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To His Rebellious Mistress


 


I thought thee devil-sent: to love dishonestly.


For once my love was lust, I do confess.


My mind was not by vows, but carnally


Devour’d, my rebel love, my sweet temptress.


Now more than ever am I drawn to thee


To spend my passions on thy nakedness


And revel in our sin, if sin it be


To yield to love and love’s hot lustfulness.


My prison walls have given me the key


To chains that bound me to this cold address


That lust I named, and now call ardency,


Yearning for its consummation more, not less:


I love thee now more true, rebelliously,


Than ever I did love when I was free.


 


Hugh Beaufort, 1536










PROLOGUE


 


Lord Wolf’s estate, Yorkshire, England, March 1536


The afternoon was unseasonably warm for March, a too-bright sun glinting on Susannah’s long fair tresses as she rode ahead of Hugh Beaufort, making for her new brother-in-law’s hall. From time to time she swayed delicately in her side-saddle, turning to smile back at him. And Hugh, having steeled himself to resist her country beauty, found himself staring back like a fool, his breath strangled in his throat.


Again, he reminded himself that she was but eighteen years of age and not a prize he could ever hope to seize.


Susannah glanced back at him again, an inviting look in her eyes. Her simple gown had fallen off one shoulder, the pale skin beneath reddening slowly in the sunshine. Her mouth was a little wide to be considered attractive in court circles, and she was too forward in her manners. But he could not help imagining what it would feel like to slip his tongue between those generous lips, and feel her squirm beneath him, urging him to lose control.


‘Is the hall far from here, sir?’ she asked, though she had been born only a few miles from this spot and must surely know the land better than him. ‘I swear, I am grown so hot under this sun, I can scarcely breathe.’


By the rood, the young virgin was teasing him.


His body stiffened with desire, his response almost painful. It was only through an act of painstaking mental discipline that he resisted the lure of her body and did not ride forward, dragging her from the horse. He recalled how Wolf’s hawk had come plummeting out of the blue sky earlier that morning, snatching at its meat with vicious talons, and knew the same hunger drove him too. Like talons from above, driving down. A whistling sound, then thwack: she would be under him.


Though perhaps Susannah was the hawk here, and he the hapless prey. How to tell the difference?


‘Another half hour’s ride, by my count,’ Hugh managed huskily. He pointed ahead, hoping the girl would stop gazing wide-eyed at him and follow the line of his arm instead. ‘Over that way, beyond the woods there.’


Why in God’s name had he ever agreed to escort this headstrong wench back to Lord Wolf’s home?


The colossal stupidity of his offer. ‘My lord, if you permit it, I would be happy to ride back to the hall with Mistress Susannah,’ he had suggested back at Wolf’s hunting lodge. For Susannah had asked to return to the hall, not wishing to explore the old hunting lodge with her sister, and Lord Wolf had glanced at him meaningfully. So he, like a fool, had leapt in to smooth over the awkward moment.


Wolf might be a soldier, one of the king’s top commanders, but he was also a newly married man and wished to be alone with his bride.


‘You may then show the lodge to your lady,’ Hugh had offered lightly, for he and Lord Wolf had been friends some years now, ‘and return home in your own time.’


Hugh grimaced, jabbing compulsively at his reins as he remembered his naive suggestion. He had spoken with genuinely good intentions, unaware of how Susannah’s smile would weaken his resolve once they were alone together on the ride. Never one to lose his head over a pretty face, he had thought himself safe from the lusts that beset other young men of the court.


But now, riding alone with Susannah in this broad, empty Yorkshire landscape, no other person in sight for miles, the temptation to take what she was offering – even unawares – was powerful indeed.


He had met maids like her before, of course. Girls fresh come to court and too innocent to know how strongly a man might be moved by a smile and a sidelong glance. And he had broken a few maidenheads in his youth, and enjoyed them too, for he was no saint.


But Susannah was no ripe apricot he could pluck from the bough and taste at his whim, the juice running down his chin. She was the daughter of Sir John Tyrell, a respectable landowner, and one of the oldest knights of King Henry’s court. She was also now the sister-in-law of Lord Wolf, by all accounts one of the most powerful men in the kingdom these days, and close to the king.


To seduce a girl like Susannah would result in a forced marriage. And he had little to offer the daughter of a landed gentleman, besides his current usefulness to the king. So he might end up in the Tower of London instead, for debauching a respectable virgin without the means or the ability to make her father due recompense.


This was all Wolf’s fault, he thought bitterly.


Lord Wolf had suggested to him before their ride out to the lodge that he would be grateful for a little time alone with his new bride.


‘Eloise needs to see me away from the hall,’ Wolf had explained quietly as they mounted their horses outside the sunlit hall. ‘But it has been hard to separate her from her younger sister these past few days. I know you are my guest here, Hugh, but you would be doing me a kindness if you could spirit Susannah away from Eloise today. Just an hour might suffice.’


Hugh had looked at his friend with raised brows, tempted though he was by the idea of spending time alone with the pretty Susannah.


‘Is that quite wise, my lord?’ he had queried. ‘The girl is not easy to manage. And she is all but betrothed to Sir William Hanney, for you know Sir John is intent on giving her as a bride to his old friend from the campaigns.’


‘Oh, I trust you not to sully her innocence,’ Wolf had replied with a laugh, then swung up into the saddle.


Hugh had smiled. ‘As you wish, my lord.’


