


And graven with diamonds in letters plain

There is written her fair neck round about:

‘Noli me tangere, for Cæsar’s I am,

And wild for to hold, though I seem tame.’



Sir Thomas Wyatt, ‘Whoso List to Hunt’





CHAPTER EIGHT

The morning was cool, the spring still reluctant to emerge this far north. But at least the sun had come out briefly, Eloise thought, admiring the purple-headed heather and yellow tips of gorse growing sparely on the slopes above Wolf Hall. Her mare shifted beneath her, sighing. No doubt the animal was eager for a brisk ride across the fields. But she, like Eloise herself, would have to wait until the master was ready.

Then at last it came, the signal they had been waiting for. At the sound of Wolf’s long unwavering whistle, Eloise looked up, shielding her eyes.

The small dark speck in the sky blackened and grew larger, hurtling towards them as though for the kill.

On horseback, Wolf raised his tasselled leather glove for the bird to land on. He called, ‘Here, boy!’ then whistled again, waiting patiently.

The hawk spread its wings, stretching out with cruel taloned feet. It eyes were wild; its demeanour, savage. Eloise tried not to imagine how it would feel to be some small creature, mewling piteously as it was seized by those claws. With a soft thud the hawk landed on the gloved fist, swaying and gripping hard for balance, and then folded back its barred wings.

‘Well done,’ Wolf murmured, and tossed up a gobbet of raw meat as a reward. The young hawk snatched it from the air, then held the meat between its talons to tear it apart. ‘This young fellow lacks manners and a little training, that is all. He will make an excellent hunting bird in time.’

He glanced sideways at Eloise as he spoke, a dry smile on his face. She sat more stiffly in the saddle, looking away. What did he mean by that glance, that wry comment? Did he think she lacked training as a wife?

It had been almost a sennight since their wedding day, and yet he had never since attempted to make love to her. She saw him watching her sometimes, but could not gauge his mood, nor his thoughts. It was almost as though he lost interest in her since that first night when she had refused him. She regretted her instinctive cry of fear, the way she had pushed him away, for her rejection had struck coldness into their marriage bed.

Yet what had Lord Wolf expected? He had deliberately chosen a virgin bride, and could hardly now demand the skills of a courtesan from her.

Eloise gathered up her reins, hoping she would be allowed to retire to the quiet of the women’s chamber on their return. It was difficult to face Wolf’s looks and silences, painfully aware that their marriage was still unconsummated. She was not experienced in the ways of love, as her husband clearly was, and the intensity of his passion that first night had unnerved her. Yet she had told him that she was prepared to do her duty.

Irritation flashed through her as she nudged her horse away from the straggly bush it was trying to eat. Why did Wolf delay so long if not to draw out the ritual of taking her damned virginity? She grew more on edge each night, wondering when he would finally claim his conjugal rights. And the longer he delayed, the more her imagination worked, driving the heated thorn of desire deeper into her flesh, her body tingling with barely suppressed excitement whenever he so much as glanced at her.

Wolf summoned his master falconer, handing the bird into his care. ‘Restrict meat,’ he ordered the man, ‘until he learns his trade better.’

The falconer bowed and withdrew, standing respectfully to one side as Susannah and Hugh Beaufort, their companions on this ride, rode forward. Susannah seemed to be enjoying her visit to Wolf Hall, and small wonder, for their father’s head was full of plans for her own marriage to an old friend of his, Sir William Hanney, a respectable knight and landowner of some consequence in the north. It was clear from the way Susannah had so eagerly accepted an invitation to stay that she was finding it hard to dissuade her father against this match, and felt the need to escape the house, if only for a few short weeks.

But Eloise was not too concerned for her sister. Susannah had always been their father’s favourite; she would doubtless win in the end, and marry a man of her own choosing.

‘Back to the hall, my lord?’ Hugh asked, clearly having trouble controlling his excitable mount.

‘Not yet,’ Wolf told him coolly, and took up his reins. ‘I thought it might be good to stretch the horses’ legs today with a longer ride. The old hunting lodge has been closed since the winter snows set in. But spring is here, and it’s time the place was opened again to receive hunting parties. We can ride out there, see what kind of repair the lodge is in.’ He smiled at his friend. ‘You must be skilled by now at estimating the need for repairs, given all the priories and church buildings whose worth you have assessed for the king.’

Hugh grinned. ‘If it has been as richly maintained as some of the northern monasteries I have visited, you should have no trouble with the place.’

