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      BOOK ONE

      Lion Statant

      
      
         Ah how sweet it is to love,
         

         
         Ah how gay is young desire!

         
         And what pleasing pains we prove

         
         When we first approach Love’s fire!

         
         Pains of love be sweeter far

         
         Than all other pleasures are.

         
      

      
      John Dryden: Tyrannick Lave
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      CHAPTER ONE

      
      The yard was full of horses and servants and the ladies of the house were coming forward one by one to the mounting block
         as their mounts were led up. Two elderly servants were watching the scene from an upper window. The yard was full of deep
         cool shadow and the soft, vivid smell of a June dawn, but the sun had reached over the roofs of the outbuildings and was warming
         the top bricks of the house, and the two women had pushed open the casement and were leaning their elbows on the sill to enjoy
         it.
      

      
      Below them Annunciata Morland jostled her cousin Cathy out of the way and took her place at the block, lifting her slender
         hand to the servant who was holding her pony, Nod. It was cleverly done, and no one below would have noticed it, except Cathy
         herself, and Cathy was used to being slighted. But the two women saw it perfectly, and one tutted and shook her head. ‘What
         that young lady needs is a whipping. She’s too uppish by half, and poor Miss Cathy—’
      

      
      Ellen regarded the other woman sourly. ‘Poor Miss Cathy’ had always been a plain and sickly child, and had therefore never
         attracted the love and attention of the Morland Place servants, who had a natural prejudice towards healthy, bonny children.
         Leah herself had never had any time for her and had slapped and bullied and berated her through her childhood to her present
         adolescence without ever calling her ‘poor’ Cathy until now. Ellen knew the reason for the sudden sympathy: it was pure jealousy.
         Normally, Ellen would not allow anyone but herself to criticize Annunciata, but only that morning at Shawes Ellen had been
         worsted in one of her increasingly frequent arguments with her young miss, so she confined herself to saying ‘Aye, well,’ in a noncommittal way.
      

      
      They watched Annunciata mount gracefully and take the reins as the servant spread her skirts around her. She was plainly dressed,
         as was everyone nowadays, with no feathers or lace about her, yet she managed to make the black broadcloth seem like a Court
         dress and her stout dun pony like a milk-white fairy horse. Her luxuriant dark curls tumbled out of her plain black cloth
         hood as if nothing could contain their bounty, and Ellen’s heart swelled with pride as she was led to one side and Cathy took
         her place. The contrast between the girls was marked, and Ellen forgot her grudge against her young miss and thought instead,
         why shouldn’t she take the place of that unlikely scarecrow?
      

      
      ‘There’s some,’ she murmured, ‘as whipping hasn’t helped along much.’

      
      Leah bristled. She was older than Ellen, and her position as governess and mother-of-the-maids at Morland Place made her an
         infinitely superior person to Ellen, who held a similar position but only at Shawes, a damp old ruin of a house on a small
         and unimportant estate.
      

      
      ‘What your Miss Annunciata needs,’ she said firmly, drawing herself up with dignity, ‘is wed. Fourteen’s old enough. My mistress
         was wed at fourteen and none the worse for it.’
      

      
      ‘Aye, but thy mistress has no book-learning,’ Ellen pointed out. ‘My Miss is right clever, and her thinkin’ is wick as an
         eel.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t hold with over-much education for ladies. It does ’em no good,’ Leah said.

      
      ‘The old mistress was book-learned,’ Ellen pointed out with pleasure. Leah’s face darkened. It was ten years since Mary Esther
         Morland died – the same year they killed the King – but she missed her still. She had nursed Mary Esther as a baby and been
         with her all her life, first as nurse, then as personal maid, then as housekeeper and companion, and finally as governess to Mary Esther’s children. Losing her was like losing sight.
      

      
      ‘Aye, well, there never was one like the old mistress,’ she said as if dismissing that argument. ‘But your miss – why, everyone
         knows she was to wed Young Kit, ever since she was born. Why does your mistress delay? Fourteen’s old enough, and the lad’s
         nineteen – why don’t they marry and be done with it? He’s a good match, and he’ll look elsewhere if she’s not sharp about
         it.’
      

      
      ‘Maybe my mistress has other plans,’ Ellen said secretively. Leah looked at her sharply.

      
      ‘She’ll not find a better match,’ she said stoutly. ‘Young Kit’s got the city property from his father, and the Butts estate
         from his mother, besides the Scottish lands. And now his mother’s dead he’ll be looking to wed—’
      

      
      ‘Nay, but he had to sell Watermill to pay the Roundhead fines,’ Ellen interrupted, ‘and Aberlady was burned down after the
         battle at Dunbar, and Birnie is overrun with presbyters, and Lord knows if he’ll ever get it back, so maybe my mistress is
         thinking twice about the match. After all, when you think who Annunciata is—’
      

      
      She stopped abruptly, aware she had been on the brink of an unforgivable indiscretion. Leah narrowed her eyes.

      
      ‘Who is she, then?’ Ellen did not answer, and Leah went on, ‘Well all respect to your mistress, and pretty as Annunciata may
         be, she’s a bastard when all’s said and done, and no one knows who her father was.’
      

      
      ‘Maybe so, maybe not,’ Ellen said smugly.

      
      ‘Are you saying you know?’ Leah demanded.

      
      ‘Maybe I know, maybe I don’t,’ Ellen said infuriatingly, ‘but the fact is Shawes is not entailed, and Miss Ruth can leave
         it to anyone she likes. So my miss is an heiress as well as the prettiest, sharpest thing in the county, and Miss Ruth will
         not rush into weddin’ her, and that’s it and all about it.’
      

      
      Leah breathed hard, aware she had been bested, and that what Ellen said was true. Shawes, though a small estate compared with Morland Place, was a very good inheritance, and there were the warehouses on King’s Staith besides. Annunciata
         was an important heiress, and she knew it, just as she knew she was and always had been the prettiest thing on two legs. Leah
         looked down into the yard again and saw how Young Kit and Edward – Mary Esther’s last child – both hung around talking to
         Annunciata while they waited for the rest of the party to mount up. Annunciata flirted with them both, playing one off against
         the other. Meanwhile, on the other side of the yard, Cathy and her ten-year-old cousin Elizabeth Hobart sat their horses,
         ignored. It was the same thing all the time. When there was dancing, everyone fought to claim Annunciata’s hand, and only
         the losers approached the other young ladies.
      

      
      Now the last of the ladies was mounting – Leah’s own mistress, the mistress of Morland Place, wife of Ralph Morland, the Master.
         Leah felt a twinge of anxiety along with her pride, for the mistress was pregnant, and Leah never liked to see her ride when
         she was pregnant. The anxiety sharpened her tongue, and she turned away from the window with one last barbed comment and a
         jerk of the head towards Annunciata and her knot of faithful attendants.
      

      
      ‘Miss Ruth wants to watch she’s not more rushed into wedding the lass than she plans on.’

      
      ‘What dosta mean by that?’ Ellen demanded furiously, but Leah walked away, massively dignified, without replying, and Ellen
         could only mutter after her. ‘Tha s’d watch thy spittle doesn’t poison thee, tha sidey owd bitch.’
      

      
      As the party clattered out through the barbican and over the drawbridge, Mary Moubray was conscious, a little guiltily, of
         a sense of relief. She knew she ought to feel that Morland Place was her home, and not a prison, and she knew that it would
         break her husband’s heart if he thought she was unhappy, but she could not prevent the lifting of her heart and struggled not to let it shew too obviously.
      

      
      They were riding up to Harewood Whin to collect elder. It was one of the periodic tasks and was often left to servants, but
         Ralph, always eager to please Mary and always looking out for some way to make amusement for the household, had thought of
         making it into a party. The laws had been growing more and more strict over the last ten years, until it seemed that almost
         anything that was pleasurable was banned by the Purita government. At first they had been able to ignore some of the laws,
         but then General Cromwell – Lord Protector he styled himself – had set his major-generals over them, with armed soldiers to
         enforce the laws, and heavy fines and even imprisonment for infractions.
      