He had been flattered at the time by that unquestioning trust. Now though, it seemed grossly misplaced. For the more distance he put between himself and the remote hunting lodge where they had left Wolf and his new wife, the more tempted he was to become improperly intimate with Eloise’s fair sister.


Which would hardly please her father, nor her prospective bridegroom, the elderly Sir William Hanney.


They passed through a bank of trees, then found the ground sloping away. As they descended, he could no longer see Wolf Hall in the distance, but kept his eye on a large rocky outcrop on the other side of the valley, for he felt sure they had passed that on the ride out that morning.


The ground became rough and waterlogged in the valley bottom, tussocks of thick grass and reeds barring the narrow track. He rode with one hand on his sword hilt, for he did not know the countryside in that part of Yorkshire and knew the inhabitants were not always friendly. On their journey north from the court, a small party of armed raiders had set upon their cavalcade and might have killed them if it had not been for Wolf’s military training and the courage of his men.


This was Wolf’s land though, of course, and Hugh did not expect to be attacked. But it was in his nature to be cautious.


A few paces ahead of him, Susannah glanced over her shoulder in that same inviting way, smoothing back her rather wild fair hair. He set his jaw hard, and wondered if the foolish girl had any idea how much he was tempted to despoil her.


Suddenly she gave a startled cry, snatching up her reins as her mare stumbled and almost fell. ‘A rabbit hole!’


He spurred his mount forwards at once, and reined to a halt beside her. The mare limped on a few paces and he followed, frowning, for the animal seemed in distress.


‘What is it, mistress? Is your mount hurt?’


‘Oh, poor Lady,’ Susannah exclaimed, and jumped down easily from her side-saddle without even waiting to be helped. ‘It is my fault; I was not watching where I was going.’


Shaking out her crumpled skirts, she turned to examine the mare’s fetlock, running a hand down it experimentally. The chestnut mare whinnied, dragging on the reins, and Susannah straightened, soothing the frightened beast with a gentle pat on her neck.


‘I think Lady has a slight sprain. To be safe, I should not ride her back to the hall but must walk.’ She sighed. ‘What a nuisance. It’s not far on horseback, but it will take ages on foot. And we have not yet crossed the river. My gown will be soaked.’


‘Nonsense,’ Hugh said shortly.


He dismounted and bent to examine the mare’s fetlock himself. Sure enough, the unfortunate beast did appear to have suffered a strain through putting its hoof into a rabbit hole. He was surprised by Susannah’s knowledge, and could not hide it. Most gentlewomen of his acquaintance did not have the first idea how to care for an animal.


‘Well, you are right; it does appear to be strained. But as for walking, there is no need for such drastic measures. You will have to sit up before me, that is all,’ he told her, then saw her smile and the slight flush that entered her cheeks, and cursed himself for a fool.


‘Though it might be better, over such rough terrain, for you to ride and me to lead the horse,’ he added.


Her blue eyes teased his. ‘Oh, it is not so difficult a journey from here, sir; I promise you.’


‘I thought you did not know this path.’


‘I have remembered it now.’ Susannah shook her head when he came to set her on his horse, a sudden merry defiance in her face. ‘There is no need for you to walk, good sir. You will ruin your fine courtly hose amongst these briars. Besides, I cannot sit that saddle. It is not fit for me.’


The wench was mocking him. You will ruin your fine courtly hose. Why, he was wearing nothing but what was fashionable in the southern reaches. Thrown off balance by her laughter, Hugh struggled to keep his patience, unaccustomed to being mocked by young women.


Especially a young woman with eyes blue as the sky in summer.


‘And why not, pray?’


‘That saddle has no hook for a lady. I cannot sit astride like a man, sir. It would not be seemly.’


She was making fun of him, Hugh was sure of it now. Not seemly? He could not imagine any gently bred lady less concerned about seemliness than this one. ‘Then you must sit side-saddle and . . . grip the horse’s mane, mistress. That should suffice to steady you.’


Impatiently, he put his hands to her waist, meaning to hoist her up onto his horse. But her arms came about his neck at the same time, dragging his head inexorably down to hers. He saw a bright flash – her blue eyes, dancing with mischief – then suddenly her mouth was on his, kissing him.


Afterwards Hugh could not have said for sure how it happened. One moment he was still in control, fully intending to push the saucy girl away and chastise her for such forwardness. The next moment his control had snapped, and he was kissing her back like a starving man.


Susannah might be inexperienced, an innocent virgin, but her lips felt like fire on his, impossibly hot. Reason fled on a wave of hunger, and Hugh jerked her close, abruptly needing to feel her whole body against his.


Her soft lips parted on a gasp of surprise, or perhaps fear.


At once, his tongue stroked inside her mouth, revelling in her taste, sweet as summer berries, intoxicating as wine on this hot afternoon.


God’s blood, he chided himself, he should not be kissing her like this. He was one of the king’s advisors, and he had been entrusted with Susannah’s safety and well-being by Lord Wolf less than an hour ago. Yet here he was, breaking his word as a gentleman and a courtier, and taking shameless advantage of an innocent virgin.


‘Hugh,’ she murmured against his mouth. Her hands slipped down his back and cupped his buttocks, pulling him harder into her.


Hugh was astonished by such wanton lustiness even as his cock hardened ferociously. Virgin she almost certainly was, but not as innocent as he had assumed.


To take such a firebrand into his bed . . .


