” She turned toward her father. He was drinking by turn with three of his knights. “Still daylight,” she said; it was not yet noon. Her father threw his cup down with a clang and swung his head toward her.

      “Are you still here?” He prodded her in the ribs with his forefinger. “Richard, don’t you want my daughter?” He laughed and belched in a winy gust.

      Maria got to her feet. The yell from the people around her boomed in the eaves of the towers. Adela and Flora rushed in around her and hurried her off. Half a dozen of the village women joined them. Halfway up the stairs, they began unlacing her bodice, and in her room they yanked off her clothes as if they were skinning her. Adela brushed out Maria’s hair.

      “Oh, what a beautiful bride you were! If only your mother could have seen you. I cried like a child.”

      They slid her nightgown on over her head. Washed and dried in magic herbs, the linen smelled like sweet grass. Adela’s fat sister Alys brought her a cup of some potion that tasted like egg. While Maria drank it the women crowded around her, tying the ribbons at her wrists and throat. They lifted her up and carried her across the room to her bed. Alys said charms over her and touched her reverently on the bad places with a bit of wood. The bed was strewn with flowers. Maria lay on a mass of crushed blossoms.

      The door banged open and the men flooded into the room, towing Richard along half-naked in their midst. A chair crashed over. The women screeched. They shooed out the men before them in a torrent down the stairs. The door slammed shut, and the shrilling voices and laughter dimmed. Maria sat up.

      Richard came up beside the bed. His chest looked bigger without a shirt over it. Between the nipples grew a mat of brown hair, darker than the hair on his head. She wondered if the hair on Roger’s chest were red. Her mouth was dry as a wad of fleece. He put on his nightshirt and sat down on the bed to take off his shoes. Turning modestly away from her, he stripped off his breeches and hose.

      “Let me sleep on that side of the bed. I don’t want to be against the wall.”

      Maria slid over into the middle of the bed. In the new nightshirt, covered with Adela’s embroidery, he turned toward her, and there was a wild knocking on the door.

      “Maria,” her father shouted, his voice muffled by the oak door. “A toast. One more toast to my children.” He laughed, drunk.

      “Tomorrow,” Richard called. “Later.”

      The door started to open. Richard said something under his breath; he crossed the room in three strides and slammed the door shut. Maria chewed her thumbnail, willing her father to go away.

      “This is my room now,” Richard shouted. “Stay out of here, it’s mine.” He bolted the door and came back toward her.

      “Maria,” her father shouted. “Come open this door!”

      Richard climbed into the bed, kicking away the sheet and the blanket. Maria reached out her arms to him. He lay down on her, his breath in her face, his body warm under her hands. They struggled together in an awkward embrace, their nightclothes bunched in their way. He kissed her. Her father’s shouts still sounded in her ears. She spread her legs apart. Richard pierced her body. She smothered down a cry, not of pain so much as surprise. He slid himself hard in and out of her. She wrapped her arms tight around his neck. In her ear his wild breathing whined, and suddenly he was soaked with sweat. After a moment he rolled off onto his back beside her.

      Maria pushed herself up on her elbows. Her father had gone. Her mouth and her groin hurt. Richard sat up, throwing pieces of stem and flower petals out of the bed.

      “Lift that pillow for me.”

      She turned the pillow behind him up to cushion his back.

      “Did it hurt? What did it feel like?” Maria busied herself with the flowers. She mumbled something. He drew his fingers through her hair.

      “I’ve never seen your hair loose before.”

      “My mother’s touched the floor, when she let it down.”

      He took her hair in both hands. A knock sounded on the door. “Maria?” Adela called.

      “Go let her in.”

      She climbed across him out of the bed and opened the door. Round with fat, Adela waddled in, carrying a dish of meat in one hand and a cup of wine in the other.

      “I thought you’d be hungry.” She kissed Maria on the cheek and left.

      Maria put the dish on the chest beside the bed. Richard took the cup. She scrambled around him into the middle of the bed. Her nightgown was bloody. He drank the wine; his eyes probed at her.

      “Where did you come from?” she asked.

      “Normandy. Lac d’Alene, in the Avranchine. My father holds land there of the viscomte.”

      “Oh,” she said. “We are Normans.”

      “I know.” He put the cup down on the chest.

      “Why did you leave?”

      “You ask a lot of questions for a little girl. Come here.”

      “I’m not a little girl.”

      “Be quiet and come here.”

      She lay down beside him. He reached for her hips. She put her arms around him. This time when he mounted her the burning pain kept her rigid under him, and the thrusting of his body disgusted her. Once he kissed her but she turned her face away, impatient to get it done. Somewhere outside a woman screamed in pleasure. She thought of the feast in the ward.

      Deep in her body, his body touched her into a brief, exquisite sensation. When she moved, following, it happened again. Her arms tightened around him. She twisted herself against him, trying to drive him deeper. In her arms he sobbed with lust and clutched her so hard she gasped.

      This time when he moved away from her she could not look at him. She pressed her cheek into the pillow; she felt sore and used. He gave her the wine and she sat up and drank a little. His nightshirt was up around his waist. Like a snake, it was. Hastily she took her eyes away. He cupped his hand over her breast; he was her husband now and could do that.

      “I thought you’d be frightened,” he said. “Did you like it?”

      Maria shook her head. “No. It hurts.” Only bad women liked it. The warmth of his hand reached her through her nightgown. “Was your family great in Normandy?” she asked.

      He laughed. “My father’s fief is a short two hides. My eldest brother Stephen has driven each of us off as soon as we got to be his size.”

      “Why didn’t your father protect you?”

      Slowly he stroked his hand over her arm. “It’s all the same, anyway. If we’d all stayed, there would have been nothing for anybody.”

      Maria lay still, drowsy. He touched her all over, fingering her, pressing his hands against her. She moved so that he could pull up her nightgown, put her head down, and shut her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Richard’s brother William, older by several years, was a large, placid man, slow-moving, who smiled much. Maria liked him immediately. When she was two days’ married, he went with her into the Knights’ Tower to pack up Richard’s possessions. She had not been there since the New Tower was built. The two towers were the same size, four stories high, each story forming a large square room, but the New Tower had a separate stairwell and the Knights’ Tower only a steep wooden stair that went up through a hole in the center of each floor.

      The knights stabled their horses in the bottom story and slept in the second and third, leaving the top floor for an armory. Their cots packed the rooms and the heaps of their gear took up all the flat surfaces. At the head of each cot stood a wooden cross where a mail shirt hung: like a scarecrow army. The windows were only arrow slots, so that the rooms were gloomy as barns.

      Richard owned almost nothing. William stood beside his brother’s mail shirt, watching her fold the few pieces of clothing and stack them on the single blanket. There were dogs wandering around the room looking for scraps; one came up and thrust its head under William’s hand.

      “We all left home with a horse, a sword, and a shield,” he said. He rumbled with laughter. “Richard left home with my brother Stephen’s mail shirt too, but that wasn’t Stephen’s idea.”

      Maria kicked a litter of candle stubs under the next bed. The floor was black with soot, puddled with dry wax. “Is this everything?”