      
      Morland Place had suffered. A large portion of the estate had been confiscated, as a punishment for the family’s royalist
         activities, and later fines had been raised against them for the same thing, and for the continuance of the forbidden Anglo-Catholic
         celebration in the chapel at Morland Place. Much of the family’s plate and jewels had had to be sold to pay the fines, and
         it had been hard at times to scrape through. The worst thing had been the attack on the chapel a few years back, when armed
         soldiers had broken in during the early Mass. They had damaged the altar, stolen the altar-furniture, and torn out the rails,
         making a bonfire of them in the yard on which they had burnt the copes and altar-cloths and prayer-books.
      

      
      It had been a terrifying thing, but even worse were the human consequences. The Master of Morland Place, Edmund, had suffered
         a stroke while trying to save the ancient wooden statue of the Blessed Virgin. He had had one stroke the previous year which
         had left him partly crippled; the second attack killed him, and he was found in the Lady Chapel lying face-down, the statue
         hidden and safe under his body. The old priest, Father Michael Moyes, had been arrested and imprisoned, and not all that money
         and pleading could do could get him released. He was an old man, and prison life was too harsh for him. He had died in his
         cell the following winter.
      

      
      Other deaths had followed indirectly. Hero Hamilton, Young Kit’s mother, had felt the shock deeply, and had gone in terror
         of a second raid on the chapel at Shawes. She had died in her sleep two weeks after the raid, and everyone believed it was
         fear that had killed her. And Mary herself, who was heavily pregnant at the time, had slipped her child early. The baby had
         never been strong in consequence, and had lived only twenty months. Through all this, and through the hardship and fear that
         had followed, it was Ralph who had held things together. From cheerful, indolent boyhood he had been thrust by events into
         responsible manhood. His father had left Morland Place after the death of Mary Esther, passing over his inheritance to Ralph
         and going to London to live, and with the death of Edmund, Ralph became Master of Morland Place in truth. It was a heavy responsibility,
         but Ralph had always retained his natural cheerfulness, and everyone increasingly grew to rely on him to give them hope through
         the difficult years. Ralph had shewed no signs of feeling the strain except once, last year, when the news came of the death
         of Lord Cromwell: then he had cried ‘Thank God!’ and had fallen to his knees, covered his face with his hands, and wept.
      

      
      Mary glanced at him as he rode beside her on Red Fox, his big chestnut gelding. He was a tall man, over six feet, and big-built,
         with broad shoulders and long, strong bones, but there was nothing heavy about him – he was as lithe and graceful as a cat.
         He was much like his grandfather in looks, having the same silver-fair hair, wide grey eyes, fine-boned, Grecian face and
         golden skin, but where Edmund had been a cold, proud statue of a man, Ralph’s face shewed his lazy good-humour. His grey eyes
         were flecked with gold, and had the long impassive stare of a leopard, and the lines around them were laughter lines, his long, sensuous mouth curling upwards at the corners.
      

      
      Mary Moubray had been fourteen when she first met Ralph, a month before their wedding. She had been born and bred in the wild
         Borderlands, and her home was at Emblehope, in the bleak and barren uplands between North Tynedale and Redesdale. Her father
         had owned a large estate there: he had been killed in the last battle of the war, near Carlisle. Her mother had been half-sister
         to Samuel Symonds, who married Mary Esther Morland’s eldest daughter Anne, and when Mary’s mother died, Sam Symonds had become
         her guardian and had taken her to live on his estate at Bell Hill in Coquetdale, a greener place then Emblehope, but as wild
         and bare.
      

      
      Then, when she was fourteen, everything had changed, and changed so drastically that she had spent almost a year in a state
         of bewilderment that amounted to shock. Sam had told her, kindly enough, that he had arranged a match for her. As her father’s
         only surviving child she was his heiress, and a good match was not hard to come by – she was to wed Ralph Morland, eventual
         heir of all the great Morland estate. Thus far the news had not displeased her, for she had always known that some day she
         must marry; the shock came in the fact that they were to leave for Yorkshire on the morning, and she was to be wed within
         the month.
      

      
      Sam and an armed guard had escorted her on the long ride down to York. It was necessary in those troubled times to have armed
         men with you when you rode through the wild lands, but to Mary, in her bewilderment, it had seemed as though they were soldiers
         come to take her to prison. The idea had coloured her first year in Yorkshire. It was a strange land to her, a soft, wet,
         green land, and she had felt stifled, and hated it. All her life she had known the wild airy uplands, their emptiness and
         silence; now she had to grow used to the crowded, noisy, stinking lowlands. Hitherto she had had nothing to do but enjoy herself,
         and had spent most of every day out of doors, riding, hunting, hawking, or simply walking over the moors and hills. Now she was
         confined indoors with a bewildering number of tasks to perform. She was translated, at a stroke, from a careless girl to mistress
         of a great household with all that that entailed.
      

      
      And she had been married to the huge, golden, powerful man who terrified her. Deeply unhappy as she was, she was unable to
         escape, and so she retreated inside herself, hid herself behind a mask of immobility, concealed her fear and confusion with
         a slow-moving dignity which suited her new position and kept most of the multitude of people at a distance. Oddly enough,
         the only person in the household who entered into her feelings was Edmund. He had been born and brought up at Morland Place,
         but his father came from Northumberland, from Tods Knowe, only an hour’s ride from Emblehope, while his mother came from the
         wild moors of Birnie, in Stirlingshire. He had inherited much of his parents’ love of solitude, and was himself an intensely
         reserved man. A strange kind of silent sympathy had grown up between them, and Mary had found that when she was especially
         driven and unhappy, she could take refuge with Edmund, for with him she could sit and be quiet, and no one would dare disturb
         her.
      

      
      Ralph caught her eye now and smiled. ‘Are you all right?’ he said. ‘You must tell me if you feel uncomfortable.’

      
      She nodded. She did not smile, but then she rarely did, for the mask she had assumed had become habit. ‘I am well,’ she said.

      
      ‘Good. I know Leah did not want you to come, but we shall not ride fast – in fact we shall not go out of a walk all the way.
         I do not think it can hurt you.’
      

      
      ‘I am glad to be out,’ she said. It was an understatement. Her eyes glowed with the pleasure of being in the fresh air again, and Ralph knew it. He had grown skilled in interpreting the minuter expressions of her face.
      

      
      ‘Tomorrow, if you like, we might go hawking out on the moor. Leah would never let you hunt, I know, but we could get up very
         early and steal away – just you and I and a few servants. Would you like that, my hinny?’
      

      
      She only nodded, but her eyes were happy. He was always kind to her, quick to sense what she wanted and try to provide it.
         In the early years of their marriage she had been too confused and unhappy to notice, and had blamed him for her unhappiness,
         for it was he who had married her, and it was he therefore who confined her to the house and made her pregnant. But as time
         went on she realized that he had not chosen the marriage any more than she – it had been arranged between Edmund and Sam Symonds
         – and that he did his best to mitigate the circumstances for her.
      

      
      She had not found pregnancy hard, except in the curtailment of her freedom. She was a tall, healthy girl, and carried easily:
         Leah said hill-folk always did, because of their strong sinews and upright carriage. But for the same reason childbirth went
         hard with her, and her labours were always long and painful. Her first child, named Edward, was born in January of 1653, and
         she was barely recovered from the birth when she conceived again. Edmund was born in December of the same year, and Young
         Ralph in October of ‘54. The fourth baby was due in November ’55 but was born a month early. Ralph had named him Edward too,
         for Edward was the family name, and he wanted to be sure that it survived amongst his children.
      