He imagined what Sir John would say, receiving back a despoiled daughter. And his friend Lord Wolf, who had handed the girl into his care. It had seemed a small thing at the time, accepting her charge. A short ride back to the hall across easy terrain. Instead her horse had gone lame, she was burning up in his arms, and he had little doubt that in a few moments more he could have his way with her willing body.


Common sense finally reasserted itself.


‘No,’ he exclaimed, dragging his mouth from hers.


Hugh expected words of accusation and reproach from the maiden, perhaps even a slapped cheek. And he fully deserved such affronts. Yet there was only a soft sigh from Susannah, who looked up at him dreamily, her eyes half-closed, her cheeks flushed.


‘N-no, sir?’


‘No,’ he repeated, more firmly this time. His hands tightened about her slender waist. ‘You will mount and I will lead the horse. You are promised to Sir William Hanney. And I have sworn to escort you back to the hall unscathed, which I fully intend to do.’


Frustratingly, Susannah seemed unmoved by this declaration. Her hands continued to cup his buttocks, squeezing them shamelessly. ‘But what if I should have no objections to being scathed?’ she demanded, and tilted her head to one side like a little sparrow, watching him, curious to hear his response. ‘Would you change your mind, sir?’


His jaw clenched. ‘Get on the horse, Susannah.’


‘Or what?’


‘Or I shall put you across my knee.’


Her blue eyes flashed at that threat. ‘You like to hit women, do you?’


‘I should very much like to discipline you,’ he said tightly, struggling to ignore the growing heat in his groin as he imagined this fair-haired termagant bent over his knee, her skirts raised. ‘This is not how a gentlewoman behaves, Susannah. You need a good spanking.’


‘Now you sound like my father,’ she said drily.


Susannah released his buttocks, but only so her hands could trail round to the front. He drew in a hiss of angry breath at her touch, then carefully reached down and seized both her wrists, holding her still.


‘Have you no shame, girl?’


Her eyes widened as she took in his terse expression, seeming to grasp for the first time that he was serious. ‘I thought . . .’ Her voice faltered. ‘You do not want me?’


Too late, he saw the wounded look in her eyes and was surprised. The girl had seemed wanton in her forwardness, and his response had met her head-on. Yet his refusal had stung, it seemed.


Or perhaps not.


She stepped back, her face cold. ‘Forgive me, sir. I misunderstood your purpose in escorting me.’


There had been a sharp, almost accusatory note in her voice. Offended, he was unyielding in his reply. ‘My only purpose, as you put it, was to assist Lord Wolf.’


She looked down, swallowing, and Hugh caught a glimpse of vulnerability in her eyes, a hurt that left him feeling as though he were in the wrong. That he was a churl, not only for having rejected her generous offer, but having done so in a most villainous manner.


‘Lord Wolf,’ he continued more carefully, ‘wished to show his bride the lodge. You preferred to return to the hall. It was clear you could not return unaccompanied. I offered my escort for his lordship’s sake, so his visit to the lodge need not be cut short.’ He weighed each word so as not to cause her further affront, but saw from her expression that it was to no avail. He had spurned the girl, and could not be lower in her eyes. He added pointedly, ‘Not so I might seduce you.’


‘Yet you did not push me away when first I set my lips on yours.’


He could not deny it. ‘I am a man.’


‘As I can see.’


Hugh noted her head toss and withering glance with the first stirrings of irritation. He had been right to think her pride stung by his rejection. Now she would make him suffer for it.


‘Perhaps now you will mount,’ he said shortly, his gaze narrowed on her averted profile, ‘and allow me to lead the horses back to the hall? The afternoon grows long. We have wasted enough time on this . . . misunderstanding.’


‘Very well, sir. But I do not need your help to mount.’ Susannah glanced about herself. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes over-bright, but she seemed unrepentant. ‘I can stand on that rock if you would be good enough to lead the horse to me.’


Against his will, Hugh’s anger rose to meet hers. His hands closed about her waist, his gaze holding hers. Without a word he lifted her, hoisting her effortlessly towards the saddle.


Susannah did not struggle, light as a bird in his arms, but stared back at him, her lips slightly parted, darkly pink from where he had kissed them.


For a second she was in flight, poised above him, looking down. Dazzled by the sun, he had an impression of a fragile, tiny-boned creature, a lady of faeryland who he had caught unawares, her presence so fleeting she might vanish at any moment, disappearing back into his bewildered imagination.


Then she was seated on the horse, twining her fingers in the coarse mane, and he took a step back, breathing hard.


‘Susannah,’ he began uncertainly, but she lifted a hand as though to silence him.


‘You are right. We have wasted too long here.’ Her wild blue gaze lowered to his face and devoured him, like the faery creature he had just thought her. For a moment he was torn with lust for her again, thrown off balance by that stare. But it seemed he had read her awry, for as their eyes met she looked away, suddenly dignified. ‘I wish to return to Wolf Hall at once, if you please.’


With that, she kicked his horse and the animal walked briskly forward in response, leaving him standing like a fool, staring after her.


‘Wait!’


Muttering an oath under his breath, Hugh gathered up her mare’s fallen reins and strode after her, leading the lame horse up the steepening track. He looked at her corn-gold hair, which fell so invitingly to her waist, and cursed his friendship with Wolf. For what had struck him as an entertainment when he first met Eloise’s younger sister, a game to while away a few dull months in the north of England, now felt like a serious misjudgement on his part.