      William called over his shoulder, and one of the village boys who served the knights came across the room, weaving his path through the cots. Maria lifted the flat bundle of Richard’s clothes. William and the boy took the hauberk by its frame and the boy hoisted Richard’s long shield on his back.

      “Here.” William picked the helmet off the upright of the frame. “Carry this.”

      He dropped the helmet over her head. His voice faded away, muffled by the packing around her ears. She stood frozen, the iron encasing her head; the nasal piece chopped her vision in half, the flared cheekpieces forced her eyes straight ahead. She dropped her bundle and snatched the helmet off. The two men were laughing at her. She tucked the helmet under her arm, bent to pick up her bundle, and followed them down into the stable.

      She saw little of her husband. Each dawn when she got out of bed, he lay asleep, and if she caught glimpses of him during the day, he always seemed busy. They ate supper together, with her father, but afterward, while she sat in the end of the hall at her spinning wheel, Richard and the other men argued and gambled at the far end of the room. Adela had taught her a charm to give him, to keep him faithful, which she made him every night in a cup of wine. In the darkness, in his arms, she sometimes pretended he was Roger.

      Adela and Flora with their talk of dyes and village gossip irked her. She had no one to talk to and she missed Elena more now even than before. From the two older women, she gathered that what she and Richard did really ought to be a sin but was not because men decided such things. Once, when she had tripped on the stair and bruised her leg, Adela asked her if Richard had struck her.

      She mended William’s clothes for him; Roger smiled at her once in the ward and blew a kiss to her. Her father poked her in the stomach. “Fill this,” he said, and tweaked her breast. “Tell Richard to put the cork in.” He guffawed. She imagined her mother and father doing what she and Richard did, and laughed, unbelieving.

      A group of pilgrims traveled down the road from Agato in Santerois to the Cave of the Virgin, and Richard and her father went off to rob them. Maria woke when she heard them riding back up the road. She got out of bed and covering her nightgown with her cloak went down to the hall.

      From the window overlooking the ward she watched them flood in through the gate. The creak of leather and the clopping of the horses’ hoofs mixed with the grating voices of the men. They had brought five knights back face down across their saddles. Her skin prickled up. Something had gone wrong. She leaned out across the deep windowsill. Almost below her, William was helping Roger down from his horse. The young man held himself stiffly all through his left side. He leaned on his brother to walk away.

      Maria’s father was dismounting at the door into the New Tower. On foot Richard crossed the ward to him. They spoke. Her father flung up his head, angry. Richard shouldered past him into the stairway. The door crashed against the stone wall.

      Maria slid off the windowsill back into the hall. Adela with a blanket around her shoulders stood behind her.

      “Shall I go wake up Cook?”

      “Yes.” The cook would surely be awake already; it was nearly dawn. Maria went out into the stairway and ran up the steps to her room.

      Richard was already there, standing in the middle of the room pulling off his mail shirt over his head. She closed the door behind her. His sword and his helmet lay on the bed. She moved them off the clean sheet. Richard turned toward her. His helmet had left black smudges on his nose and cheekbones. His eyes glittered with bad temper.

      “What happened to Roger?” she said.

      “You stay away from Roger.” He picked up his sword and took it to hang it on the wall. “Go get me something to eat—I’m starving.”

      She went down to the hall. The tables had been pulled out into the center of the room, and the knights were crowding around them. Her father roared in their midst. The table was stacked with bread. While she stood cutting a loaf in half, Adela and a kitchen knave came in with a great bubbling pot of stew.

      The knights swarmed around it. Maria stood waiting for a chance with the ladle. Her father came up beside her. He draped his arm around her. He seemed the only man in high spirits. To someone beyond her he said, in a sleek voice, “Well, Richard’s not far-famous for courage, you know.” He hugged Maria against him. “Here, puss, give me a kiss. Go get me something to drink.”

      Maria drew away from him. He seemed pleased that Richard was upset. He wheeled toward someone else. She got hold of the ladle and piled meat on top of the bread in her hand. Her father looked around for her and called her name. She went upstairs to her room.

      Richard was sitting on a stool on the hearth. He still wore the thick quilted shirt that went under his mail. She sank down next to him and put the food on the hearth.

      “What happened?”

      Richard wheeled on her. “Your father tried to get me killed. He put me and Roger on point and ran us right into the Saracens.”

      She cried, “That’s not true⁠—”

      “He took the high road both ways, coming and going,” he shouted in her face. “What does it look like to you?”

      “You wouldn’t dare say that to him!”

      “Do you want me to?” He pushed her hard; she caught herself on her arm. “If I go down there again now, Maria, I’ll kill him. I’ll kill him.”

      Maria put her hand to her face. She got up and went off across the room. Richard put his back to her and ate. She stood watching his back. She could not believe him; she wanted everything to be peace. She said, “I think I’m going to have a baby.”

      His head swiveled toward her. Eventually he said, “A baby. When?”

      “I’m not sure yet.” She went over to the hearth and sat down beside him; her knees drawn up to her chest. She watched his face, curious. “Would you be glad?”

      “Hunh.” He scratched in the beard stubble on his jaw. His eyes veered toward her. “Yes. I suppose so. Yes.”

      Maria laid her head down on her knees. She said a prayer in her mind that the baby was there. Richard looked away again. They sat in the warmth of the fire, not talking, until the fire died and they got up and went to bed.
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        * * *

      

      The same Saracens who had ambushed them burned a village just north of her valley, and Richard and her father raced off to their revenge. Maria and the other women spent the morning washing and spreading the laundry out on the grass to dry. Sick to her stomach, Maria ate only a piece of dry bread for dinner and went to the hall to spin the last of the flax.

      The late autumn day was bright and crisp. She sat before the window, enjoying the faint breeze. She liked to spin. The even rhythm drew her into reveries and helped her think. The bells on her spinning wheel rang busily. She let the spindle draw the flax out between her fingers into a fine even thread. Lifting her eyes from the pale flax, she saw Roger coming through the door, his hair vivid in the late light.

      There was no one else in the room. She went back to her spinning, alive to his approach.

      “Little sister,” he said, and stood before her. “How do you do, Maria?”

      He dandles all the local maids, Richard had said. Maria stopped the wheel and wound up the tail of the thread. With the spindle in her hand, she faced Roger. “Thank you, very well. Are you in command, now?”

      “I and William. But you command us all, I guess, don’t you?” His blue eyes were clear as a child’s. He bore his left side stiffly, favoring his wound. She tightened her fingers around the spindle.

      “I wish I did,” she said.

      “Do you?” He sat down at her feet. “What would you command of me? Tell me anything you want me to do.”

      Maria laughed. She wished Richard were as handsome as Roger, with his fine mouth and brilliant coloring. Richard’s jaw was too wide, he looked as if he were always biting down. Roger took the deep cuff of her sleeve between his fingers.

      “I could make you so happy, Maria.” He kissed the hem of her sleeve.

      “No,” she said. “I am married now.”

      “Maria.” He took her hand, and she yanked it away from him. When he reached for her again, she raised the spindle between them. He got up onto his feet.

      “You’re just like Richard. That’s Richard’s kind of excuse: Because I am married." He went off across the hall.