‘Alas, my friend,’ Wolf replied, raising his brows, ‘I cannot boast vast coffers of gold coins to maintain my buildings, not like these Roman priests and nuns.’

‘Yet rumour has it the king has lavishly rewarded you for your military campaigns these past ten years.’

‘The king has not been ungenerous, it is true. But I am not yet able to pave my lodge with gold,’ Wolf remarked, laughing at Hugh’s expression. ‘The locals would have it that our northern bishops grew so rich before King Henry split with Rome they paved their palaces with gold.’

‘I’ve heard that legend too, but seen no evidence of it. Though plenty of the Catholic priests have lived well enough on what they earned from their rents.’

‘Aye, they have not lived as frugally as men of God should,’ Wolf agreed, his tone sharp. It struck Eloise that her new husband had little love for the Roman church and its priests. ‘Nor been as generous to our northern poor as their oaths of poverty would warrant.’

As Eloise sat listening to this exchange, her sister came sidling past on her chestnut horse.

She gave Eloise a wicked smile, leaning close, and whispered in her ear, ‘Do me a favour, dear sister. If you get a chance to ride alone with your lord, pray take it and let me spend a few moments alone with Master Beaufort.’

Eloise was not surprised; her younger sister had not bothered to hide her growing interest in the king’s clerk. But she was a little concerned that Susannah thought she would encourage Master Beaufort to pursue her sister.

Since they had danced together at her wedding feast, she had seen Hugh glance at Susannah once or twice in a way she recognised as dangerous. He was a red-blooded male and he found her sister desirable, that much was obvious. And his intentions might be honourable.

But what if Hugh Beaufort took advantage of Susannah’s innocence and ruined her, then returned to court without wedding her? Her father would never forgive Eloise if she allowed her younger sister too free a rein during her visit. She could imagine his rage if Susannah thwarted his plans for a marriage with Sir William by spoiling herself with this young courtier.

Impatiently, Wolf wheeled his stallion about. ‘Shall we ride for the hunting lodge, then? It lies about three miles south-east, along the course of the river.’

‘I say yes,’ Hugh agreed heartily, and turned to Susannah, his look uncertain. ‘Would you permit me to ride beside you, Mistress Tyrell? The ground is firm enough here, but it may be soft beside the river. I would not wish you to take a tumble.’

Susannah gave him a little smile that was altogether too encouraging to Eloise’s mind. ‘Indeed, sir, I am sure you would not. Thank you, I would be glad of your company.’

As the two younger ones rode down the slope together, their horses shoulder to shoulder, Susannah was already chattering away while Hugh listened politely.

Eloise watched them, frowning. Perhaps she was wrong to suspect Hugh of wishing to seduce her sister; he might simply be allowing Wolf time alone with his new bride.

The irony of that gesture nearly made her laugh. She and Wolf had lain together every night since the wedding, but in unnatural stillness and silence, except for those few occasions when he had risen to put a fresh log on the dying fire or stare out of the window at the moon. Sometimes when they were sleeping together, his body would brush against her in the dark, warm and vital, and she found it hard to breathe. Yet despite her trepidation, he had never once touched her more intimately.

Wolf had ridden a short way towards the river, but now turned back, urging his powerful horse back up the hill towards her. He seemed so restless today, she thought, his body charged with energy as though he were eager to be off and doing things. As he came level with her, she caught a glimpse of that impatient look again, swiftly hidden behind his lashes.

‘Shall we canter?’ he asked, barely waiting for a response before heading off again at speed.

She kicked her mare on, but the animal was already following his stallion with little need for persuasion. Soon she was cantering alongside him, unable to stop herself looking at his strong thighs controlling the horse, his gloved hands keeping tight guard on the reins, the sun-browned expanse of his throat and face.

Yes, Wolf was a rough soldier, not much given to etiquette or courtly ways, just as she had thought when they first met at court. Yet he was not unhandsome for it. Indeed, the more time she spent with her new husband, the more intriguing she found him, the more compulsively she stared at his hard body, and the more she wondered how it would feel to lie beneath him in pleasure.

That did not mean she loved Wolf though. How could she love a nobleman who had chosen her like a mare for the breeding?

She had loved Simon once, before he betrayed her trust, and had thought him both handsome and a gentleman. Yet she could not imagine ever feeling like this for Simon, consumed by a restless desire that prickled at her skin whenever they were together and made each night a torment.