This maiden was dangerous, he thought. He had come north on the king’s business, not to seek a wife. God’s blood, he was ill-fitted for marriage, unwilling to share his bed for longer than a night, even with a mistress.


On arrival, Hugh had intended to keep himself aloof from the locals, to visit the holy priories hereabouts and discreetly communicate their worth to King Henry on his return south. Nonetheless, Eloise’s fair sister had caught his eye at their wedding feast, and Susannah herself had not been slow to return his smiles.


Foolishly, he had not discouraged the girl’s interest. Hugh had thought a kiss or two behind her father’s back would keep them both satisfied. But if he was not careful, he would soon be up to his neck in a flirtation that could cost him his freedom – and his hard-won place at court.


When he finally caught up with her and seized the reins, leading both horses back towards the hall, Susannah said nothing for the next few miles but sat very straight on his horse, swaying gently with the motion.


Perhaps she was no longer angry with him.


‘Master Beaufort, will you stay on in the north for my marriage to Sir William Hanney?’ she asked abruptly as the hall came in sight. ‘Our wedding had been set for this autumn. But my father says I may have to marry him sooner, for Sir William is an old man and his health is ailing.’


Disturbed by the vision of her impending nuptials, Hugh could not at first reply. The bile rose in his gorge at the thought of this fair young maiden in an old man’s bed. It should not be allowed, he thought furiously, his nails biting into his palms. That she should be forced to submit herself . . .


‘Sir?’ she prompted him softly, and he had the impression that she was well aware of his disgust.


‘I must return to court within the month.’


‘Oh.’ She sounded disappointed. Even a little lost. ‘So soon?’


He did not trust himself to look back at her, to meet that fierce blue gaze again. For she would surely know what he was thinking, and his weakness could be no help to her in the coming months.


If Susannah Tyrell was to marry Sir William Hanney, she ought to resign herself to that fate as soon as possible, not waste her time on dreams of younger men.


‘If I were to run away,’ she whispered as though to herself, ‘I might be spared that marriage.’


He said flatly, ‘You would be found and returned to your father.’


‘Not if I was in the company of another man.’


His jaw tightened. ‘A daydream. You have some unfortunate man in mind for this escapade?’


There was a long pause. ‘You.’


‘God’s blood.’


Briefly, his eyes closed. Even more briefly Hugh knew himself tempted by her suggestion. Run away with Susannah. Despoil her innocence at his leisure in some private place. Ruin her for marriage. Enjoy her hot kisses and her slender body writhing beneath him. The things he would teach her . . .


His cock hardened.


Then he thought of King Henry’s anger, and his standing at court, and the all-but-empty purse at his side, and disabused himself of that insane notion at once.


God protect me from respectable young virgins, he prayed fervently. For their ruination shall also be mine.


‘It would never happen, Susannah. I have nothing to offer your father as a prospective son-in-law. No money. No property. Not even a title.’ He spoke coolly, for it was nothing but the truth. ‘I am a younger son. I must accept bouge of court from His Majesty, and cannot afford to keep a wife by my side.’


‘Then I shall be your mistress.’


‘Enough!’


His mistress indeed. As if a country virgin could understand what such a life would entail: the disgrace of it, the cold looks from other women, the lewd advances she would face from other courtiers. Yet if it were not for her father’s justified anger, Susannah Tyrell would make a good mistress, warm and willing in his bed, and he knew it.


Desire coiled inside him again like a serpent. Wolf Hall might be in sight, but the temptation to pull this sorceress from his horse and make love to her on the sunlit grass was almost overwhelming.


Hugh looked at her and saw the hope in her face. He knew he must be cruel and crush any girlish affection for him still lingering in her heart. The thought of this young firebrand married to her ancient suitor and pining away for Hugh every night was too much to bear. He knew what punishments she might face as a young bride who would not submit.


Better for Susannah that she should hate Hugh and accept her husband instead. Not risk a nightly beating for refusal.


‘I will return to court and you will marry Sir William as your father intends.’ He shrugged, trying to sound careless. ‘It is for the best anyway. I could never marry a girl whose virginity I cannot trust. If you have thrown yourself at me, perhaps other men have tasted your lips too. No, when I marry, it will be to a demure and innocent maiden. Not a headstrong wanton who cannot keep her hands off me.’


She said nothing, but when he glanced back at her as they approached the hall, Hugh felt his breath catch at the contempt in her eyes.


Better the girl should hate me, he reminded himself, than disobey her father’s wishes and be punished for it. But he knew himself unsettled by the look of betrayal in those fierce blue eyes. And when he lay in bed that night, remembering how she had kissed him with such naked desire, another voice whispered in his heart that he was a fool and a coward, and deserved a beating himself for not stealing Susannah away while he could.










CHAPTER ONE


Sir John Tyrell’s manor, Yorkshire, April 1536


Susannah sat at the open window in the late afternoon sunshine, plaiting her hair and staring down into the yard below. There always seemed to be noise and bustle at her father’s manor house, for it stood on the southern edge of the village and was a farm too. On fine spring days like this the high walls of the yard echoed to the noisy squawks of fowl and the grunts of young black piglets rooting in the dirt. Her fingers worked slowly, twining her hair into a plait, for she was bored of Yorkshire and bored of her father’s house, so confined she might as well be dead.


A piglet ran squealing across the yard on short stubby trotters and she watched it sullenly. A place farther removed from the elegant pleasures of court she could not imagine.