      Maria stared after him. She thrust the spindle into her work basket. But he had only gone to the table against the wall, where he poured himself a cup of the wine. He came smiling toward her again, saluted her with the cup, and drank.

      “Why did you marry him?”

      “Ask him,” she said.

      “I know why he married you. That was not my question.” He seemed amused. Even wounded he was full of grace. “Well?”

      She shook her head. “Stop asking me that.”

      “If you want.” He sat down neatly on the floor beside her.

      “Did he have lots of women—Richard? Before.”

      “Richard? By the Cross.” He leaned against her knee. “Don’t you know him yet? He has no way with women, Richard.” He drank again. “Or with men, either, I guess.” His eyes moved over her; he smiled. “What’s his way with you?”

      “Roger.” She got up hastily, moving away from him into the hall. The other women came in, and she helped them drag out the tables so that they could bring the supper.

      Roger came up to her. “I’m sorry—I didn’t mean to be free with you.”

      She tried to ignore him, her eyes downcast; she was dusting the top of the table. He went off. When she thought he must have gone she looked around at the door. He stood there, watching her. She looked quickly down, her face hot. He laughed and went out the door.
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      It was winter, when her father seldom raided. The dank, icy days kept most of them indoors. The knights gathered in the hall and drank and talked and cheated each other at games. Maria, her tasks done, sat in the window at the end of the hall sewing new shirts for Richard. She was sure now that she was with child. Her stomach and her temper had become very uneven. The cook seemed to guess: ruthlessly he served them meals she could barely stomach, until finally one day at dinner she took a bite of beef and left the hall, ran down to the ward and vomited onto the ground.

      The cook was shouting in the kitchen across the way. Adela called her from the stairs; Maria answered that she was well. She wiped her mouth on her arm and tramped off across the ward. The cook’s voice drew her down into the kitchen.

      He was beating a scullion over the head with his wooden spoon. She stood to one side, hot with anger. The cook let the scullion go.

      “Well? What do you want?”

      “Why did you even cook that meat?” she cried. “That beef is so sweet I can’t eat it.”

      The cook rammed his spoon under the sash of his apron. “That isn’t my fault. I cook what you give me out of that storeroom. If you’d let me have the key⁠—”

      “My father is very angry about it,” she said.

      “If your mother were alive⁠—”

      “Even Richard is complaining.”

      The cook’s mouth shut, his lower lip jutting like a ledge. She stared at him; her heart thumped. He turned away from her.

      “Well, what should I do—throw it all out?”

      “Whatever you want.” She wondered what else he could do with it. Feed it to the dogs. Sell it in the village. “Just don’t serve it to us.” She started toward the door. A scullion came in and the cook set on him with a roar. She went across the ward again to the New Tower. It was cold and she ran up the stairs toward the heat of the hall.

      Even out on the stairs, she heard Roger shout. She dashed up to the hall. In the middle of the room, between the two tables, he and another knight stood yelling face to face. Just as she came in, the other knight hit Roger in the mouth.

      Roger yelled. He jumped on the other knight and knocked him down and they rolled on the floor, fighting. Richard grabbed his brother and her father grabbed the other knight and they dragged them apart, up onto their feet.

      Over Richard’s shoulder, Roger cried, “Odo, I’ll kill you⁠—”

      “You can try,” Odo shouted.

      His arms around his brother, Richard shoved him back almost to the wall. Her father and another knight held Odo. The rest of the men watched keenly, enjoying it.

      “No fights,” her father called. “We are all Christians here— get your hands together like friends.”

      Roger and Odo glared at each other. Maria stood in the doorway, just behind Roger; she heard him say softly, “I’ll kill him.”

      “Hide it,” Richard whispered.

      Her father cuffed Odo in the head. “Accept each other, or you both leave.”

      Roger’s mouth was bloody. He went sullenly forward. Odo met him in the middle of the room and they clasped their hands in a short limp handshake. The other knights cheered.

      Maria went around the room to her place at the table. Her father sat down beside her. “Where did you go? You missed a good fight.”

      “I went to talk to the cook about the meat,” she said. Richard climbed over the bench on her right.

      “What’s wrong with the meat?” her father asked. He reached with both hands for the beef bone in front of him. Chewing, he swung his head toward her, but his eyes went like daggers beyond her, toward Richard.

      Maria looked down at her plate. Her appetite was gone. She sat between the two men, none of them speaking, until they had finished their meal. With the other women, she cleared off the tables. The knights wandered out to their afternoon doings; Richard disappeared. Now that all the food was taken away, Maria was perversely hungry again and she went with Adela to the kitchen for something to eat.

      When she came back up the stairs to the hall, her father and Odo were standing at the end of the room, in the middle of her woman’s gear, deep in talk. No one saw her in the doorway. She turned and slid through the narrow crevice between the stairs and the wall, into the passageway.

      It was black as a mine, except where the peepholes let in threads of light from the hall, but she knew every foot of the passage and could hurry through it, sliding her fingers over the stone to keep oriented. Halfway down the passage, nearly running, she turned the corner and crashed into somebody else.

      Hands clutched her. Panicked, she struggled in silence. Her elbow scraped painfully on the wall. Abruptly she realized whom she fought.

      “Richard?”

      The grip on her arms eased. He took her by the wrist and twisted slightly, to tell her he would hurt her if she did anything. They stood together in the utter darkness. At first Maria could hear only her blood beating, but then she picked out a heavy voice on the far side of the wall; Odo’s voice. Her father answered him.

      “You shouldn’t have hit young Roger. They are like snakes, the d’Alene brothers, step on one, they all strike.”

      Odo grunted. “I can handle them.” He sounded confident.

      “Oh, you can,” old Robert said. “I’ll nurse my doubts about that. Anyway, I don’t allow feuds between my men, especially when one is my daughter’s husband.” His voice smoothed out. “If they give you any more trouble, come to me. There’s ways to scorch snakes. If you know what I mean.”

      Maria moved her wrist, testing Richard’s grip, and he squeezed her hard. Her father said, pleasantly, “Is there something else you want to say?” and Odo muttered a leavetaking. The man beside her pushed her. She started off ahead of him along the wall passage, back toward the stairs. Groping in the dark, he relaxed his grasp, and she tore loose and bolted away toward the stairwell.

      Behind her there was a soft sound like something striking the wall. She squeezed out the crevice and raced up the stairs two steps at a jump.

      There was nobody in her room. Through the window she saw the gloomy sky, the sun lowering. Adela and Flora would be in the kitchen helping the cook. She wheeled to go back down to the safety of the crowded hall. Richard was running up the stairs. She slammed the door and bolted it in his face.

      His weight crashed against it; the bolt held. Maria leaned against the inside of the door. In an even voice, Richard said, “Let me in.”

      She did not want to, but he would reach her eventually. She opened the door. He came in and shut it behind him.

      “What were you doing in there?” he said.

      “I go back there, sometimes.”

      “Not anymore.”

      She stood her ground, saying nothing; she did not trust her voice.

      “Do you hear me?”

      “Yes,” she said. “If I want to go in there, I will.”

      From the foot of the stairs, Adela called, “Maria? Cook wants you.”

      She started toward the door. Richard caught her arm. “Are you going to obey me or not?”