Susannah and Hugh rode just ahead of them, seeming to take pleasure in each other’s company. The spring sunshine grew stronger as the clouds rolled away overhead, and by the time they reached the hunting lodge, the day was quite warm.

Susannah, whose fair complexion freckled easily, was clearly worried to be riding out in such fine weather. When Eloise and Wolf arrived at the lodge, an ancient building with a thatched roof and many tall chimneys, she asked at once if they could return to the hall before the sun climbed much higher.

‘For I do not wish my skin to burn in this hot sun,’ Susannah fretted, and stared imploringly at Wolf. ‘Forgive me, my lord. I know you wished to look around the lodge before we returned.’

Wolf seemed less than impressed. But he sighed, and glanced at Eloise. ‘I will have to show you the lodge another time then. We had better ride back if your sister does not wish to stay.’

Clearing his throat, Hugh intervened. ‘My lord, if you permit it, I would be happy to ride back to the hall with Mistress Susannah. You may then show the lodge to your lady, and return in your own time.’

‘But I wish you to see it too, Beaufort, before you journey back to London. Your advice on any repairs would be welcome.’

‘In that case, we could ride out here again tomorrow,’ Hugh suggested carefully. ‘Early, before the ladies have risen.’

Wolf considered him in silence a moment, then turned his head to Eloise. ‘My lady?’

‘I am not sure . . .’ Eloise began slowly, not wishing to allow anything improper, but her sister interrupted.

‘Please, Eloise,’ Susannah begged, shielding her face with her hand. ‘The sun is grown so scorching, I must return at once to the hall. But I do not wish you to spoil your pleasure. I know his lordship brought you here so specially.’

‘Very well,’ Eloise agreed, but watched in some consternation as her sister turned her skittish chestnut mare back the way they had come and set off home without even a farewell, Hugh Beaufort riding close behind her. Susannah was planning something, she felt sure of it. But it was clear she would not easily be gainsaid, not if her heart was set on the king’s clerk.

‘They will not come to any harm,’ Wolf murmured, swinging effortlessly out of the saddle.

‘I hope not.’

‘Your sister may be young and inexperienced, but she is the daughter of a gentleman and not without friends. Do not distress yourself,’ Wolf reassured her, beginning to lead his horse towards the stables. ‘Hugh Beaufort has a sound head on his shoulders. He will do nothing to jeopardise his good reputation at court.’



When both horses had been safely stabled and watered, Wolf wandered back to where she was waiting and suggested they take a tour of the old hunting lodge.

‘There’s usually a servant or two living here during the winter months, to look after the place and manage the grounds. Perhaps we could take some wine and refreshments before heading back to the hall,’ he murmured, glancing sideways at her. She felt the heat in that gaze and shivered, suddenly aware of him again as her husband. ‘The ride was longer than I remembered. And it is a hot day.’

‘Whatever you wish, my lord.’

But after some minutes of banging the brass knocker to no reply, Wolf frowned and stepped back.

‘Strange,’ he remarked, staring up at the silent building. ‘But perhaps they are out in the grounds in this warm weather. Let’s walk round and see if we can find someone to let us in.’

‘And if no one is here?’

‘Then someone deserves a whipping for deserting their post. But we can still go inside.’ He smiled at her expression. ‘I happen to know where the key to the kitchen quarters is kept.’

She sensed that this deserted place was important to him for some reason, so did not argue but followed him through the soft swish of knee-length grasses to the rear of the building. The once-bright paint of its front façade had peeled away, its wooden frame sagged, and some of the main beams were cracked across. Even the roof thatch had become thin in places. Swallows had built their nests under the gable-end, swooping gracefully back and forth in the air as they passed beneath.

Eloise wondered if the interior was in the same disrepair. Peering up against the sun, she noted that the high, narrow casements of the upper floors had been shuttered against the elements, their metal struts rusting in streaks. So there was a good chance that the lodge was sound and dry inside, despite its unhappy looks.

The back yard was dusty and still in the sunshine, not even a solitary hound guarding the place.

Eloise looked up and down, but the shady, tree-lined walk to the fields was quiet, and even the small herb garden with its gnarled hedges of yew and bay was empty. There did not appear to be anyone about.

Having thumped his gloved fist on the kitchen door several times and gained no reply, Wolf slipped away to fetch the key from its hiding place in an old dairy. He returned more slowly, his blue gaze on her face.