Her old nurse, Morag, appeared below at the back door, shooing two of the younger kitchen maids outside. The silly girls stood giggling and nudging each other, making laps with their stained aprons into which she poured a few handfuls of feed for the chickens. Then Morag disappeared inside, closing the door, and the two maids began to scoop feed out of their aprons, scattering it and kicking away the eager chickens.


It was such a warm afternoon, Susannah thought, it might almost be summer. She watched three labourers in old-fashioned smocks cross the yard, heading for the meadowlands beyond. Their coarse hats drooped across their foreheads against the sun. One of the men called out a lazy greeting to Tom Hobarth as he came panting through the yard. The massive old porter was carrying a dusty hod of red bricks, balanced over one shoulder, his load bound for the back of the kitchens, where the wall was being extended to make way for a new-fangled oven.


Her plait had gone badly awry, Susannah realised, and tugged at it impatiently, struggling to untwine the thick golden strands.


Five days.


That was how long it had been since Hugh Beaufort had departed for the court, accompanying her sister and Lord Wolf on horseback. By all accounts it was a long and tiring journey from Yorkshire to the southern reaches where the court lay that spring, but five days would probably suffice. Eloise and Wolf should be there by now, discreetly housed in some comfortable apartment near the king, with silken bedspreads and the best French wine on their table. Hugh might lodge with some other gentleman, or perhaps he had a chamber of his own, for he was high in King Henry’s favour by all accounts.


Hugh Beaufort would never think of her now. He had royal business to attend to, his books and accounts. Eloise would not miss her either. For how could she? No doubt there would be hunting during the day, then dancing and feasting in the evenings, the courtiers dressed in their costly finery and waited on by liveried servants as they attended the king and queen.


‘Oh, why could you not have taken me with you to court, Eloise?’ she demanded of the air, then wrinkled up her nose at the stink from below her window. ‘This place is a prison . . . and full of squealing piglets!’


Giving up on the plait, which hung half-untwined over one shoulder like a fraying yellow bell-rope, Susannah jumped up and went to the door.


‘Morag?’


But her old nurse did not answer her call.


Leaning over the landing rail, Susannah peered down into the darkened stairwell, calling out ‘Morag!’ again.


Nothing stirred in the unlit hallway. All the servants were too busy with their chores to heed her, she thought bitterly, and listened to the clatter of pots from the kitchen, the hoarse shouts of the cook that meant preparations for supper were already underway.


Besides, she was no longer important. Her father would see her married off to Sir William Hanney soon, and then her life would be over, if it was not over already. She supposed that at least once she was married she would have a personal maid to change her gowns and fashion her hair as befitted a married lady. Until then, she must learn to plait her own wayward tresses and not call for Morag every time like a child.


Sighing, Susannah wandered along the dark hallway. The floorboards creaked, but she knew where to step to avoid the noise. It was odd to think she would soon be mistress of her own house, perhaps never to return here to the manor, the home where she had grown up without a mother, only Morag and her sister, Eloise, to guide her.


The door to Eloise’s old bedchamber was ajar. She went inside and stood staring about at the chaos: emptied clothes chests, lids thrown open, a poorly stitched cloth sweetbag of dried rose petals split, its contents strewn across the floor, the mattress stripped of its linens, even the window shutters fastened tight against the sunshine.


The disused bedchamber smelled musty, for the fire had not been lit in weeks. Susannah ran a finger along the dusty bedpost. She had not realised how much she would miss having her older sister back at home. She had barely thought of her while Eloise was at court, after all. But perhaps seeing her again, and hearing all her tales of court life, had made Susannah all the more acutely aware of how narrow and confined her life was in Yorkshire. And how she might suffer once she too was married. Not just in her everyday life but at night, in her marriage bed.


Sir William Hanney was no Lord Wolf, that was for sure. She would never start the day as she had seen her married sister do, with flushed cheeks and coyly downcast eyes . . .


A sudden loud creaking above her head made her stiffen.


What on earth?


She stared up at the ceiling beams, frowning.


Only the longest-serving female servants had bedchambers in the attic. And she had thought them all at their chores this afternoon. Yet the creaking continued overhead, strangely rhythmic. Then a sharp cry split the silence. A high female cry, abruptly hushed as though cut off in mid-breath.


Immediately following the cry, Susannah heard the threatening rumble of a man’s voice in the attic chamber above.


Her eyes widened.


The kitchen maids and younger house servants slept in the kitchens, and the seamstress and housekeeper lodged together in the front attic. Only Morag’s smaller chamber was above this part of the manor house.


Was her old nurse in trouble? Had she been attacked by one of the men? Perhaps her father’s chamberman, for Renford could be a surly brute when he had taken too much ale.


Horrified, Susannah ran along the landing to the heavy door that hid the servants’ stairs. It creaked open noisily, and she gathered her skirts, staring up into glimmering darkness, for the door at the top was also shut. She had not been up into the attic quarters for several years, for her father was strict about keeping the family apart from the servants.


There was no time to call for assistance. If some villain was hurting Morag, and all the other servants were busy elsewhere . . .


Ducking her head for the low ceiling, Susannah ran breathlessly up the stairs. ‘Morag?’ she called, emerging on the attic landing.