      
      After the miscarriage she had had a couple of months’ grace while she recovered; but she conceived early in the new year and
         her first daughter was born in September of ’56, and was named Sabine. Ralph had had to go to London that winter, to sort
         out some business matters with his father, who acted as the family’s factor in London, and Mary had had a delightful winter of hunting and riding and freedom. Oddly, though, she had discovered herself missing Ralph,
         and the big warm bulk of him in bed beside her, and when he returned in the middle of February she greeted him so lovingly
         that she was soon pregnant again. That summer her second son Edward died, and on the II November, St Martin’s day, she had
         borne another son, whom they had Christened James Martin. Her sixth son had been born in November ’58, had also been named
         Edward, but had lived only a month, dying just before Christmas; and now it was June, and she was four months pregnant again.
      

      
      Ralph loved his children, and adored her for bearing them to him, but Mary wished there could be time in between one labour
         and the next conception for her to savour a little freedom. As for her children, she was proud of them, and glad that she
         had had them, of course, for an infertile woman was a useless thing, universally to be despised, but she had little real affection
         for them, except for Martin. He was the only dark one of the brood. Ned, Edmund, Young Ralph and Sabine were all the image
         of their father, big-boned, golden-skinned, blond and pale-eyed – beautiful children and much admired, especially by the servants,
         who clucked over them happily and spoiled them as much as they could when Leah was not watching.
      

      
      But Martin, who was coming up for two, had been a small, dark, wrinkled baby at his birth, and as he grew he took on his mother’s
         looks. He was a slenderly made child with unexpectedly dark skin, silky black hair, and dark-blue eyes the colour of a young
         kitten’s. He was not as boisterous as the other children had been at his age, and there was a sensitivity and thoughtfulness
         in his fine-featured face which, with his dark colouring, made him seem alien to the brood. The servants sometimes talked
         about him being a changeling, but they could not dislike him, for he was the sweetest-natured of all the children, and Lambert,
         the tutor, praised his quickness and intelligence. Ned had not been able to read until he was three, and Edmund still wrote an abominable hand, but Martin, who was not two until
         November, both read and wrote well, and knew three French songs already.
      

      
      They passed through Ten Thorn Gap, and now they were no longer on Morland land, for the North Fields had been the part of
         the estate that Parliament confiscated. It was owned now by one Master Makthorpe, a Puritan and Parliamentarian of rigid convictions.
         He was the local Justice of the Peace, and made an uncomfortable neighbour for the Morlands, not least because it was well
         known that he coveted more of the Morland lands than he already had. Ruth and Ralph were both of the opinion that it was Makthorpe
         who had initiated the raid on the chapel, but they kept their thoughts to themselves, for fear of frightening the household.
      

      
      The sun was beginning to dry the dew off the grass by the time they reached Harewood Whin – a wild, tangled wood through which
         ran a little beck called the Smawith. It was the home of badgers and foxes and deer and, from time immemorial, the hares that
         gave it its name, and there were many ancient and holy trees in it. It was from Harewood Whin that the Morlands fetched home
         the may on May Day, and from there that they cut their holly and mistletoe for Christmas-tide. Morlands had hawked and hunted
         there, children played there, and lovers met there, time out of mind.
      

      
      They threaded their way through the overgrown paths, and soon had to dismount and lead their horses, for the boughs hung too
         low to allow them to pass. The great elder tree was near the centre of the wood, where it was darkest and most mysterious
         and, as they neared it, Mary felt the power of the place. They walked in silence, and the wood was quiet, no birdsong to shake
         the peace, so that the sound of their passage – the rustle of leaves, the crack of twigs underfoot, the clinking of bits,
         the occasional, startling ring of shod hoof on stone – seemed unnaturally loud. Then they came out into a little clearing, and there was the great elder in front of them.
      

      
      Ralph signalled to some of the servants to take the horses to one side, and then gestured forward Clem, the steward’s son,
         who was carrying the garlands. He did not need to tell anyone to be quiet – no one wanted to speak or laugh in that strange
         silence, and even Annunciata was standing wide-eyed, forgetting to pull at her curls or look sideways at Edward. The elder
         was the most venerable of all the trees in the wood, and it had great power, both to good and to ill. Its leaves, berries
         and flowers, and even its bark, were used in a great number of medicines and salves, and sprigs of it warded off evil spirits;
         but the elder-mother, if offended, ate little children, and it was also reputed to be the tree from whose wood the Cross was
         made, and from whose branches Judas the traitor hanged himself.
      

      
      Clem came forward and snatched off his hat, and bowed three times, very reverently, before the tree, and in a loud voice began
         the prayer to the elder-mother, praising her power to good, and begging her to allow them to pluck her leaves and flowers.
         To placate her, they had brought her garlands of honeysuckle and wild garlic flowers, and Clem wound these around the boughs
         from which they intended to take what they needed. This done he stepped back, picked up his basket, and looked towards Edward.
         Mary shivered suddenly. It was very cold in this shadowy place, and she was glad she would have nothing to do with the plucking
         of the leaves, for she had too many children to risk. Clem, too, was married, and had two sons, and his mother had been a
         woods-woman from up Wilstrop way, and he would have been very loath to perform the necessary task, as Ralph well knew. So
         Ralph had asked Edward, who was a bachelor, to do it. Edward stepped up cheerfully but quietly with the knife and scissors.
         He was not much of a believer in the old rites, or magic, or the pagan country powers, but even he took off his hat and bowed
         to the tree before beginning.
      

      
      When the basket was full the two men bowed again, Ralph spoke the prayer of thanks, and they all departed gladly. They passed
         through quickly to the north side of the Whin, and when they broke out into the sunshine, everyone’s spirits lifted as if
         they had successfully avoided some danger.
      

      
      ‘Shall we breakfast here?’ Ralph asked, pausing by some grassy hummocks on a slight rise above the beck. ‘What need to go
         further? Clem, you could spread the cloth there, on the level ground. Barnabus, take the horses and tie them in the shade.’
      

      
      Talk and movement broke out as if released by his words. The servants bustled about preparing things, spreading the cloth
         and bringing out the food, taking the horses and pointing out the best spots for the ladies to seat themselves. Ralph spread
         his doublet for Mary to sit on. ‘The grass is still damp here – you might catch a chill.’ She allowed him to fuss around her,
         too glad of the fresh air to mind anything. Beyond the beck Low Moor stretched flat and bare towards Hessay, and beyond Hessay
         was Marston Moor, where so many Morlands had died. Mary heard Young Kit saying, to Annunciata:
      

      
      ‘Over there is where my father fell. You’ve never been that far, have you? I’ll take you there one day.’ Mary glanced round
         in time to see a quick tussle between him and Edward as to whose coat Annunciata would sit on, a tussle which Edward won as
         he won almost every contest between them. Edward was as beautiful and wicked in his way as Annunciata was in hers, and Mary
         knew from first hand how dangerous he could be. Although he was Ralph’s uncle, he was actually four years the younger, and
         was so astonishingly like him in looks that strangers always took them for brothers. He had the same colouring, moon-pale
         hair and grey eyes, and the same firm, classical features, but he was smaller and stockier in build. During the winter that
         Ralph had spent in London, Mary had found herself more and more often in Edward’s company. He had taken her riding, hunting and hawking; he had danced with her in the long saloon, he had played cards with her, had played the lute
         to accompany her while she sang through the long dark evenings. Mary, missing Ralph as she did, had been in danger of falling
         in love with him.
      

      
      He was easy to love – handsome, amusing, witty, attentive, and with an unexpectedly feminine approach to many things which
         made him easy for a woman to talk to. Afterwards, on more mature consideration, Mary had decided that he had intended her
         to fall in love with him, even that, had things gone that way, he would have made love to her. It puzzled her even while it
         shocked her, for it was a kind of wanton wickedness that did not accord with the rest of Edward’s nature. He was not a cruel
         person, and he had no spite against Ralph – he and Ralph were the best of friends. In the same way, he tormented Young Kit
         by continually tempting Annunciata’s wavering affections away from him and towards himself, even though he and Kit had grown
         up together and done their lessons side by side in the same schoolroom. When they were both children, Edward had protected
         the more timid Kit from the rages of their hot-tempered tutor, often provoking a beating for himself to distract attention
         from Kit; while Kit, the more intelligent of the two, had frequently done for Edward the work which he was too stupid or lazy
         to do himself.
      