‘Not a pretty sight, is it? I’ve let the place go somewhat,’ he admitted, frowning up at the sagging beams and tufted thatch. ‘But I’ve been away from home so much these past ten years it hardly seemed worth the cost of repairs. Now that I am married, it would be good to see the old lodge returned to its former glory. My father and grandfather used to hold great hunting parties here. Yes, the place was magnificent in its day. They say old King Henry, our king’s father, even came here once or twice with the court. Now look at it.’ He kicked aside a broken spar fallen from some decayed casement. ‘I did not care to honour my father while he was alive. We were not close enough for that. Perhaps now he is dead, I can at least restore one of his favourite places.’

She said nothing, but laid a hand on his arm. They were still strangers, despite their marriage, despite sharing the same bed every night. But that did not mean she could not understand his pain – and let him know that she did.

Wolf glanced down at her hand, then managed a lopsided smile.

‘Shall we look inside?’



The kitchen quarters were vast and ancient, full of battered pots and pans hanging from the walls on gigantic hooks, and dried herbs dangling in bunches from pulleys. The whole place was dusty and unkempt, but the floor had recently been swept near the back door, and although the bread oven stood open and cold, the hearth contained the fresh remains of a log fire.

Wolf stooped and rubbed some of the ash between finger and thumb. ‘Less than a week old, I’d say.’ He straightened, looking about the kitchen. ‘Fresh water in the bucket there, and not much dust on that candle stump. So there has been a servant keeping house here. But for some reason, they left the place unattended some days ago.’

‘When we were married, perhaps?’

He turned to her at once, his face lightening. ‘Of course. All the servants would have been needed at the hall last week.’

‘So no one needs to be whipped for this.’

He grinned. ‘My lady, if it is your pleasure they should not be whipped for desertion, then they shall escape punishment.’

‘Thank you, my lord.’

He put a finger under her chin, raising it. ‘So soft-hearted. You would not last two minutes on a battlefield.’

‘And I am grateful not to be tested in that way,’ she replied, rather more sharply than she had intended. Seeing his raised brows, she stumbled over her words, trying to explain herself. ‘A . . . a woman’s strengths are fortitude and patience. Not brute force. I was born to bear children, and that pain will be enough for me when it comes.’

His gaze steadied on her face, oddly intent. ‘Born to bear children?’

‘Aye, my lord.’

‘But on our wedding night . . .’ He hesitated, then took a step forward. Their bodies were suddenly very close, almost touching. ‘I thought you did not welcome my attentions.’

‘I did not say that, my lord.’ Eloise could hardly breathe. She found herself whispering, her voice too loud in the vast empty kitchens. ‘I was scared, that first night. I did not mean to push you away. You took me off guard.’

His gaze lowered to her mouth, searing her with its heat. ‘I did not “take you” at all,’ he muttered hoarsely.

‘My lord . . .’

Wolf grabbed her by the shoulders and bent his head, kissing her so fiercely she felt her head spin. Then she realised why. He had lifted her in his arms and was carrying her out of the kitchen quarters.

‘Where are we going?’

He did not reply, but she saw his eyes glitter in the darkness and was afraid.

The lodge was quiet and unlit, all the windows shuttered. He made his way unerringly through the darkened hall, then up a narrow staircase and along the upper landing. The air smelt cold and musty upstairs. It was like being inside a tomb, she thought, and was glad of his arms about her.

All the doors stood shut in the darkness. Wolf kicked one open, breathing heavily, and entered the room.

Eloise blinked. Sunlight was streaming through a gap in the broken shutters. There was an old curtained bed with ornate posts, pushed against the wall, the mattress long since stripped of its covers. He put her carefully on her feet, then turned to a wooden chest in the corner. After throwing open the lid, he withdrew a rich red-and-green silken coverlet from the chest and lay it across the bed to cover the bare mattress.

‘There,’ he muttered, ‘now it is a bed fit for my bride. And no one for miles around to hear our pleasure.’

She stared, her face suddenly hot as she realised what Wolf intended to do. Thoughts and questions raced through her head, leaving her in confusion.

Had he known the lodge would be empty? Is that why he had allowed Hugh to ride back to the hall with Susannah unaccompanied? Because he had intended this seduction all along?

What a fool she had been. And yet she had wanted this too. He was her husband, after all. The marriage had to be consummated, or she could not bear him an heir. It was her duty, and she had accepted it when she accepted his offer of marriage. But not like this: to lie together for the first time in a strange place, no one within earshot, only the two of them alone in this dusty hunting lodge. It was not what she had envisaged for her first experience of love.