      “I have to go to the kitchen.”

      He let go of her arm. She ran away down the stairs.

      The cook needed onions. She let him into the storeroom and while he stood in the middle complaining, climbed up on a keg to get a net of onions from the ceiling. They went out to the ward and she locked the door.

      “If you’d give me the key⁠—”

      She went off across the ward to sit in the sun with Adela and Flora. No one seemed to know how the fight had started between Odo and Roger. While Adela’s voice ran aimlessly in her ear Maria sat staring across the ward, cluttered with chickens, dogs, and people. What she had overheard in the passageway unnerved her. Richard and her father hated each other. She was caught between them. Richard came out of the New Tower. He gave her an expressionless stare and walked across the ward to the Knights’ Tower.

      She saw nothing more of him until supper. She sat between him and her father and no one said a single word throughout the meal. Her appetite was coming back; she ate to glut. The sun was setting. The kitchen boys went around lighting the torches on the walls. Richard left the hall. Maria stayed a while longer, beside her father. She could not talk to him. She realized, frightened, that she could not trust him. He got up and crossed the hall, toward Odo. Maria went up the stairs.

      Richard was already in their room, standing in front of the fire, a poker in his hand. That surprised her. She had been sure he was in the wall passage. She went to the cupboard for his wine and the herbs of the charm. Standing in the lee of the bed, she shook the herbs from the box but finally put them back again: it seemed unfair to give him a love potion when she was fighting with him. She went back to the hearth and put the wine into a pan to warm.

      Richard said, pleasantly, “You’re going to do as I say.”

      “Only if I want to.”

      He jabbed the poker into the fire, throwing the logs back, and put on wood from the heap beside him. On her knees on the hearth next to him, she braced herself against his next shout.

      His hand closed on her shoulder and dragged her up onto her feet. She threw one arm up between them to ward off his fist, but he struck her arm aside and hit her on the cheek, caught her when she staggered, and knocked her again in the face.

      Her eves failed. Blindly she thrust her hands out, her fingers clawed, and her nails snagged his cheek. He pushed her away. She sat down hard, sick to her stomach, and wrapped her arms around her waist. Her eyes were still bleary. Richard was coming for her.

      “Richard. The baby.”

      He hauled himself up short. Maria got her breath back, nausea sweet in her throat, and her eyes cleared. Roughly he lifted her up onto her feet. She clung to him to steady herself. He thrust her hard away from him.

      Maria wiped her eyes dry. No one had ever struck her before with a closed hand. Her mouth was bleeding, and the whole side of her face hurt. Tears welled into her eyes.

      Richard was poking savagely at the fire. On his cheek beads of blood showed in three long scratches. His head swung toward her. “Are you going to let this wine burn?”

      She went up slowly beside him. The wine was bubbling. She poured it into a cup and mixed in more wine from the cupboard. Her mouth was swollen. On the back of her tongue she tasted something bitter.

      “I hate you,” she said.

      “You’ll do as I tell you.”

      She said nothing, exhausted. The warmth of the fire drew her irresistibly.

      “Aren’t you?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      He muttered something in his throat and drank the wine. The red scratches ran down his cheek above his beard. She put her hand to her swelling eye. He pulled her arm down. He took her face between his hands, and she winced.

      “You’ll have a black eye tomorrow,” he said. “What will you tell your father?”

      She shook her head. “Anything. That I fell.”

      “Tell him I beat you. I want to see what he’ll do.”

      Maria backed away from him. In the fire’s warmth, she began to take off her clothes. He went around the room, putting out the candles and the torch. The heat of the fire licked her arms. Richard undressed in the darkness behind her. In her shift, she crouched before the fire, dying in its bed, a heap of throbbing coals and ash. The side of her head ached in the heat. She said her prayers.

      “What are you doing over there?”

      “I am praying,” she said. She crossed herself. The fire was veiled in a layer of ash. Richard in the bed behind her was muttering discontent. She asked God to help her endure him and rose and got into the bed with him, into his burning embrace.
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        * * *

      

      When she sat down to breakfast the next morning, her father swore, wiped his hand on his chest, and turned her face to the light. Maria pulled away from him.

      “I fell out of bed.”

      “He hit you, did he?”

      She said nothing. Her left eye was swollen almost shut. Her father pulled on his chin. “He’s a dog to hit a woman, even his wife. Why did he do it?”

      “I told you,” she said. “I fell.”

      She went off to her chores. Everybody stared at her. Flora and Adela whispered behind her back. The cook laughed at her. “It’s a long way from your heart.” When she went up to the hall again in the forenoon, Richard was sitting on the hearth playing bones with Roger. The scratches striped his cheek like a flag. She went up to her spinning wheel and got out the shirt she was making for him. She glanced at him once, while she was threading the needle, but he was watching her and she looked quickly away.

      A short dark knight came in. When he saw Richard’s face, he crowed derisively. “Who won?” Maria bent over the seam she was sewing. The men all laughed, even Richard. The seam was coming out crooked, and in a fury she ripped it apart.

      Her father came in the door. Odo followed on his heels, along with several dogs. Old Robert threw his cloak aside. She could smell the wet wool of the lining. He strode into the middle of the hall.

      Maria sat poised over her needlework. Her father put his hands on his hips. He was staring at Richard; the talk died. Richard got to his feet. Her heart began to beat painfully fast. She didn’t care who won, so long as they fought. They faced each other a long moment in silence.

      Her father broke into an unconvincing laugh. “I suppose she can take care for herself. You’re not really married until you’ve drawn blood, they say, although not usually about the wife.” He went up to the hearth, chuckling, the only man in the room even with a smile on his face. He put his hands out to the fire.

      Richard said, “Is that all you want to tell me?”

      “Well, you could try hitting the other end.” Her father glanced at him over his shoulder. “It doesn’t show.” Odo came up beside him. They talked.

      Maria let out her pent breath. They weren’t going to fight. She went back to the mess she had made of her work; her face hurt, her stomach was sour again, she wanted to cry. She concentrated on sewing the seam down flat.

      Richard came up beside her. She put her hands and the shirt in her lap. “Get away from me,” she said.

      “Obey me, the next time, and I won’t hit you.” He leaned up against the wall.

      Maria clenched her fist. All the men by the hearth were watching them, all but her father, all grinning. She hated Richard for hitting her and her father for not fighting him over it. She gave Richard a hard look.

      “Now you’re asking for it, you stubborn little slut.”

      She knew if she said anything her voice would tremble. He sank down on his heels. He hadn’t shaved in two days; the scratches on his cheek were crusted with dry blood. “Have you told him yet?” He glanced over his shoulder toward her father. “About the baby.”

      She shook her head, wary. “I wanted to be sure.”

      “Are you sure now?”

      She nodded. His eyes widened; he rubbed the back of his hand absently over his cheek. “When will it be born?”

      “In the summer. The midsummer.”

      He took hold of her hand. She pulled against his grip. “Let me go. I have to do my work.”