      
      Mary saw now how it puzzled Kit to be thwarted continually by his best friend, and how he tried to make excuses for Edward
         that would prove him innocent of any design against him. It puzzled Mary, too. She did not think Edward was in love with Annunciata,
         any more than he had been in love with her that winter. She wondered if it was in him to be in love at all. There was something
         odd about Edward, something restless and misdirected in him that she could not quite put her finger on. She had had a little
         dog, when she was a child, that had been caught in a trap when it was a pup, and damaged its leg. Because it was so young, the leg had healed, and the pup appeared quite sound, except that when it ran there was something odd about
         its gait, a limp so well adjusted to that it was impossible for a stranger to determine which leg had been damaged. Edward
         gave her the same feeling. There was something broken or damaged inside him that he had compensated for, so that all that
         appeared was this undefined strangeness.
      

      
      The servants were bringing round the food, and while Mary watched Edward said to Kit, ‘Don’t you think one of us ought to
         help Cathy and Elizabeth? They have no one to attend them.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, yes, of course,’ Kit said, and after a brief pause, realizing that Edward was not going to move, he went to station himself
         beside his two cousins and help them to the food. Edward, with a strange little smile, sat himself down beside Annunciata,
         and began to talk to her in a voice too low for Mary to overhear. Annunciata seemed to have no objections to the arrangement,
         judging by the sidelong glances under her lashes and the dimpling smiles she gave her companion.
      

      
      ‘Here you are, dearest,’ Ralph said, bringing her a cup and napkin, and beckoning Clem over to them. ‘What will you have?
         Some cold beef? A little of the brawn pie? Those pasties look very good. Have you the wine there for the mistress, Clem?’
      

      
      Mary waited until Ralph was settled beside her and they were both eating before she said quietly, ‘Husband, don’t you think
         you ought to have a word with Edward? He is paying far too much attention to Annunciata these days.’
      

      
      Ralph glanced across in surprise, and then shrugged and smiled at Mary. ‘Oh, I don’t think she minds. I think she enjoys it.’

      
      ‘Kit minds,’ she said succinctly.

      
      ‘Kit knows, as does Edward, as does everyone, that Annunciata has been promised to him since she was born. They will marry one day, when it is good time. He has nothing to worry about.’
      

      
      ‘She encourages Edward,’ Mary said. Ralph looked again. Annunciata was laughing at something Edward had said, and her cheeks
         were very pink and her eyes were bright. Her prettiness made Ralph smile.
      

      
      ‘She’s a high-spirited little baggage, and as pretty as spring flowers. Of course she enjoys Edward’s attentions. It’s flattering
         for her. But she knows she is to marry Kit. Edward has no estate – she couldn’t marry him even if she wanted to, and for all
         her frolics, she knows her own value as an heiress: she wouldn’t marry a penniless man. No, dear heart, it’s just fun. Don’t
         worry about it.’
      

      
      There was nothing more that Mary could say. Not for anything would she tell Ralph about that winter she had had with Edward,
         and unless she told him, she would never be able to convince him of the danger lying in wait for Annunciata. So she let Ralph
         change the subject, and ate her breakfast in silence.
      

      
      ‘It all looks so peaceful,’ he said, gesturing with a piece of barley bread towards the open country lying still and empty
         in the sunshine, ‘that it’s hard to believe that chaos is so close. You remember when the Protector died, I thanked God for
         it?’ Mary nodded. ‘Yet now I almost wish him back.’
      

      
      Mary gave him a questioning look.

      
      ‘Ah yes,’ he went on, ‘whatever Old Noll was, he was one man, and a strong man, able to hold his men in check. Since he went
         we have had his weak son, and now a gaggle of even weaker generals divide the power between them, and determine our fate by
         the force of arms. The Rump recalled!’ he exclaimed in disgust. ‘That party of paltroons, vicious, self-seeking, incompetent,
         and corrupt! Where will it end? Any man with a troop of soldiers under him can seize what he likes, and the law and justice
         will be swept aside.’
      

      
      Edward, overhearing him, left his private conversation with Annunciata and said, ‘It has always been that way. It is no worse now than before.’
      

      
      ‘Not always,’ Ralph said. ‘We had a King once, and a Church.’

      
      ‘I am too young to remember it. You are too, I suspect,’ Edward said. ‘Since the war began, there has been no law but the
         law of force. Why should you expect things to be different now? With Devil Cromwell gone, the factions will break out more
         unrestrained than ever, and we shall be called to arms to decide who will rule us next. Perhaps it is best that way. Perhaps
         we shall have a proper war, with battles and cannons and charges and counter-charges. What good are we now, for peace? A war
         will use us up in the best way possible.’
      

      
      Ralph stared, astonished by the bitterness in Edward’s voice, and glad that no one but Mary and Annunciata had overheard it.
         It would not do to alarm and depress people needlessly. ‘Don’t speak like that, Edward. Another war is unthinkable.’
      

      
      ‘Not unthinkable. Not even very unlikely,’ Edward said.

      
      Annunciata’s face had sharpened as she listened, and she said now, ‘Do you really think there will be another war? Would you
         fight?’
      

      
      ‘Why not?’ Edward said lightly. ‘A mercenary’s life is not a bad one, I hear tell. You would like it too, Nance. There are
         always lots of balls and parties when there is a war.’
      

      
      ‘Really?’ Annunciata brightened. ‘That would be good. Life is so very dull nowadays, with no dancing or singing or anything
         nice.’
      

      
      ‘A war would be the very thing for you,’ Edward went on solemnly, and Ralph relaxed, seeing that he was joking now, and the
         danger had passed. ‘You would be the queen of every ball, and the toast of every mess, and you would dance with the brave
         and gallant soldiers, knowing that you sent them to their death with sweet memories.’ Annunciata’s face was rapt as she imagined
         the scene, and Edward, ever more solemn, went on, ‘And I – I should be the bravest and most gallant of them all, and die a hero’s death,
         and be discovered with my hands clasped around a miniature of you, in my last endeavour to raise it to my dying lips.’
      

      
      ‘Oh!’ Annunciata breathed, her eyes filling with tears as she was carried away by her own imagination.

      
      ‘And you would weep for me, sweet Nance, and realize once it was too late that you had truly loved me. And you would renounce
         the world for ever, and enter a convent in France.’
      

      
      Now he had gone too far. The rapt expression left Annunciata’s face, and her lips tightened as she saw that he was teasing
         her. ‘No I would not, then,’ she said firmly. ‘I should be glad that such a reprobate had gone to his just reward, and I should
         marry the first man who asked me, just to spite you.’
      

      
      Edward burst out laughing, and said, ‘I’ll wager you would, too. Beware your temper, my sweet cos, or it will lead you to
         ruin.’
      

      
      ‘Now, Edward, don’t tease her any more. To be sure, young ladies’ dignity is not to be bruised.’

      
      ‘Oh, I knew he was teasing all along,’ Annunciata said airily. Mary was not so sure. She had been watching Edward’s face,
         and more than ever he puzzled her, for the bitterness that had burst out from him had never left his eyes, even while he was
         laughing his most merrily.
      

   

      

      CHAPTER TWO


      

      They were to ride back a long way round, for Mary’s sake, and the sun was so pleasant that they skirted the wood rather than

         ride through it. When they came round onto the east side Ralph’s two great brindled hounds, Bran and Fern, suddenly pricked

         up their ears and began growling, and a moment or two later the humans picked up the sound of altercation some way ahead.