‘Did you plan this?’ she asked, her voice shaking.

‘Does it matter?’

The blood was beating so loudly in her head she could not hear herself think.

‘I don’t know.’

Wolf stripped off his gloves, then held out his hand to her. She hesitated, then forced herself to take it. The moment could not be put off forever. And he was right; at least here they could be private.

He raised her palm to his mouth and kissed the warm skin. ‘My lady,’ he muttered. ‘I promise I shall not hurt you.’

‘Of course you will. I am a maid.’

‘Then I shall make amends for your hurt.’ He pushed back her sleeve, kissing the pale skin on her wrist where a pulse beat wildly. ‘I will teach you the exquisite pleasure of love, a pleasure you cannot possibly guess at now, being still a virgin. But only on one condition.’

She stared, unsure what to expect. ‘Condition?’

‘Yes, on one simple condition,’ he repeated, his voice almost as unsteady as her own. He bent his head again, kissing her forearm. ‘I want you to beg me to make love to you.’

‘You want me to beg?’

‘For love, yes.’

She gasped as his mouth found the tender spot in the crook of her arm, kissing it gently.

‘I . . . I cannot.’

‘Why not? Are you too proud to beg?’ He gazed at her, a challenging look in his eyes, then bent his head again. This time his tongue traced a confident line down her throat towards her cleavage. ‘There can be no pride between us now we are man and wife. This is the natural state of things. You panting for my cock; me pumping my seed into you.’

His words shocked and thrilled her with their crudity. His hands tugged determinedly on her bodice, dragging it lower until her breasts were free, her nipples already engorged with excitement.

He did not touch her breasts, but stared down at them through narrowed eyes. ‘Do what comes naturally, Eloise. Beg me to make love to you.’

To make love to her? Did her husband even know the meaning of the word love?

He meant lust, she told herself dizzily, struggling to hold on to what was real here. What he meant was carnal longing, the kind of violent physical desire that had brought King Henry to the edge of madness when he met Anne Boleyn and could not bed her until she was his Queen. And yet, the line between love and desire was already blurring in her mind as Wolf’s lewd words aroused her, deafening her to reason. His hands played skilfully with her body, reminding her how much she needed this, how deeply she was in his power.

She shook her head rebelliously, though her cheeks grew hot at the sound of him whispering her name. Wolf had called her not ‘my lady’, nor ‘my bride’, but ‘Eloise’. She thought of running away, but knew she would not get far. Besides, if he did not make love to her soon, she would die of frustration. Her body knew that, even if her mind would not admit it.

She wanted him. She needed him. But it would mean nothing if he did not love her. If all this was to him was a means to an end.

‘You don’t mean love,’ she finally managed.

He gave a harsh laugh. ‘Maybe I don’t. But I thought you would prefer the word.’

‘I prefer the truth.’

‘Very well then, my fearless lady, you shall have it. There will be no more sweet lies between us, no more courtly pretence. Only the naked, unadulterated truth . . .’

Wolf gathered her in his arms and kissed her face, then her bare throat, then the fragile skin above her breasts. His kisses were light and hot, driving her out of her mind. He teased her, stroking a finger slowly round the curve of her breast, making her wait for his attention.

‘No,’ she moaned, and her nipples stiffened in the cool air, aching for the touch of his lips.

‘Yes,’ he countered, and slipped a firm hand round the nape of her neck, not to caress his bride but to hold her still so she could not escape.

‘Please, Wolf, not like this.’

‘Eloise, you want this consummation as much as I do,’ he said thickly, lowering his head to her breast, ‘and this day I intend to make you admit it. Now beg me to fuck you.’





CHAPTER ELEVEN

Wolf knew he was making himself vulnerable to this woman, beginning to feel more than lust when he was inside her, something he had hoped to avoid. Yet he could not seem to help himself. He had thought their marriage would be a simple, bloodless transaction: sexual union with a girl he had once ached for as a youth with no experience of the world, grieving for a lost mother. It had seemed to him fitting that he should be allowed, after such hard and lengthy service to the king, to come back here a few months of the year and bury himself in her body, recalling an earlier time before he had lost his ability to love.

That, at least, was how he had expected this marriage to work. In exchange for his protection and the comfort of his wealth, Eloise Tyrell would submit to him, despite her reservations and any feelings she still harboured for her former suitor.