The dark space was narrow and unadorned, the floorboards warped and split, yet clean-swept. She recalled playing here once as a girl, in the forbidden place, and screaming at some house beetle that had come scuttling out of a knot in the wainscot, large and black as a polished chess piece. How her father had scolded her afterwards, seeming to appear out of nowhere, red-faced, his temper up like a spring wind.


Some terrible premonition came to her. Her gown snagged on a nail in the wall as she hurried along; she swore under her breath, tugging it loose so the material tore.


‘Morag, where are you?’


At that moment, the door to Morag’s attic chamber flew open. She straightened, staring hard, and met her father’s furious glare.


‘How dare you come up into the servants’ quarters, Susannah? This is no fit place for you.’ Her father seized her by the arm and shook her like a rag doll. ‘Get you back down the stairs to your chamber at once, and if I do not put my horse whip about your sides, it will only be out of regard for your tender sex.’


His face was flushed, his breathing erratic. It was impossible to miss that his shirt and doublet were not fastened as they should be, his silver hair dishevelled, his hose askew.


‘But Father, I heard . . .’


‘I said, get you back to your chamber!’ His hand flashed out like a magpie wing, dark in her eyes, bringing a flash of white as it met her cheek. She went sprawling back and Sir John stepped over her, tall in his rage. ‘And don’t bother coming down to supper. There will be no place set for you tonight, girl. I will teach you not to meddle in what does not concern you.’


Fastening his doublet, her father lurched to the end of the landing and shouldered his way through the narrow doorway. Susannah groped blindly up the wall and stood listening as he slammed downstairs. Her hand was at her cheek, her mouth gaping.


‘Let me see that,’ Morag offered gently from the doorway behind her.


Susannah turned, blinking back her tears. It was hard to speak without her voice wavering. ‘I don’t understand,’ she began, then looked at her old nurse more closely.


Morag wore nothing but her shift dress, and stood barefoot on the floorboards, showing her thick ankles and swollen feet without shame. Her long greying hair had been unpinned; it hung loose about her shoulders. And there was a strange, wild look in her eyes. When Susannah glanced past her into the narrow attic chamber, she saw the pins scattered across the floor, and Morag’s demure white cap and workaday gown lying in a heap beside the unmade bed.


Truth hit her violently. ‘You and my father were . . . are . . .’ She could not finish, but stammered something incoherent, willing Morag to deny it. Make it into a jest. Any response would do. She willed it fervently but Morag stood silent. ‘Oh sweet Lord, no.’


Morag held her gaze steadily. ‘Do not judge me, Susannah.’ She brushed Susannah’s hot cheek with the back of her hand. She was trembling. ‘That is only for God to do.’


‘I do not judge you.’ Susannah caught her hand, squeezing it gently. A wave of sympathy flooded her. Swiftly followed by horror. ‘Morag, does my father force you to . . . couple with him?’


Morag lowered her gaze, her flush deepening. ‘It did feel like that at first,’ she admitted. ‘Sir John is master here, and I have been his servant since I was little better than a child. There was never any thought in my head to refuse him. But it is many years now since he first . . .’ She stopped, and a defiant look crept into her face. ‘I have no complaint against Sir John. We give each other comfort.’


‘Comfort?’ Susannah’s voice was high.


‘After your mother died . . .’ Morag drew a sharp breath. ‘Your father could never have wed me: my station is too far beneath his. But we had an understanding.’


‘Oh, Morag.’


‘You will not speak of this to the other servants, will you? Some of them have guessed, but we try to be discreet.’ Morag bit her lip. ‘I had forgot you were returned from Wolf Hall. Else we would have found some other place to—’


‘No more, I beg of you!’ Susannah exclaimed, and clapped her hands on her ears.


Morag looked at her sorrowfully. ‘Forgive me, little one. You are still so young. I would not have had you discover such a thing before you were even wed yourself. You will not understand this now, but men have . . . needs. Your mother has been dead these many years, and although your father chose not to remarry, yet he is still a man.’


Her mind flew back, horrified, to the conversation with Hugh Beaufort. I am a man, he had said, as if that alone explained his desire. Not that she was a woman and desirable. But that he was a man.


She backed away when her old nurse would have embraced her. ‘All these years, you and my father have been lovers.’


‘I know it is a sin, but it is not so terrible,’ Morag tried to reassure her, following as Susannah stumbled down to her chamber. ‘Susannah, wait. This was not a choice I made willingly. Once you are wed to Sir William, you will see how it is, and . . . and forgive me.’


Susannah shut herself in her chamber, and leant against the door, breathing hard.


‘Please, Susannah, let me in.’


‘Go away,’ she cried, and would not open the door. Her cheek ached. Why must her father have such a heavy hand? ‘I need to be alone.’


‘Allow me to bring you some supper up on a tray. You cannot sit in your chamber and starve, child.’


‘I am not a child anymore. And yes I can.’


Morag sighed, speaking more softly through the door. ‘You are right. Sometimes I forget you are no longer my little one. Well, let me bring you a bowl of stew at least.’


‘No, I shall fast like a nun, and come to no harm through it. Besides, you risk a whipping yourself if you go against my father, and I will not have you punished for my fault.’


When Morag had finally given up and gone down to the kitchen, Susannah sat down at the open window, tearing once again at her wayward plait. She thought of her father. His doublet unfastened, hose askew. His cold fury. Morag’s sharp cry above her head.


Once you are wed to Sir William, you will see how it is.


Her fingers trembled.