         As they rode on it became clearer. Bran and Fern barked and ran forward, and Ralph and Edward spurred their horses into a

         canter as they heard someone screaming.

      


      

      As they came round a corner of the wood they had to rein back sharply, for they found themselves in the middle of a herd of

         pigs, milling about across the path and running first this way then that as two heavyset men tried to contain them. It was

         the pigs, they were glad to discover, which had been screaming. But there were four of the men, and they were armed, and the

         two not engaged with the pigs were standing over a very old man and a very young girl-child. The old man looked terrified,

         but he was arguing fiercely; the child was crying, and even from a distance Ralph could see that the tears were washing clean

         tracks down an extremely dirty face.

      


      

      ‘Hoa there! What’s going on?’ Ralph called. The soldiers looked up at his cry, but held their ground unperturbed, while the

         pigs, freshly agitated, milled first towards and then away from the horses’ hooves. Red Fox flared his nostrils at the sudden

         whiff of pig and skidded to a halt, going up into a half rear as he tried to turn away but was prevented by Ralph’s hands

         and heels. Horses hate pigs: soon both horses were whirling madly, snorting and rearing, while the tough little black hogs

         shot like skimmed stones from under their feet, screaming like burning martyrs. The din and confusion were indescribable as the armed men cursed,

         the child wept, the old man lifted his reedy voice in plea, the dogs barked, and Ralph shouted to the rest of the Morland

         party to keep back, lest their horses be affected by the pigs too. He sweated and cursed as he tried to hold his maddened

         gelding, having horrible visions of Mary thrown from her horse and losing the child.

      


      

      At last Ralph managed to move Fox away and jump down, and Barnabus dismounted and came forward to take the reins. Fox, his

         eyes goggling, dug at the ground with his fore-hooves, shaking his head and snorting as if he had inadvertently sniffed at

         an ants’ nest. Edward threw his reins to Barnabus too, and the two men went forward on foot, Ralph calling Bran and Fern to

         him. They ran to heel and stood beside him, bristling and growling indiscriminately.

      


      

      ‘What’s going on here?’ Ralph asked, pushing his way through the pigs, who were calmer now and had fallen back on rooting

         for food. The old man turned to him as to authority. Ralph knew him – one of the cottagers from Rufforth, the nearest village.

      


      

      ‘Oh Master, thank the Lord you’ve come! You’ll see justice – you’ll tell ’em. Sixty years and more I’ve been grazing my pigs

         here. Sixty years – and my grandfather before me. I never heard the like of it. You tell ’em, Master. You know.’

      


      

      ‘Know what?’ Ralph asked patiently, and then to the men, ‘Whose men are you?’


      

      ‘Master Makthorpe’s,’ one of them answered, as if there was no more to be said.


      

      ‘Aye, Master Makthorpe sent ’em,’ the old man said disgustedly. ‘Foreigner, incomer that he is, and thinks to tell us all

         what to do, and this wood common grazing, always, always, since time began, Master, you know that.’

      


      

      ‘Of course it is,’ Ralph said. ‘The Whin is common grazing. The villagers have always grazed pigs here. Why, what is the trouble?’

      


      

      ‘They’re telling me I can’t take my pigs in,’ the old man said.


      

      ‘That’s right,’ said one of the armed men. ‘This is Master Makthorpe’s land, bought and paid for, and you’re trespassing,

         old man, you and your damned pigs. And so are you, Master, so why don’t you take your pretty folk off and leave matters be

         that don’t concern you.’

      


      

      Ralph stared. ‘Just a moment, what are you talking about? Master Makthorpe didn’t buy the Whin.’


      

      ‘Oh yes he did,’ the armed man replied smugly. ‘All the land up to Low Moor, that’s what it says in the bill of sale. And

         the Whin is this side of the moor.’

      


      

      Ralph considered. ‘But even if he bought it, there are still rights of common. He can’t take those away.’


      

      ‘Can’t he?’ the other man said succinctly. He jabbed at a rooting pig with the toe of his boot. ‘Best take your hogs away,

         old man. I like a bit of roasted pork to my supper.’

      


      

      ‘You can’t stop the villagers grazing their beasts in the Whin,’ Ralph said firmly. ‘The rights of common stand, even if the

         land if bought.’

      


      

      ‘We can stop them, and we will,’ the second man said. ‘And who is to prevent us? You, Master, and your brother? And the two

         dogs of course.’

      


      

      The other two men came up to join the speaker, and the four of them stared impassively. Edward, behind Ralph, touched his

         elbow gently. There was nothing they could do, unarmed, against four armed men.

      


      

      ‘I’ll go to law about this,’ Ralph said bitterly.


      

      The second speaker smiled, almost gently. ‘Master Makthorpe is the law,’ he said. Then he turned again to the old man. ‘Go away, gaffer. Take thy pigs and thy bairn, and go home. And tell

         your friends that they had better stay away from the Whin from now on. We don’t want any accidents, do we? Go on, go home.’

      


      

      Ralph and Edward walked back to the waiting group. Ralph clenched his fists in fury.

      


      

      ‘God damn him! I’d like to shew him! He can’t do this to my people!’


      

      ‘You know he can,’ Edward said, and then the bitterness filled his voice again. ‘It is what I was telling you. Any man with

         soldiers can take what he wants. It is beginning, Ralph, just as I said. Makthorpe is the law, just as that man said. Who

         can you complain to? Who will take your side? And who will take the poor people’s side? Not Makthorpe, that’s for certain.

         He has no value for the people, nor loyalty, and they none for him. He knows nothing of master-and-man. It’s a new world from

         now on.’

      


      

      Ralph stopped still, staring at the ground as he tried to think his way out of the situation. He was not a great thinker,

         and the troubled times he had grown up in had prevented his taking in too much education, but he had absorbed sound principles

         from Mary Esther, who had been as a mother to him.

      


      

      ‘What can we do, Edward? We can’t abandon the people to that wolf.’


      

      ‘There is nothing we can do now. Perhaps the times will change. But for the moment there is nothing. If it comes to war again,

         then we can march out and fight.’

      


      

      ‘But I hate doing nothing!’ Ralph ground out between his teeth.


      

      Edward laughed. ‘I see that, old war horse. You have my mother’s spirit. Remember when she held the chapel against Fairfax

         and all the might of his army?’

      


      

      ‘Mam wouldn’t have let this happen,’ Ralph said, remembering right enough.


      

      ‘Times were different then. We still had a King to fight for, and Fairfax was a gentleman. Ah, God, I am glad she is not here

         to see how things have gone to the bad. It would break her heart. For this, think you, they all died, Kit and Malachi and

         Frank and Hamil and all our men!’ There was a silence as they stared at each other, remembering the dead. Then Edward said softly, ‘We were born too late, you and I.

         We should have fought and died too. Better than this!’

      


      

      Ralph roused himself. Less given to thinking than Edward, he lived more for the present, and his sanguine temperament would

         not allow him ever to despair. Besides, he loved life. ‘No, no, don’t say that,’ he said. ‘Things will get better. And meantime,

         we have the womenfolk waiting for us and worrying. We’ll think of something. We’ll find a way. Come on, Edward, look cheerful.

         I don’t want Mary to fret.’

      


      

      They got home at noon, in time for dinner. Mary took Elizabeth and went off with the basket of elder to the store rooms and

         the others went into the house, arriving just as the children were let out from their morning’s labours and came running down

         the stairs. They burst out from the staircase hall into the great hall like a pent-up river, their voices shrill from the

         strain of having been silent all morning, and Bran and Fern jumped forward to bounce around them and thrust their blunt muzzles

         lovingly into the fresh young faces.