Together they would make a child. Many children, perhaps. His honour would be fulfilled, his name could continue, and Wolf Hall might become a home again, no longer a vast empty shell which mocked him with its silence.

Only he had not expected to feel so much when he possessed her. Indeed, he had not expected to feel at all.

He had thought this burning raw emotion was impossible for him. His heart had been dead since Margerie rejected him as a youth, compounding his fears of women’s infidelity. Yet he could not believe in love, he thought, staring down at her.

He did not love Eloise, no more than she loved him. There was no such emotion as love. It was merely the word women gave to their need to be looked after, and which men used to disguise their rutting, beast-like natures.

‘I trust you,’ she whispered in response to his question. ‘What do you want of me?’

‘Tip your head further back.’ Briefly, Wolf showed her what he needed. His fingers lingered on her neck, her soft skin. ‘Like this. Open your mouth and throat to me.’

His need to come was so urgent he could scarcely control himself. His hands trembled as he positioned her, and he wondered with a flash of dry humour what she must think of him, her lord and master, whose hands were not even steady.

As soon as her head was tilted back, her lips parted wide at his instruction, he fed his cock back inside her mouth. Just the head first, then the shaft, which was more rigid than ever before, almost painful with the need to come. Wolf did not wish to frighten her with his length, but could not help himself. He kept pushing deeper and deeper into her throat, inch by slow inch, until he thought he would come from the incredible pleasure.

He praised her as she struggled, cupping her cheek, softly murmuring her name, keeping her head tilted back when she would have rebelled.

At last he was so deeply embedded that his balls were brushing her chin. He sighed, his fingers brushing her cheek in approval.

‘Such a talented mouth,’ he told her softly. ‘Who would have thought it of my innocent bride?’

He began to withdraw again, but painstakingly, holding her in position. When his cock was nudging her lips, he told her to taste him, then watched in near insanity while she obeyed, avidly licking her tongue round his swollen head.

Silently, he clamped down on the urge to come. He wanted this to last. When his desire was under control again, he thrust back inside, plumbing the moist depths of her throat.

‘Stay very still,’ he instructed her when she shifted under that thrust, her hands gripping the edge of the settle, her eyes staring up at him wildly.

With firm strokes, Wolf began to fuck her mouth, his breath hissing out with every inwards thrust, sucking the air back in as he withdrew. His pace, his pleasure, his choice of depth. All she had to do was trust him not to hurt her.

Her eyes were still open, watching him. He searched her expression but could not read fear there, only desire.

Eloise was enjoying his dominance over her. Her breasts, still encased in that tight bodice, were heaving, her skin flushed with excitement. She wanted him as much as he wanted her, and in much the same way, there was no doubt left in his mind. She did not wish to be taken gently, but possessed by him, owned completely, commanded at every step by her master.

Abruptly, his control snapped. He felt himself swell and thicken in her mouth, and groaned loudly, no longer able to hold back the torrent.

‘Yes,’ he muttered; then drove deep into her mouth. Once, twice, thrice. His cock grew hard as iron and began to pulse, shooting thick spurts of seed into her throat.

Wolf gasped as the intensity of his climax snatched his breath away, his head soaring, his body arched back like a bow being drawn, his vision burnt out with flashes of hot red and searing white. Nothing he had ever felt before could equal this, he realised with a shock, and was momentarily stunned by what she had done to him, his brain numb, his entire body taken over by this almost unbearable pleasure.

His fingers twisted urgently in her hair, dragging her close as the last pulse spurted down her throat.

‘Taste me, Eloise,’ he ordered her hoarsely. His need was so great, it was only through an act of pure will that he did not beg, but commanded her. ‘Drink me.’

Eloise gave a tiny murmuring groan against his cock, then swallowed obediently. Her jaw was still stretched wide about him, and he found a wild excitement at the knowledge that she was swallowing his seed.

They remained locked together like that for a few long, lazy moments. His body was trembling, still



































































































































CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Almost a week had passed since the fight on the river bank when Wolf told her that Simon had left court. ‘It seems he has returned to Norfolk and will likely remain there some months,’ he commented, delicately boning a baked trout with his dagger before passing her the dish. They were taking a late luncheon together in the privacy of their apartment, away from the gloomy terrors of the court. ‘By order of the king, I heard.’

She looked at him. ‘Poor Simon,’ she murmured, thinking aloud. ‘He so loves life at court. To be exiled . . .’