The rustic smell of the animals in the yard below was suddenly unbearable. She slammed the shutters across, enclosing herself in welcome darkness.


Hugh Beaufort had rejected her because she was too rustic in her ways, a girl with clumsy manners and the rough burr of Yorkshire in her voice. And who could blame him for returning to the court with Lord Wolf and Eloise after their summons, back to a more elegant and civilised way of life? What a fool she had been to think any courtier would want a simple girl like her, that he might save her from the marriage her father had arranged to the vile old Sir William. Master Beaufort, every inch the king’s man, like Lord Wolf himself, must have laughed himself sick at her advances, and thought himself lucky to be offered a chance to escape without having to slap her down openly.


On that ride back, she had thrown herself at him without any shame. Yet Hugh had not even bothered to seduce her for the sake of his entertainment. And why would he? She was a country clod whose father rutted with her nurse and put his daughters’ maidenheads up for sale like young breeding sows at a village fair.


A knife hung at her belt for cutting thread and meat at table. She fingered it. Why not?


How furious old Sir William would be, pulling away her veil after the wedding ceremony to find not the long golden tresses he so admired, but the shorn locks beneath of a rebellious bride. Indeed, if he heard Susannah had cut all her hair off, the elderly knight might drop his suit for her hand and turn his attention to some more obedient young virgin instead.


Stony-faced, Susannah unsheathed the blade and set it to her thick fair plait and began to saw away at her hair, just above the shoulder.


To be a woman is to be weak, she thought fiercely. I will not be weak.


The blade was a little blunt though, and would not cut easily. A few golden strands came away in her hand and she stared down at them, suddenly shaken by the enormity of what she was doing. She recalled how Hugh Beaufort had stroked her long fair hair as they kissed, looking at her afterwards with undisguised lust.


Hugh would never look at her that way again, she realised, chagrined. Not once she had hair short as a boy’s.


While she had no desire to trap her head in the marriage noose – even for such a handsome, green-eyed courtier as Master Hugh Beaufort – she did not wish to remain a virgin all her life. And only a nun would willingly part with her tresses.


Putting down her knife, she rummaged for a box of pins and began pinning up her golden plait instead, coiling it high, so that it did not even touch the nape of her neck.


She had a plan. 


 


To her relief, dusk arrived with no further visitations from either Morag or her father. Susannah heard the supper bell being rung out in the yard, followed by feet on the stairs, loud voices in the hall, then silence. During this quiet time, she drew together a few things, emptied the coins from her jewellery box, then crept into her sister’s old room for ink and a quill, and a piece of spare parchment.


By candlelight she sat and penned a few terse lines, which nonetheless took nearly an hour to compose.


She waited until she was sure Morag was not bringing her up a supper tray, then crept out of her chamber and listened. She could hear the servants at dinner below, the muffled hubbub of their conversation, yet no sound from her father’s dining room.


But then he would be dining alone tonight.


She slipped down into the hall, expecting at any moment to be discovered and chided. But all was quiet. The door to the linen store stood closed but not locked. She opened the door and groped about in the dark, eventually locating first an empty old linen sack, then a pair of loose men’s trousers and a coarse smock shirt in the chest reserved for men servants.


Breathlessly, she hurried back up to her room with this treasure. She dragged off her nightrail and donned male attire instead, and then examined herself critically in the candlelight. She was tall for a girl, but the trousers still had to be doubled over at the hem. The smock shirt drowned her, but at least it hid her breasts convincingly.


About two hours after sundown her father came stumbling drunkenly up the stairs and slammed into his chamber, further down the landing. Soon afterwards the dogs were chased out into the yard below, then the bolts were drawn across, and the manor house quietened towards bedtime


Susannah opened the shutters quietly, then sat watching as the chief groom finished his check of the stables and climbed the ladder to his quarters in the hay loft, his closed lantern the only light permitted to be kindled there for risk of fire.


Once she saw his candle extinguished, she snuffed out her own, then left her chamber for the last time, having to avoid each creaking floorboard from memory as she crept to the stairs.


Susannah heard her father turn over heavily in bed, his door only a few feet away, his snores interrupted as though he had just woken up.


Her heart beat painfully.


The darkness itself seemed to thicken as she waited, every sense alert, until she heard her father begin to snore again. Still terrified of discovery, she negotiated the ancient stairs, freezing at every tiny sound, her meagre bundle of possessions thrown over one shoulder in the linen sack.


Pausing in the hall, she stole a pair of boots from the store room, leaving her own thin-soled slippers in their place, then took a patched and hooded old cloak and cap of her father’s from his private closet. The cloak dragged behind her with every step, far too long, and she could not see anything with the hood up. But the cap was a surprisingly good fit, though it sat awkwardly on her coiled plait. So she pushed the hood back and wore the cap instead. At least they were so old it was unlikely anyone would miss them. Not for a few days, at least.


She made her way out through the narrow pantry window, for the main entrance was kept bolted at night and the potmen slept in the kitchen door passage. Although the window was narrow, she had climbed through it a few times as a child. But that was before her hips had grown, she thought ruefully, eyeing the impossible opening in the wall.


Tossing her pack out first, Susannah struggled to squeeze through the stone-framed window; she finally tumbled out and down a steep slope into what had once been a moat. She rolled helplessly all the way down, higgledy-piggledy; fetched up by her pack at the bottom, and lay there staring backwards, panting and terrified that someone might have heard her precipitous descent.