      


      

      The four eldest were as like as four peas out of one pod, especially as they were all dressed alike, in dresses of stout brown

         woollen, with holland pin-afores and white linen caps. From under their caps the pale hair fell, straight and shining as water;

         four identical faces, honey-skinned, were wreathed with smiles; from above broad cheekbones, four pairs of long grey eyes

         viewed the world with candid good humour. Only their sizes were graded, though there was so little difference between Ned

         and Edmund that folk often said they had been meant to be sent into the world as twins; Edmund, having been delayed eleven

         months, did his best to catch up by growing faster than the rest.

      


      

      The children caught sight of their father and their noise stopped as if by magic. It was the first time they had seen him that day, and so they came forward respectfully and knelt

         in front of him. Ralph put out his hands and rested them on each head in turn and blessed them. The silence lasted one moment

         longer, and then they were up again and clamouring for his attention, eager to tell him what they had been doing. Ralph grinned

         down at them, not trying to sort out one voice from another. They all did lessons with Lambert, all equally unwillingly.

      


      

      ‘My poor bairns,’ he said happily. ‘You’ve inherited your father’s brains I’m afraid. You will all be famous dunces!’


      

      Sabine’s shrill voice rose over her brothers to attract his attention. ‘But Papa, why do I have to do lessons with the boys?

         Women don’t have to be able to read and write. When I grow up I shall be married and never read anything ever again. Can’t

         I stop having lessons, Papa?’

      


      

      Ralph stroked her head. ‘Don’t let Leah hear you saying that, sweeting. No, you cannot stop your lessons. Don’t you want to

         grow up an accomplished lady?’

      


      

      ‘No. I want to be rich, and have lots of horses, like you.’


      

      Edward laughed and said, ‘She has you there, Ralph.’


      

      Ralph grinned. ‘Well, little one, to be rich you must marry a rich man, and he will want you to be clever and accomplished

         so that you will grace his big house. Morland ladies have always been well-educated. How shall you be a great lady if you

         cannot read and write?’

      


      

      ‘Mama cannot read and write,’ Sabine said judiciously. ‘Isn’t she a great lady?’


      

      It was time to cut free from the dilemma. Fortunately, at that moment Ralph caught sight of the last of his brood, standing

         back a little from the fray, holding the hand of his tutor and watching the scene quietly.

      


      

      ‘Ah, there is my littlest one!’ Ralph said with relief. ‘Come forward, Martin, for my blessing.’


      

      Martin let go of Lambert’s hand and walked quietly through the crowd of children and dogs to kneel before his father. Even in his bunchy petticoats, there was something of dignity about the tiny child, and he walked with an uprightness

         that reminded Ralph of his mother. Mary had the proud easy carriage of the hill-people, and always held her head up like a

         queen, moving so lightly and quietly that she hardly seemed to touch the ground. It was clear that Martin, when he grew up,

         would be like that too. Ralph laid his hands tenderly on the small head. Under his white linen cap, Martin’s hair was a dark,

         rich brown, so dark it appeared black, and it had a soft curl to it that made his fingers stray almost of their own accord

         to touch it. Ralph spoke the blessing, and Martin turned his face up to regard his father with those disconcertingly blue

         eyes.

      


      

      ‘Thou art thy mother’s child,’ Ralph murmured, and stooping down he picked the boy up and held him in his arms so that their

         faces were on a level. Martin looked at him solemnly, unsmilingly. ‘Have you worked hard this morning? Have you done your

         lessons well?’

      


      

      ‘Yes, sir,’ Martin said.


      

      Ralph grinned. ‘Then I don’t know whose child you may be, for both your parents are terrible dunces. You must be a changeling,

         as they say.’ And Martin, not understanding the words, but knowing that his father was joking, smiled suddenly, a smile so

         sweet that it would have charmed a bird from its branch. Ralph kissed his brown cheek and put him down, then addressed the

         tutor. ‘Have you a good report of them all, Master Lambert?’

      


      

      ‘Yes, sir, upon the whole. I have not beat them at all today.’ Lambert was a dark-haired, pale-skinned Welshman, so gaunt

         and emaciated that he looked as though he might die at any minute. He was a Catholic who had lost his position with the growing

         severity of the law, and had tramped the country since, passed from household to household, keeping only one pace – and sometimes

         a small pace – ahead of imprisonment. Fear and deprivation had undermined his health; he had spent much time in hiding, even

         more on the run. It was through Mary’s pleas that he had got his present position, for he had come to Morland Place one night with a letter of recommendation from a neighbouring

         family in Redesdale. Mary, like most Borderland folk, was a Catholic, and she had begged Ralph to take Lambert on. Ralph had

         been doubtful about endangering the family, but at length it was agreed that Lambert would have the position as tutor, and

         keep the fact of his priesthood a secret even from the servants. As no one knew him in the neighbourhood, the thing was feasible,

         and so far he had not been discovered, though there must have been many who had their suspicions.

      


      

      ‘Not beat them?’ Ralph said, half jokingly. ‘How will they learn if you do not beat them?’ But as he spoke he hugged Martin

         to him, and then set him down, as gently as if he were made of eggshells. Mary came back into the hall at that moment, and

         Ralph was filled with such an upsurging of love for her, the mother of his children, that he wanted to do something special

         for her.

      


      

      ‘My dear,’ he said, the idea coming to him as he spoke, ‘look what great lads your two eldest are grown! Do you not think

         it is time they were breeched?’

      


      

      Ned and Edmund stared at him, their eyes growing rounder with excitement.


      

      ‘Really, Papa?’


      

      ‘Do you mean it, Papa?’


      

      ‘Why, yes, of course. Ned, you are past six, and Edmund is well grown for his age. I think it is time you put off your petticoats

         and put on manly dress. What do you think, Mary, my love?’

      


      

      ‘If it pleases you,’ Mary said, but Ralph could see that she was pleased.


      

      ‘Then we shall send for the tailor this afternoon,’ Ralph said, and smiled down at his two eldest sons as they jumped up and

         down and cried out their thanks. ‘And now, shall we go in to dinner? I think it is past time.’

      


      

      Clem went into the city after dinner and brought back the tailor to measure the two boys for their first ever suit of breeches

         and doublet. He also brought back some news, which he beckoned Ralph aside to hear.

      


      

      ‘The word all along the road is,’ he said, ‘that Master Makthorpe is not best pleased with you, Master. The word is that he

         is offended at your interference and has sworn to bring down your pride. I beg your pardon, sir, but I thought you would want

         to know.’

      


      

      ‘Yes, of course,’ Ralph said, puzzled. ‘But I have done nothing against him.’


      

      ‘You took the poor folk’s side against him, Master. That would be enough,’ Clem said. ‘Master Makthorpe knows that we all

         view him as an incomer. And there have been raids on his barns, and one of his ricks set afire. If he can suppose it done

         at your bidding, sir, he will.’

      


      

      And only an hour later there was the sound of horses in the yard, heralding a visit from Makthorpe himself.


      

      ‘He comes like Lord Percy, with a retinue of armed men,’ Edward said disgustedly. ‘Will you see him?’


      

      ‘Of course,’ Ralph said. ‘I must.’


      

      Ralph received him in the hall with all formality, with Edward and Kit at his shoulder and all his male servants around him.

         The latter stepped forward firmly to bar the entry of Makthorpe’s followers.

      


      

      ‘If you please,’ Ralph said quietly, ‘your men must leave their arms outside.’


      

      ‘What? What?’ Makthorpe said blusteringly. ‘Disarm my men? What would ye be about, Master?’


      

      ‘No man enters Morland Place armed, nor ever has, unless he enters by force,’ Ralph said in the same quiet tone. Makthorpe

         stared for a moment, and then made an abrupt signal to his men to fall back.

      


      

      ‘Then they shall wait at the door,’ he said sharply. He and Ralph stared at each other, equally matched in this situation.

         Makthorpe was a big, red man, who might have been called a fat man except that his fat was hard. He was like a rose-hip, and as bald as a rose-hip, and the skin of his bald pate was darkened by the weather to an unpleasant, freckled

         brown-red. He wore the Puritans’ garb of dull black and brown, and the white linen of his collar and cuffs was soiled and

         stained. His finger nails were black-rimmed, and he carried about him the sweet, greasy smell of the unwashed.