      “You don’t mind me so much in the dark.” He clenched her fingers hard. When she stiffened at the pain he released her. “That’s for talking back to me.” He went down the room. Her father was watching her. She picked up her needle again and stabbed it into the shirt.
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      Maria’s father got her a saddle of white leather for her little mare. He gave it to her the morning of the first hunt of the spring, with much show of stripping off the old saddle and putting on the new one with his own hands. Beside Richard in the doorway, Maria laughed and clapped her hands, but Richard kept to a surly silence. Her father led up the white mare, and her husband lifted her up into the new saddle.

      “You shouldn’t even ride anymore,” Richard said, giving her the reins. “And if you need presents, I will get them for you.” He walked around the mare’s rump toward his horse.

      There were five of them to go hunting—Richard and Maria, her father, Roger, and William—and while the men got their horses and mounted, Maria trotted her mare in circles in and out of the crowd in the ward, to show off. She liked to ride, even with the baby swelling out her body round as a cushion, and the mare bent neatly to her hand, backed up, reared, and went into a lope around Richard. He was in a foul mood; she rode to her father’s side.

      Loose-limbed on his old bay stallion, he leaned over her. “Do you like it, my dear one?”

      “Oh, yes.” She put her hand on the carved leather swell of the saddle. Long-faced, Flora and Adela stood on the step watching her, and Adela scowled at her. They thought she should stay in her room, even in her bed, and let no one see her with child. She had needed most of a month to convince Richard to take her with them. Her father shouted, the gate opened, and they rode double file onto the hillside.

      Adela and Flora were wrong, Richard was wrong, and there was nothing to be unhappy about. Ever since her father had learned she was pregnant, he had treated Richard pleasantly, and now here they all were, going out together to hunt. She could not understand why Richard was so sullen.

      They rode across the valley to the west. His brothers carried the hawks, hooded in leather. The dogs scattered around them sniffing at everything. In the deep, furrowed ground of the valley floor, the serfs were bent over planting seed. Even the littlest children went about to pick up stones. The hunting party crossed into fields plowed but not yet planted and from there into the oak wood.

      Maria went up beside Richard. He was a good horseman; she was proud of the way he rode. For a while he pretended not to notice her next to him. Eventually he looked down at her from the back of his gray horse.

      “You should not ride.”

      “I won’t. Not after this.” But she loved the spring hawking after cranes. Their horses swung into a canter, shoulder to shoulder. Two swine ran squealing into the wood away from them. The trees closed over their heads. Birds shrilled at them. In the distance the sunlight poured in through a gap in the roof of the wood.

      The slope flattened into the sunlight of an open meadow. Maria’s father led them out onto a point of dry ground that ran above the marsh to the beach. The horses dropped to a jog trot. Richard reined in to let her go in front of him.

      “There are boats out there.” He pointed toward the glittering water in the distance.

      Maria shaded her eyes. The low surf rolled in along the beach. Beyond, the water danced green to the horizon. Near the sky, two white dots moved over the sea. One dot lengthened into a line and showed its curved sail.

      Roger said, indifferent, “The villagers must fish there.”

      “The villagers have no boats,” Richard said. “They are Saracens from Mana’a.”

      Maria drew her mare to a halt. The sudden bright sun was hurting her head. Instantly Richard brought his horse up beside her.

      “I warned you,” he said. “I’ll take you home.”

      “Maria?” her father called, from down the beach, and she rode away from Richard, nudging her mare into a canter across the pale firm sand.

      They hunted the rest of the morning along the edge of the marsh. Maria shook off her headache. Dragonflies swooped around her, hung whirring in the light, and zigged away. The broad golden marsh smelled of rot. Once, while she stopped to rest, a little deer came up through a stand of evergreens across the cattails from her. When she moved, the deer wheeled and lumbered out of sight, its barrel round with fawn.

      Exhilarated, she rode on after the men. They had reined up along the bank of a stream. Out over the marsh, a crane unfolded its great wings and gathered itself into the air. The red falcon stooped above it. The crane’s curved flight broke. Like a white feather it hung long in the pitch of the sky.

      “Beautiful killing,” Roger murmured, and her father muttered in agreement, his eyes fixed on the hawk.

      Richard lured it back, and William raced off after the dogs to retrieve the crane. Maria’s mare splashed across the stream. No longer hunting, the riders spread out over the beach. Richard turned his horse down to the slow breakers and sat watching the Saracen boats. At the edge of the marsh, Maria’s father was whistling to his dogs. She rode into the surf, up beside Richard.

      The curling waves broke around their horses’ knees. She sniffed the brisk salty wind. On the sea before them, the Saracen boats were crawling north.

      Richard reined his horse around her. “Let’s go. You are getting sunburned.” She followed him up the beach.

      By late afternoon, they were riding into the foothills, where the beach disappeared and the sea came in to the rocks and the cliff. They cut across the wooded hills, reached the road, and swung north along it. Soon after they left the trees, the evening fell over them. They rode into the deepening twilight. The tired horses walked with their necks stretched and their heads down. Richard laid his rein slack on his gray’s withers. Roger sang; the others joined in the refrain. Maria ate some blancmange she had brought wrapped in a napkin. She felt pleasantly sleepy, rocked by the white mare’s easy stride.

      Beside her, Richard said quietly, “Hold. Someone is coming.”

      They all drew rein. William called to the dogs. Maria’s father rode up on her other side. The men shifted around her, their horses suddenly restless. A little band of men was riding toward them.

      “Well met,” Odo called, and he and four men came up around them. Odo was smiling but his face was graven with harsh lines. “The darkness fell, and we decided to see what had become of you.”

      Maria’s father reached for her reins. She pulled the mare away from him, warned. Richard said, “Odo, you lie,” and his hand went to his sword.

      “Get him!” Odo roared.

      Maria’s mare reared up. A horse burst up past Roger, between her and Richard, and the man on its back hit Richard over the head with a club. Maria screamed. The horses fought and kicked in a tangle. Richard was doubled over his saddlebows. Beyond him the man with the club wheeled his horse to strike him again.

      “Maria,” Roger shouted. “Run! Run!”

      She reined her mare around hard. All around her men were fighting. Her father was gone. She caught hold of the bridle of Richard’s horse. Two hands taller than her mare, the stallion half pulled her from the saddle. Richard was slumped across its neck. She dragged him forward, between horses, toward the open road.

      A knight loomed before her. He raised his sword but she was between him and Richard and he did not strike. She galloped past him, one hand in her mare’s thick mane and the other on Richard’s bridle. Iron rang behind her. She looked back: two riders were chasing her.

      “Richard,” she screamed. “Richard!”

      He heard her. He heaved himself upright in the saddle. Blood streamed down the side of his face. He wrenched his horse’s head out of her grasp, and wheeling, he charged back along the road, back to the fighting. Maria reined in. The full moon was rising, and the evening grew bright as twilight. The fighting ranged along the road. Two men already fought on foot. A loose horse cantered away from her. Roger’s voice came to her, shouting something. The gray horse wheeled in a knot of darker bodies. Maria urged her horse forward. She wanted to throw herself barehanded into the fighting. Someone was crying for mercy. She would give no mercy. She galloped around the fighting, looking for her father.