A dog barked somewhere, then fell silent. The house was upside-down, a dark looming edifice without lights. Above it, black and faintly star-lit, the night sky wheeled.


She stared up into blackness, suddenly dizzy, and turning her head fixed her gaze on the quarter-moon instead, waxing gently as it rose.


Her father’s old cap had fallen off.


On hands and knees, she retrieved the cap, then stumbled along the track towards the courtyard gate. Her father kept deer in the old moat; several raised their heads as she passed, then quietly continued cropping the dewy night grasses.


A hound was sleeping across the entrance to the stable block. He whined and wagged his tail in a perplexed manner at her approach, as though enquiring why she was out of bed at such a late hour. She crouched and fussed him for a moment, then stepped over him and unlatched the stable door as noiselessly as she could.


Above her head she heard the chief groom and his stable boy snoring. Only the horses stirred, watching as she led out her favourite sorrel mare, a tidy jennet named Mirabella. Hoping the sound of Mirabella’s hooves would be muffled on the tight-packed earth of the stable yard, Susannah paused only to steal a saddle – almost reaching for the cumbersome side-saddle before she remembered she was dressed as a boy – and tack.


She hurriedly adjusted the broad girth straps, fitted the iron bit, then looped the reins about the horse’s head, and was suddenly grateful for having watched this done a hundred times. Else she might have stood here all night trying to understand the workings of the saddle straps.


Just as she was finishing, the mare whinnied questioningly, no doubt nervous at the thought of a moonlit ride.


‘Hush, girl,’ she whispered in the mare’s cocked ear, then tugged on the bridle, turning the agitated animal towards the mounting post. ‘Another minute, we will be on the road and free.’


Then Susannah froze in horror. The horse shifted, tossing her head restlessly. For both had heard the unmistakable sound of a bolt being drawn back on the kitchen door.


Who would be coming out into the yard in the middle of the night? Unless she been missed already. Perhaps the horse neighing had woken one of the servants who slept each night on the kitchen floor.


Climbing the mounting post, she dragged herself up into the saddle with no attempt at dignity. It felt clumsy and unfamiliar to be seated astride, but there was no time to adjust. For in the doorway to the kitchen stood Renford, her father’s servant, holding up a lantern to survey the dark yard. His head turned towards her and Mirabella, then he raised a shout, alerting the grooms.


‘Hey there, thief!’ He began to run towards her, the lantern swinging violently. ‘Stop boy, get down off that horse. You’ll hang for this!’


Renford thought her a thief. Which she was, of course. Though not the way he assumed.


Dragging Mirabella’s head round, she kicked her rather hard in the ribs and felt the jennet mare leap forward. No doubt she was startled by the angry shouts, for she responded with eagerness, heading straight for the muddy track away from the manor house, riding towards the village. Behind them Susannah heard shouts but did not dare look back, bent low over the mare’s neck, her fingers tangled in the mane for safety.


‘Quick as the wind, Mirabella!’ she urged her mount, though the moon had slipped behind a cloud and the way ahead was black.


Despite the darkness they soon came to the head of the track where the road led either north towards Thirsk, where her old aunt lived, or south towards London and the king’s court.


She had not thought this far ahead, Susannah realised with a start, pulling the horse up while she considered both directions. To own the truth, she had not truly believed she would get this far.


Behind her, thudding hooves and coarse shouts broke the stillness of the night. Renford or one of the grooms had mounted and was coming in pursuit. Perhaps more than one man.


If she was discovered like this, dressed as a boy on a stolen horse, she would be utterly disgraced. Her father would give her a whipping, and he had a hard hand when his anger was roused. Her marriage to Sir William would be hastened, not called off. Her fists clenched at the injustice. The hypocrisy. All these years she had thought him pining for her dead mother. But Sir John had been content with Morag’s obedience, and felt no need to shackle himself to a wife of his own station, who might nag him or demand an expensive bride-gift.


No, why should Sir John marry when he could take his pleasure in Morag’s bed with no cost to himself? He had no care for his daughters’ unhappiness in marriage though, so long as they were matched according to his will.


Well, she would not marry that dotard Sir William. Not for all the gold in the king’s coffers. Let the two old men stew over her flight. She would ride for London and the court, and once there . . .


She was already turning Mirabella’s head towards the south when the wicked idea stole into her head, unbidden. She would find Hugh Beaufort at court and seduce him. Make that big, green-eyed courtier want her, and lose his careful control, and be sorry he had ever rejected her. Though not so she could marry Hugh and give herself into his keeping, as Eloise had done with Wolf.


Marriage was not for her, not if marriage was what she had seen from her father’s example, where a wife was a possession and not meant for love. She disdained to accept what a man would not offer willingly but which must be gained through seductive wiles and feigned obedience. Besides, what kind of freedom was it that consisted of merely passing herself from one man’s power to another, from father to husband?


No, she would become Hugh’s mistress, if he would have her, until they tired of each other. Then her choices would be her own, not enforced by law. And it was an old custom for mistresses to be tolerated at court, or so she had heard. Even lusty King Henry had taken his pick of his courtiers’ wives, with none daring to say him nay: it was whispered as many as a dozen of his bastards were running about the court under other men’s names, only one or two acknowledged as his own.


For a short while, at least, she could lie in Master Beaufort’s bed without a stitch on her body and let him make love to her as his mistress. Flaunt her wantonness before the court, as other women had done before her, as the queen herself was accused of having done.
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