‘Better exile than a shameful death on the scaffold, which the others under accusation may not so easily escape.’ Wolf hesitated, helping himself to a dish of pickled walnuts. He met her gaze steadily. ‘You will miss him, I expect.’

She did not reply to that. His tone had not fooled her. She had seen the bitter flash of jealousy in his eyes, and knew herself how it felt to be in its grip.

‘I only wish we had news of my sister,’ she remarked, pushing aside her trencher. ‘It has been days since Master Beaufort rode north in search of her. I fear something terrible must have happened.’

Eloise kept remembering the day when their cavalcade had been attacked. They had been journeying north on the same road her sister had most likely taken on her way towards London, and in the company of stout soldiers. If Susannah had been attacked by men like those, a pack of northern ruffians with rape and murder on their minds, there would be little hope of her survival. A woman alone was an easy target, even one who had apparently taken the precaution of garbing herself like a man.

‘Beaufort is no fool,’ he assured her, meticulously cleaning his fingers in the water bowl, then drying them on a damask napkin. She watched him, amused by the thought that her husband had better table manners than the king, despite his pretence that he was just a rough soldier. ‘Nor does he ride alone, remember. If your sister is still on that road, he will find her.’

‘I pray you are in the right, my lord.’

‘I am always in the right, my dear Eloise,’ he murmured, his sharp blue eyes mocking her across the table. ‘Have you never remarked it before?’

‘Forgive me, no. It must have escaped my attention.’

‘Ah, cruel.’

She could not help smiling. Wolf was hard to dislike in this mood, so charming and at his ease. Events at court in recent months had turned everyone sour, and put that grim look in her husband’s eyes. But perhaps when they were home again in Yorkshire, away from the dark clouds of Henry’s court, his mood would lighten again and she would be able to fall in love with him.

To own the truth, she was halfway in love with him already. His hard, powerful body had long since captured her soul; but could his soul capture her body?

‘Did you hear that young Wyatt is not to be executed?’ he asked abruptly, watching her as though hoping to gauge her reaction to the news. ‘They are still holding him in the Tower, but his father has spoken for him and it seems the king has listened.’

Her lips were bone dry. She licked them nervously, and saw his intense blue gaze narrow on the movement.

‘I did not, no,’ she murmured. ‘But I am glad to hear it. Sir Thomas Wyatt is a fine poet and the most charming courtier. He is one of the few gentlemen at court whom I have always admired. Furthermore he is innocent and does not deserve to . . .’

Eloise stopped, and pushed her trembling hands into her lap. She could not bring herself to say the word.

Wolf’s eyes brooded on her face. ‘I don’t know Sir Thomas well enough to comment on his innocence, though I have fought beside him on a few campaigns. He is a fair soldier.’ He hesitated. ‘So he holds a special place in your heart, does he, this Wyatt?’

She glared at him, immediately angry at the unspoken inference. Why did Wolf always have to assume that if she expressed some liking for a man, he must have been her lover once?

‘No more than any other innocent man whom I would not wish to see on the scaffold!’

His brows snapped together. ‘Oh, you will see nobody on the scaffold, I promise you that. You are not permitted to attend any of their executions, is that clear?’

How dare he? She had no intention of watching any of those unfortunate men die, nonetheless a wave of fury swept over her at his overbearing manner. It was like being married to her father, another man who had never seen her in any other light than as a possession, to be ordered about or locked away at will.

For such men, women were dim, carnally minded creatures, who were to be kept under harness and not allowed opinions or independent thought. Oh, but females must also be watched very carefully, lest they produce an heir by another man while their husband’s back is turned.

‘Yes, my lord. No, my lord. Whatever you say, my lord.’

‘Eloise . . .’

‘Your doubleness makes my head spin. You accuse me of having a special place in my heart for Sir Thomas Wyatt. Yet you, my lord, will not give up your own lover.’

‘And who is that, pray?’

‘Margerie.’

‘Be quiet,’ he growled.

Part of her knew that she was probably being unfair to Wolf. But he should not have baited her with what he had heard during Cromwell’s interrogation. And now he was trying to impose his will on her again, regardless of the injustice.

Her temper got the better of her. She jumped up. ‘I will not be quiet.’

‘Sit down and do as you are as told.’

‘You do not believe those men to be guilty any more than I do,’ she threw at him. ‘It is all a sham.’