      


      

      ‘Now then, Master, I have come to talk to you,’ Makthorpe said, his scrutiny apparently over.


      

      ‘Say on, then,’ Ralph said.


      

      ‘I speak to you alone. My words are for your ears,’ Makthorpe said, casting a comprehensive glance around the hall. ‘We’ll

         go somewhere, just you and I alone.’

      


      

      Ralph glanced quickly at Edward. ‘I have no secrets from Edward,’ he said, taking a significant half step towards him. Makthorpe

         sneered.

      


      

      ‘Happen tha hasn’t, but that’s nowt to do wi’ me. My words are for thy ears alone, Master, so doos tha come wi’ me privately,

         or am I to go?’

      


      

      It was the contemptuous use of ‘thee’, having nothing to do with friendliness, and Makthorpe’s lapse into the vernacular was

         his way of shewing that he was too powerful to care what Ralph thought of him. In such circumstances, ‘master’ was almost

         an insult, but Ralph, knowing the basic weakness of his position, kept calm and, with a silent nod to Edward, led Makthorpe

         towards the stewards’ room. As soon as they were alone, Makthorpe began.

      


      

      ‘Now then, Master, you have had a brush with my men this morning, so I hear.’ He stood with his legs straddled and his hands

         on his hips, looking massive and immovable, and the arrogance of such a stance in another man’s house riled Ralph.

      


      

      ‘Your men were preventing a commoner from exercising his rights of commons. Harewood Whin is, and always has been—’


      

      ‘Harewood Whin is mine,’ Makthorpe said, cutting hard through Ralph’s exposition.


      

      ‘You cannot erase rights of common. They are one of the basic rights of the people, based on—’

      


      

      ‘I can do anything I like,’ Makthorpe interrupted again. ‘You had best get used to that idea, Morland, for it will cause you

         less pain if you get it straight. I am Justice of the Peace and I can do what I like. I have powerful friends in high places,

         and you have none. You are a proscribed person, a royalist delinquent, a payer of fines, Ralph Morland of Morland Place, and

         the sooner you humble your pride and acknowledge who is the top man around here, the better it will be for you. I don’t like

         being opposed, not by anyone, and especially not by a Morland. Don’t interfere with my men, or my land, or my orders. Do you

         understand?’

      


      

      ‘I must stand by my people,’ Ralph said quietly.


      

      Makthorpe’s face reddened with sudden rage, and he roared, ‘Your people? Your people? You talk like a bloody king – your people!’ His rage abated as suddenly as it had come and he went on in his normal voice,

         ‘Well, what do I expect from a Morland? Nay, Master, must I spell it out to thee? I ‘ave much of Morland Place already, and

         I will ‘ave more, sithee. Interfere wi’ my men, and tha plays into my hands.’ He strolled over to the window, and appeared

         to change the subject. ‘You have a tutor for your bairns, a man called Lambert?’

      


      

      ‘That’s right. It is no secret.’


      

      Makthorpe turned, surprisingly swiftly for such a large man, and his eyes narrowed. ‘Nay and it’s no secret that the man is

         a Catholic priest. No use to deny it, Ralph Morland – his story has caught him up at last. Aye, and what’s more, it’s no secret

         that your wife is a Papist.’

      


      

      Ralph paled, but controlled himself to say firmly, ‘It is not a crime to be a Papist.’


      

      ‘Aye, I know what you mean. It is not a crime to be a Papist, but it is a crime to hear the Papist mass. A crime for any priest

         to speak it, and a crime for any man – or woman – to hear it.’

      


      

      Now Ralph was genuinely surprised. ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ he said. There had been no Mass said at Morland Place since

         Edmund died.

      


      

      ‘No use to look innocent,’ Makthorpe said. ‘It is common knowledge. Not all your servants are tolerant of Papism. Many of

         ’em hate it as much as I do. Now I’ve left you alone so far, but if you bother me, I s’l have to bother you. And you know

         what the penalties are for recusancy, don’t you? Think on.’

      


      

      And with that he turned on his heel and strode out, leaving Ralph bemused and shocked. Was it possible that Makthorpe was

         right? Was Mary secretly hearing Mass with Lambert? Was that why she pleaded to have him taken on? And then he shook the idea

         away. Impossible! Mary would not deceive him so, put the household in such danger. He followed into the hall, and watched

         in silence as Makthorpe and his men departed.

      


      

      ‘What did he want?’ Edward asked at length, provoked by Ralph’s silence. Ralph looked quickly at him, opened his mouth to

         speak, and then shut it.

      


      

      ‘He wanted to frighten me,’ Ralph said.


      

      Edward smiled, not a pleasant smile. ‘And were you frightened?’


      

      Ralph said nothing.


      

      That night when he and Mary retired, he watched her with more than his usual attention. It was his custom to get into bed

         first, and to sit up propped against the pillows, drinking his final draught of wine-and-water while he watched her moving

         about the room, brushing her hair, singing to herself, picking things lip and putting them down. Her hair was long and dark,

         reaching, when loose, almost to her knees. She had once, when she was pregnant and it was very hot, put it up out of the way

         for coolness, plaiting its great length and then winding the plait about her head like a crown. It was a strange style, unfashionable

         and odd, but it suited her, and Ralph liked it, and so she had continued to wear it thus, and it fascinated him to see the

         close, shining coil unfastened and come tumbling down, to be shaken free and brushed into a glossy mane.

      


      

      But tonight, though his eyes followed her as usual, his expression was withdrawn, and his mind was in a turmoil. It shocked

         him to discover how little he knew her, and it shocked him even more to discover the jealous workings of his own mind. He

         loved her, and ought therefore to trust her, and yet he did not immediately dismiss the idea that she might actually be hearing

         Mass with Lambert and thus endangering him and all the family. And, his mind went on relentlessly, if she deceived him in

         one thing, might she not deceive him in another? He wanted to halt the terrible thoughts, but did not know how.

      


      

      At length Mary looked across at him, and seeing the strangeness of his expression, she halted in what she was doing and said,

         ‘What is it? Did you want to say something?’

      


      

      ‘Yes, Mary.’


      

      ‘What then?’


      

      ‘Mary, I—’ He stopped again, and she waited, patiently, watching him. She looked so young and childlike in her white, lace-trimmed

         bedgown, with her hair falling like a dark cape about her. She put a hand under the mass of it and flung it back over one

         shoulder, an unconscious gesture that turned his heart in him with love for her. She was his wife; her belly was beginning

         to swell with another of his children; he loved her. It came to him suddenly that the trouble was his trouble, and that he

         must not burden her with it. She was dark and silent and strange, alien to him and to Morland Place. She was the captive of

         his spear, and she bore the captive’s fate in silence, but he could not make her bear the victor’s burden too.

      


      

      ‘It is nothing. Come to bed, my heart.’


      

      She stared for a moment longer, and then obeyed him, dismissing the interlude from her mind. In the darkness Ralph held her and thought, if it is true, I do not want to know. And if it is not true, I do not want to be ashamed. Either

         way, I cannot tell her. She is entitled to my loyalty, at least.

      


      

      And the next morning he was closeted with Edward for a very long time.


      

      The breeching of the boys took place four days later, when the tailor had had time to make up the new suits. It was made into

         something of a celebration with family and friends gathering for a festive supper and singing and dancing. The two boys were

         formally divested of their petticoats, and with so many hands upon them that the process was hindered rather than helped,

         they were dressed in their manly clothes. The tailor had done a fine job, and nothing was forgotten, from broad-brimmed hat

         right down to the matching fur muff. Then Ralph brought out the special surprise, the two swords he had bespoken, half-size

         and perfectly balanced for the lads, and he buckled them on and then sent Ned and Edmund to walk about the room so that they

         could all admire them.