      His bay stallion stood in the middle of the road. The old man lay on the ground a hundred strides behind it. The dogs surrounded him. She rode up and started to dismount but the dogs leaped at her horse, barking, and the mare began to shy and fight. Maria struggled with the horse. In the middle of the dogs her father lay motionless on his back, his head turned away from her.

      “Jonah! Lightning!” William rode up among the dogs, and they calmed down, their tails wagging. Maria made her horse stand. Two men on foot hobbled after William. They were roped together by the ankles. She dismounted and went up through the dog pack to her father.

      “Papa.”

      When she put her hands on him a dog snapped at her. William shouted to it. Her father moved under her hands. She remembered how he had reached for her rein, before Odo attacked them. He had known what was coming. The old man raised his head, groggy.

      “Papa.” She sat back heavily. Other horses were cantering toward them. She stared at her father, wondering who had felled him, Odo or Richard. The old man sat up, his head in his hands.

      Horses pushed up around them. Richard said, “Maria, get away from him.” She climbed slowly to her feet. Richard braced his hands on the pommel of his saddle. He was still breathing hard. Roger caught her mare and brought it over to her. Dismounting, he came to help her into the saddle.

      “You were very brave, Maria. They would have killed him if it hadn’t been for you.” He lifted her up on the mare’s back.

      She took hold of her saddle, dizzy. William and Roger got her father onto his horse. The two prisoners waited in the road, tied foot to foot. The ride back to the castle seemed long as a pilgrimage. She closed her eyes.

      “Why didn’t you take Odo alive?” William called.

      “He wouldn’t let me,” Richard said. She started at the close sound of his voice, opening her eyes; he had come up right beside her.

      “A pity,” William said.

      They started along the road again, the two prisoners striding awkwardly along ahead of them. William led her father’s horse. The old man sagged in his saddle. The wind rose. Richard kept glancing at Maria’s father.

      “Damned dirty old pig, you couldn’t even do this well.”

      Maria was still holding onto her horse’s mane. She stared straight up the road. She imagined what would have happened to her and her baby, if Odo had killed Richard.

      “How many were there?” Richard asked.

      “Five,” Roger said. “Not counting—” he nodded toward her father. His horse trotted a few steps to catch up with Richard’s. “You think he was in it with Odo?”

      Richard said nothing. They rode up around the shoulder of the hill. Above them was the castle. She held onto her saddle with both hands. The two men they had taken prisoner lagged on the steep slope, and Richard’s horse trod on one of them. They skipped quickly out into the open road again.

      The ward of the castle was crowded with men: the rest of the knights, standing around in the dark. “Look at this,” William said. His voice rang in the silence. “All out to see which side came back riding.”

      Maria stopped her mare. Two of the men waiting in the dark came up to hold her bridle and she backed the horse away from them. Richard was giving orders. No one paid anymore heed to her. She slipped down from her saddle. Her legs trembled and she held onto her stirrup.

      “William,” Richard said; he rode up beside her. “Lock the old pig up—find a good strong lock.” He dismounted. His arm went around her waist. “Come on—are you nailed to that saddle?”

      They went into the tower and up the stairs. Richard’s teeth were set. Once he put his hand to his head. In their room, he sat down on the bed; Roger went to stir up the fire.

      “Are you all right?” she said. “Let me see.” She made him turn his head so that she could see the lump swelling up fat above his temple. His scalp had split open and his face was covered with blood.

      “You’re very lucky,” Roger said. “You’re a damned lucky man.” He brought him a cup of wine.

      “Oh,” Richard said. “I move fast when something is aimed at my head.”

      There was water beside the bed. Maria got linen and washed his face off. Roger talked cheerfully of the fighting. Richard answered him in monosyllables. There was a knock on the door.

      “Whoever that is,” Richard said, “I don’t want to see him.”

      Roger went over to the door, opened it a crack, and spoke through it. Maria washed out the linen. The water in the basin was red with blood.

      “What will you do to my father?”

      He looked at her over his shoulder. “Now you believe me, don’t you? You stupid sow. It’s amazing to me you still have the baby.”

      She wrung out the linen and scrubbed ungently at his matted hair. Roger came over to them. “For God’s love, Richard, let her alone.”

      “Who was that at the door?”

      “Somebody swearing he loves us.”

      “Who?”

      “Do you really want to know?”

      Richard laughed. Maria dried his head off. She took the basin over to the window and emptied it into the ditch. Roger left. She put the basin down on the chest again and started to take off her dress. Richard turned her around, her back to him, and undid the laces.

      “What will you do to my father?”

      He pushed her dress open and down over her shoulders. His hands rested a moment flat on her skin. She turned to face him.

      “It was Odo who tried to kill him,” he said, eventually. “Not me. He betrayed me, but Odo betrayed him, that’s why it didn’t work.” He smiled at her. “All right. I won’t let him go. But I’ll let him live. For your sake.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      Beginning in the morning, Richard had the two prisoners whipped in the ward. Their screams woke Maria, asleep late into the day, and she sent Flora down to make him stop, but Flora came back, looking sour, and said that he had only moved the prisoners to the other side of the ward. Although Maria could scarcely hear them, she could not fall asleep. She got out of bed and dressed herself.

      When she went down into the ward, in the afternoon, the whipping had stopped. The two prisoners hung by their wrists against the wall near the gate, their heads slack. Richard sat on a stool in the shade nearby, drinking. The blacksmith from the village was pacing up and down flexing his arm, his whip coiled over his shoulder. Maria went into the kitchen.

      “I knew it would come to this,” the cook said. “The old man’s been downhill since your mother died. He should never have let the knave in the gate.” For the first time since she had known him, he burst out laughing. “By the knave I mean Odo, of course.”

      In the room at the top of the New Tower her father lay on his back, snoring. The whipping had started again. Through the window the screams of the two men reached her faintly. She set down the tray she had brought and poured one of the cups full of the cook’s best posset.

      “Papa,” she said. She sat down on the bed next to him, his vast bulk spread out under the blankets like a mountain. The snore broke off and he opened his eyes.

      “Here, Papa, drink this.”

      He grunted and shut his eyes again. “That bastard Odo.” He put his hand to his face. “Is that him down there?”

      “No,” she said. “Richard killed him.”

      In a flat grinding voice, he called Richard several names. She tried to give him the drink, and he struck it away. She sat on the bed staring at him.

      “Papa, did you really—was it really your idea?”

      His eyes opened, and the corners of his mouth curled down. “I am a stupid old man,” he said, “out against a clever young one, who I have faith will be a stupid old man himself someday.” He shut his eyes again. “Get out.”

      “Papa—”

      “Get out.” He turned his face to the wall.

      She sat there a while longer. At last, she went down the stairs. Six or eight of the knights were sitting around the hearth in the hall. When she came in they looked studiously away from her. She went to the wine ewers on the table and banged on each of them to see which needed filling.

      A shriek came up from the ward. The men around her all moved suddenly.

      “One thing about Richard,” the small dark knight said. “He spares the sermon. He goes straight to the sacrifice.”

      One man laughed, unnecessarily loud. Maria remembered the ambush and the knight who had not struck at her. Probably he was hanging on the wall screaming. She went hunting some place in the castle free of the noise, but she could find none, and until sundown she paced from room to room, praying that they would die and leave her in peace.
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      The two prisoners died the next afternoon. Their bodies hung from the gate pole on the curtain wall until the summer. Maria’s father, lying in his bed, began to waste. Maria went to the kitchen herself to cook his food and mix his drinks of herbs and wine. When Richard found out, he laughed at her, and she stopped, since she had marked also that her father still sickened a little every day.

      “I don’t have to poison him,” Richard said. “He poisons himself. Are you ever going to have this baby?”

      She and Flora sewed pads of cloth to use when she was in childbed. The fetid heat of the summer closed down on them. She felt as if she could not breathe. One night Richard’s coast guards came to tell him that Saracen boats were sailing up from Mana’a. He and Roger galloped out with all but a handful of the knights; William kept command of the castle.

      Of course, as soon as they were gone Maria felt the first undulating tension in her womb. The midwife came, and the overheated room filled with women being important. Through the deep summer night, she lay on her side, her legs drawn up. Once she slept and dreamed of Saracen boats, shining like gold, slipping through the water, and the knights galloping across the dark waves to attack them.

      By dawn she could neither sleep nor daydream. The women held her hands and told her meaningless soothing things. She had thought she would bear the pain silently and nobly, but she could not keep from screaming. At last the baby was born. The women fussed over her, feeding her a rank potion of wine, and kneading her belly painfully hard. Suddenly Flora was holding the baby out to her.

      “Is that mine?” she said blankly. She felt nothing for it at all.

      It was just a baby. They put it down next to her. They all expected her to love it. And it was a girl, not a boy.

      “You’ll call her Matilde, for your mother,” Adela said. “Won’t you?”

      “I hate that name. I’ll name her Cecily.” She touched the baby’s face. It was an awful slate color, but it opened its eyes, its mouth sucked at nothing. Alive. She kissed its forehead. “Cecily.”
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      Maria opened her eyes. She had wakened at the noise the men had made, tramping into her room. Richard took a splinter from the hearth, blew the coal at the end into a full flame, and lit a candle. With his brothers he stood over the cradle.

      “Why Cecily, in Jesus’ name?”

      “After her mother.” Roger stepped back. “I’m sorry. I know you wanted a boy.”

      “I don’t mind.”

      “Her mother was named Matilde,” William said. “Mark, it’s a name from stories. Where is the fat wench? Nowhere.” He lifted the baby out of the cradle. Maria pushed herself up on her elbows. “I saw you both this little once. Both you knaves.”

      Roger made a disbelieving noise. He crossed the room to a leather sack on the hearth: loot from their raid. “They will not bring their goods north again in boats,” he said. The firelight shone on his face. “We shall be great from this night.”

      Richard said, “They’ll sail—they’ll just stand out to sea, where we can’t reach them.” He bent over the baby. William crooned to her. Like the piping of a bird, a little wail started up, and William put the tip of his finger into the baby’s mouth; that quieted her immediately.

      Richard said, “William, another of your many crafts.”

      “Good night,” Roger called, and went out. William laid the baby in the cradle. Richard stood with one hand on his hip, talking to him of their raid on the Saracens, while William stooped to rock the cradle. At last, he stood up straight.

      “God keep her,” he said, shaking Richard’s hand. “God give her a happy life. She’ll be as pretty as her mother.”

      “Oh, prettier,” Richard said lightly, and went with William to the door. Maria lay down again, sinking back toward sleep. When she wakened again, a while later, Richard was still there, standing with a candle in his hand, looking down at his daughter.
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      The baby waved one fist. Maria caught it and kissed it. Cecily’s tiny perfections fascinated her. She sat up on the bed, her legs folded under her, and opened her nightdress and gave the baby her breast. The baby was nothing like she had expected: she woke at odd hours and howled, she was always soaking wet, she demanded everything and gave nothing back but more work. Maria smoothed the baby’s fine brown hair down over her skull. Her color was much better, save that her hands and feet were dark. She cupped the head in her palm. With her thumb she held her breast down so that the baby could breathe while she nursed.

      “Cow,” Richard said. He was lying in the bed behind her.

      Maria got up. The baby had finished nursing and lay peacefully in her mother’s arms, her dark blue eyes open. Maria changed her napkin and put the baby into the cradle. She stood beside it, rocking it. Richard got out of bed. Down the stairs, Adela called her, but Maria pretended not to hear. At first every woman in the castle had spent the mornings in her room, making her listen to their detailed and contradictory advice, and passing the baby from lap to lap; at last she had driven them away. Richard came up beside her.

      “I have something for you,” he said.

      She turned, surprised. He had never given her anything before. He was looking down at the baby. He took his left hand from behind his back.

      “Oh,” Maria said. “A looking glass.” Her mother had once had a looking glass. She took it out of his hands. It was heavier than she expected, the frame worked in gold, with cameos set in the four corners. She could not bring herself to look at her own face. She turned and kissed Richard.

      “We took it in the plunder, the night she was born,” he said. “I told you I’d give you presents. Do you like it?”

      Maria said, “It’s beautiful.” She searched his face. “She looks like you. Do you mark it?”

      He laughed. His head tilted down toward the cradle. “She is me. Part of me.” He took the looking glass from her and held it to show her her own face.

      Maria clapped her hands over her eyes. “What is wrong with you now? Here, look.” He grasped her by the wrist. Maria resisted his pull. She was afraid to see herself. She was afraid of being ugly. But between her fingers she saw the image in the glass, and slowly let her hands down, taking the glass away from him.

      “Oh, well,” she said, and turned her head a little. Her chin was pointed and her nose too short, and save for her dark blue eyes she had no color at all; white skin and black hair. It was better than being ugly.

      “Now you’ll neglect me,” Richard said, “and spend all day long looking at your face.”

      She held the glass in front of him, to show him himself. He covered the mirror with his hand. “No, I’m not vain, like you.” Maria kissed him again, one hand on his forearm. “Thank you. You are very kind to me.” Putting the looking glass down carefully in the cradle, she slid her arms around his neck. “Let me take Cecily up to show my father.”

      “Hunh.” His whole face soured; his mouth went tight as a trap. “Go ahead. I suppose you ought to.” He reached behind him, took her wrists, and pulled her arms away from him. He strode toward the door, but first he looked down at the baby.

      Maria’s father, dying in his room, saw the baby and wept. For a while he babbled disconsolately of the punishments inflicted on him, who deserved only peace in his old age. He called Richard a variety of names and cursed him for making Cecily a girl. Maria left him almost at once. It frightened her to see him there, his flesh sunken around his bones, and his eyes milky with disease. Six days after her churching, he died in the night.

      When they buried him a great crowd of people came, from all over the area, men and women Maria had never seen before: shepherds and fishermen, serfs, and hill-dwellers. Few of them were sorrowful. They told wild stories about her father that ran back forty years. With the baby in her arms she walked along the hillside away from the graveyard. Richard came up beside her.

      She said, “I wish you had killed him. It would have been better than having him die like that.”

      “It was your idea,” Richard said. He held the postern door open for her. They went into the castle.
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      Maria’s castle stood in the wilderness near the sea. A day’s ride to the south the wood-covered hills rose into mountains, which the Saracens controlled. Beyond the shield of the mountains was the ancient city of Mana’a, now like Jerusalem in the hands of the Saracens.