      


      

      ‘They look so tall,’ Mary said, and there was the hint of a tremble in her voice, for now they were her bairns no longer.


      

      ‘And much prettier than in their petticoats,’ Ralph cried. ‘I think these skirts should be burned, the ugly old things – don’t

         you, my boys?’

      


      

      ‘Yes, yes, burn them!’ the children cried. It was the signal for an outbreak of the kind of horseplay they all loved, and

         soon they were marching round the room, Ralph in the lead, bearing the despised petticoats on the point of his drawn sword,

         waving them like a banner. The children marched behind him, Ned and Edmund proudly, with their hands on their own swords,

         like great generals, and the rest behind, snatching up musical instruments as they passed and playing impromptu marching music.

         Even solemn little Martin trotted at the back, beating out the steps on the tambour.

      


      

      The guests and servants fell in too, and the whole procession made its way out into the yard where a brazier was dragged out

         and the petticoats were burned with some mock-formal speeches from Ralph. Supper came next, a special supper as it was the

         first Ned and Edmund had ever sat up to. They sat very erect and quiet, red-faced with pride, on either side of their father,

         and were too moved by the importance of the occasion to eat much. Sabine sulked furiously at not being allowed to sit up too,

         and took her dismissal with Ralph and Martin to the nursery so badly that Leah was forced to give her a whipping rather than

         the sugar-plums she had secreted in her pocket for a compensation.

      


      

      After supper everyone retired to the long saloon to spend the evening with singing and dancing and making merry. When the

         dancing was beginning, Ralph watched with amusement and some exasperation how all the young men and boys gathered eagerly

         round Annunciata, asking for her hand, leaving others girls partnerless. It would not do, he thought, making his way towards

         the group. For one thing, there were her cousins Cathy and Elizabeth, young ladies of the house, who were being slighted.

         And for another, there was Young Kit, drooping disconsolately a little way off, watching with hurt eyes like a dog banished

         from the fire. Annunciata was enjoying her power, sparkling at one young man and then another, and Ralph had to conceal a

         smile as he strode through them, pushing his way gently up to Annunciata and taking her hand.

      


      

      ‘Now then, gentlemen, I’m afraid I have to announce that Mistress Annunciata Morland is going to disappoint you all. Her hand

         for the first dance is promised to me, and who can argue with the Master of Morland Place?’

      


      

      He led her away, and the others scrambled off good-humouredly after other partners; even Kit, glad that Annunciata was to

         dance with someone he could not regard as a rival, went to seek out Cathy with good will. Annunciata walked beside Ralph to the head of the set, her eyes sparkling

         with happiness at the distinction of dancing with Ralph himself. As they took their place she turned her face up to him and

         smiled, and his heart melted. By God, he thought, but she is lovely! Her eyes were dark brown, almost black, warm, hypnotic

         and shining, fringed about with long dark lashes; her face was long, finely shaped, with high cheekbones and a straight, proud

         nose and chin, but her mouth was full and long and curling, delicately etched and yet sensual. With that mouth and those eyes,

         he thought, she could make any man in the world fall in love with her. And she was not yet fifteen!

      


      

      ‘Well?’ he murmured to her upturned gaze.


      

      ‘Thank you for dancing with me,’ she said.


      

      ‘I had to prevent a fight breaking out,’ he said with mock sternness. ‘Are you not ashamed to draw all the young men away

         from your cousins? Poor Cathy and Elizabeth had no one to dance with.’

      


      

      ‘Oh, them,’ Annunciata said carelessly. ‘They would have had, once I’d chosen.’


      

      Ralph laughed aloud. ‘You mischievous little baggage,’ he said. ‘How calmly you take it! Well then, if you will not pity them,

         pity poor Kit. He suffers agonies while you flirt with every man in the room. Why cannot you be kind to him?’

      


      

      ‘Oh, but he is so dull,’ Annunciata said, frowning.


      

      ‘Nonsense,’ Ralph said. ‘He is a very intelligent young man.’


      

      ‘He cares for nothing but books,’ she said.


      

      ‘Not true. He likes to hunt and to dance and – well, to do everything you do. He is a good looking boy, too. What more do

         you want? The truth is that he is too good for you.’

      


      

      ‘He is not!’ Annunciata flashed out, and he smiled, and she saw he had been provoking her.


      

      ‘Anyway, you should not flirt when you are to marry him.’

      


      

      ‘We are not betrothed,’ she said quickly.


      

      ‘No, but everyone has known from the time you were born that you were to marry him. He expects it. Everyone expects it.’


      

      Annunciata moved her head restlessly. ‘Perhaps. But he is not – oh I don’t know, Ralph. He isn’t fun. He is not like Edward.’


      

      ‘Ah, Edward,’ Ralph said softly, looking down the set to where his uncle was dancing with a pretty young woman, the daughter

         of a neighbour, and making her blush. ‘Edward is a different proposition.’ He looked down into Annunciata’s face quickly enough

         to catch the wistful expression with which she was watching Edward. ‘You could not marry Edward,’ he said, ‘even if Edward

         wanted to marry you.’

      


      

      ‘I know,’ Annunciata said, and made again that restless, escaping movement of her head. ‘If only—’ she said, and stopped.

         Ralph looked at her with unexpected sympathy.

      


      

      ‘If only Edward’s person could be united with Kit’s fortune?’ She looked up, surprised and wary. ‘But life isn’t like that,

         little cos. So if you will make life easy for yourself, dance with Kit and be kind to him, and do not chase after Edward’s

         heart. Be contented with Kit’s.’

      


      

      ‘Kit doesn’t love me,’ Annunciata said, and said it so naturally and easily that Ralph stared, his gaze sharpening. Kit not

         love her? It was axiomatic that Kit loved Annunciata. But she was clever about people – did she know better than the rest

         of the world? Was there nothing more in Kit’s disconsolate drooping than hurt pride?

      


      

      ‘Well, then,’ Ralph said, trying for lightness, ‘be contented with my heart and Kit’s hand in marriage. Will you dance with

         him next?’

      


      

      ‘I want to dance with you again,’ she said.


      

      ‘I am flattered, you minx, as well you know I would be, but I shall not dance the next. So will you dance with Kit?’


      

      ‘All right, if you want me to,’ Annunciata said. At the end of the dance Ralph led her up to Kit, and seeing the pleasure

         on the young man’s face decided Annuciata had been wrong about Kit’s not loving her. Annunciata was not ungenerous, and having

         been persuaded into dancing with Kit she did it with good grace, and was pleasant to him and smiled at him and laughed at

         his jokes, and so Kit glided down the set with the rapt expression of a man in paradise. But she could do those things without

         occupying much of her mind, and her eyes under their carefully-drooped eyelids were sharply observing the rest of the room.

         She was looking particularly for Edward, to see who he was dancing with this time, but she could not see him anywhere. Then,

         just at the end of the dance, she saw him and Ralph slip out through the far door, the south door.

      


      

      When she had curtseyed to Kit and escaped from him, she drifted up to a servant who was standing near the buffet, helping

         to serve the cooling drinks.

      


      

      ‘Where did the Master go, and Master Edward?’ she asked casually.


      

      ‘Master said he was going to look at one of the horses, that he said was restless earlier on.’


      

      Annunciata nodded and drifted away again. She waited until everyone was milling around choosing partners for the next dance,

         and took her own opportunity to slip out of the south door. The great staircase was well-lit, with candles in brackets against

         silver sconces, and there was always a chance of a servant coming by and asking her what she wanted. Quietly, her feet soundless

         on the drugget, she slipped into the great bed chamber, through the dressing room, and out into the little stone passage that

         led to the old spiral staircase, the chapel stairs. It was quite dark on the staircase, but she had gone up and down it a

         thousand times, and her feet were sure. In a moment she had passed swiftly through the great hall and was going out by the

         buttery door into the moonlit yard.
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