      North and east of the wilderness was Santerois, ruled by a Norman duke. Maria’s father had always kept his reach short in that direction, shy of Duke Louis, but soon after Robert Strongarm died, the Duke of Santerois died also. He left as his heir a baby named Henry. The child’s powerful relatives took care of him and fought for him, but they could not keep the duke’s tenants from seizing his castles, chasing out his garrisons, and starting wars among themselves.

      Between Santerois and the northern edge of the wilderness lay the March of Birnia, a stretch of hills and fen. After the old Duke died, Richard led a dozen raids there. When he had savaged the countryside and burned several villages, the town of Birnia gave up to him, and he took Maria and the baby north to join him while he rebuilt what he had seized.

      On the hill above the half-destroyed town, the Tower of Birnia was close as a stable and smelled worse. For the first few days Maria complained steadily, in hopes that Richard would send her home. The baby—they called her Ceci—was awake more during the day, and Richard was very fond of her, playing with her in his lap, while Maria argued with him over the food and the wine and the lack of servants and the smell.

      “Make it better,” he said, “and stop your damned mouth,” and she withdrew into a grim silence and wondered if she could escape.

      After she had refused to speak to him for three days, he beat her. She realized he would not let her go home. She went to the kitchen and told the cook and his knaves what she wished of them, and finding women in the town to help her, cleaned the hall and swept out the stairs, where mice were living in the filth along the steps. From then on, she worked every day, and Richard spent the day gone, and they did not talk.

      The winter blew itself out in a gust of storms. Just before Lent, a messenger came from Theobald, a Count whose holdings bordered on the north of Birnia; Maria took the messenger to the hall, fed him, gave him wine, and set a knight to watch him until Richard came back. During supper, with the messenger on his right hand, Richard made small talk and exchanged bits of general news.

      Maria sat on his left, eating without appetite. Richard ignored her. She watched him through the corner of her eyes. The messenger flattered Richard in an unctuous voice. She could not remember that any lord like Theobald had ever paid such heed to her father.

      After the two hall servants had helped her take off what was left of the supper, she went up the stairs to the top room of the Tower, where she and Richard slept, and found him sitting there with the messenger. When she came in, their conversation stopped abruptly. She went to the cradle to see the baby. The sun had gone down; the only light in the room came from the fire.

      Richard said, “Maria, go downstairs.”

      She gave them a curious glance and went out the door onto the stair landing. Richard came after her. She let him see her go on down the stairs. After he had shut the door and bolted it she went back up onto the landing. Their voices reached her, but not the words. She squeezed in the narrow door on the back of the landing and climbed up the ladder onto the catwalk around the top of the Tower.

      From here their voices were clear as if she sat beside them. She could even see a little through a hole where a slate was missing in the roof. She sat down with her arms curled around her knees, shivering from cold.

      At first they talked of obvious things: the roads, the necessity of warning one another of raiders. Since Richard had contact with the Saracens, the messenger had many questions about them. She put her cheek down on her knees. She told herself that he could not be blamed that he was not handsome like Roger, or of a kinder disposition. Richard was clever, he had a shrewd understanding, and she should be glad of him as he was, and not wish he were otherwise.

      The messenger talked about the King’s brother, the Prince Arthur Fairhame, who from what the messenger said lived in Count Theobald’s pockets. Whenever he spoke of the baby Duke Henry, the messenger laughed and slighted him— “Still in a short shirt,” he said once, although Count Theobald was supposed to be the Duke’s vassal. Maria began to wish the messenger would come to his point. Richard said nothing at all.

      At last, the man said, “To be candid, sir, my master the Count is counseling Prince Arthur to seize the duchy and make himself our Duke. Of course, since he has only a few knights of his own, the prince will need our help.”

      There was a long silence. Maria bent and looked in through the hole in the roof. Richard sat with his chin in his hand, his face expressionless. She could not see the messenger.

      Richard said, “Neither Theobald nor I is such a great man in this country that our help could make anybody Duke, even that baby up there in Agato. I understand Count Fitz-Michael is the baby’s champion. If your master wants to bring Fitz-Michael down on him, that is his mistake.”

      “There are others⁠—”

      “I dislike being one of many.”

      Maria trembled all over with the cold; her teeth rattled together. She was almost glad that Richard was getting up, even though he was ending the talk just when the business was coming out. She put her feet under her.

      “You would not be one of many,” the messenger said sharply. “Count Theobald as a mark of his favor will give you the hand of his daughter in marriage.”

      “Holy Mother,” Maria whispered.

      Richard sat down again. “I am a married man.”

      “Yes, but a way out might be found,” the messenger said. “A robber chieftain’s wench, we understand, of no lineage. Your only child is a sickly girl. Possibly you are bound in kinship. You know how easily these things are arranged.”

      Maria bit her lips. He spoke of her as slightly as of the baby Duke. A robber chieftain’s wench, as if she were a serf.

      Richard did not move. Finally he pushed his chair back and got up. “Well, maybe. I’ll talk to you again tomorrow. Good night.”

      Maria waited until the messenger had gone and went down to the stair landing. She opened the door to her room. Richard was sitting in front of the fire, a cup in his hand. She crossed the room to her bed and lifted the baby up, whispering to her. Before, she had been forcing herself to see Richard’s virtues. Now the thought of losing him filled her with terror and rage. He would never dare desert her. She changed the baby’s napkin. Richard was watching her; between his eyebrows were two short vertical lines. He was thinking of it, the wretch, thinking of throwing her aside. She put the baby in the bed. When she went back across the room, he took hold of her arm and pulled her over next to him.

      “Where have you been?” he asked. “You’re freezing.”

      She sat down in the warmth of the hearth. “It’s very cold tonight—I was in the ward.” She could not meet his eyes. His brothers were back in her castle, two days to the south; the knights here were all strangers. She had no friends here, no one to help her. She turned to put her other side to the fire.

      “Here,” he said; he gave her the wine cup. “Get your insides warm.”

      She sipped the strong red wine. “What did this man say?”

      “Nothing important.” He slouched in his chair, his chin in his hand. Stop sulking, will you? I know you hate this place, but it’s much better now. I’m very happy with it, I wish everybody worked as hard as you do. I’d be King of Italy.”

      Maria gave him back the cup. In spite of what she knew, his voice comforted her. She turned her eyes toward the fire and wished she had not overheard them talking, so that she could trust him.
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      Just after dawn, Richard left with a dozen knights, and Maria sorted out the kitchen knaves and set them to cleaning out the ovens, on the hillside below the castle, and the kitchen itself, choked with the debris of years. Maria sat in the ward with Ceci, watching how they did. It was Lent, and most of the people were fasting, so she did not hurry them.

      The town women had come up to work, and they brought out the linen of the castle to air. Maria set the baby down in the corner so she could help them. It was a beautiful warm day, like the late springtime, beneath a cloudless blue sky, and while they shook out the linen, the women laughed and gossiped. When Ceci began to cry, a big, pale townswoman went to get her, and brought her back laughing and poking her fingers into the woman’s mouth.
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