‘For pity’s sake, will you not be silenced?’ he ground out, something akin to panic suddenly flaring in his expression.

‘Why should I obey you, Wolf?’ she demanded, flushed and too angry to properly interpret his orders. ‘So you can gloat over my wifely subservience?’

Almost as though he could not help himself, Wolf’s gaze shifted warily towards a decorative wooden screen set into the west wall, where a doorway into another chamber had once stood, now long since sealed off and no longer part of these apartments.

She glanced that way too, frowning, and saw a sudden, tiny movement behind the intricate friezework of the screen. As she stared it was hurriedly stilled.

The blood froze in her veins.

Somebody was watching them from behind that false panel. Listening to every word they said.

‘Sit down,’ Wolf repeated gruffly, and this time she obeyed him without comment, grateful to be seated now that her legs were shaking.

‘The evidence gathered against these men cannot be refuted,’ he said warningly, but she could see the message in his eyes was one of caution. He did not believe them to be guilty either. But to say so when they were being spied upon would be tantamount to slitting their own throats. The king would accept no talk of an unjust trial, and she knew it. She could hardly believe how close she had just come to condemning them both to death. ‘Their sentence is lawful, and must be carried out as given.’

She took a deep breath, then nodded. ‘Yes, my lord.’

‘You have not drunk your wine,’ he commented, and leant across to pour more into her cup. ‘Though these are difficult times, they will soon be over. Your generosity towards these criminals does you credit, Eloise, but you must be careful. Simply because you yourself are innocent, it does not follow that others are equally unblemished.’

She managed a stiff smile. ‘Of course, you are right.’ She picked up her cup and drank a little wine, eyeing him over the rim as he stretched out his legs to the low fire burning in the hearth.

How long had he known that they were being watched? Was it only in this room or also in their bedchamber that they had to be careful? Her skin crawled at the thought of some sweaty-palmed spy watching them in bed together, then writing up a detailed report of their lovemaking for the king.

She could only hope their bedchamber at least was safe from those who watched. Wolf had lied to the king to keep her out of his arms, declaring her cold and unyielding to bed. Any act or conversation which might suggest the opposite would be highly dangerous, and put his life in jeopardy. So he would hardly have made love to her with such passion and abandon if he knew the king would hear of it.

Whenever they were alone here, she had longed to ask him about Margerie. Her jealousy was an itch in her blood. Yet she had fought it, afraid of disturbing the fragile equilibrium which had settled about them since his fight with Simon and the intense lovemaking that had followed that horror.

Now she was glad she had not asked. For everything they said or did in this place must be weighed very carefully, in case it was reported back to the king.

Besides, even if she could ask him such a question privately, what if Wolf confessed that he was indeed still in love with Margerie? The two had been betrothed once, long ago, and she knew how powerful his feelings must have been. And Margerie had spurned him, not the other way around. She had run off with her secret lover and married him.

Having seen how even the suggestion of betrayal could shatter Wolf’s famous self-control, the discipline that made him such a great soldier and commander, it was hard not to wonder how he had dealt with Margerie’s loss.

Not well, she thought drily, then lowered her gaze when Wolf looked up and caught her staring.

‘Should I ask what you’re thinking, my lady?’ he drawled, his voice very cool, though she heard a sliver of doubt behind the easy arrogance. ‘Or would it be better not to know?’

Thankfully Eloise did not need to fumble for an answer to that, as a commotion at the door made them both turn their heads.

Wolf stood at once, his body tensed for action, reaching for the dagger he had used to bone the trout. He wiped the blade clean on the napkin, his face tense. ‘Who’s there?’

The door opened and Hugh Beaufort stood in the doorway, swaying a little, his chin dark with stubble, his doublet and hose dusty from the road. Behind him stood a slender boy, booted, cloaked and hooded, his young face concealed in shadow – but with a tell-tale lock of fair hair tumbling down one shoulder.

‘Susannah!’ Eloise exclaimed, relief surging through her at the sight of these two weary figures, and jumped up to embrace her sister. ‘I never thought to see you again.’

Her sister threw back her hood, a chastened look on her face. Her cheeks had more colour than she remembered, but Eloise put that down to having ridden so far in the warm spring sunshine. She clasped Eloise’s hands, not quite meeting her gaze.

‘Forgive me,’ was all she seemed able to say, stumbling over even those few words. ‘Forgive me, Eloise.’

‘So you found her in the end,’ Wolf murmured, watching Eloise and Susannah with a curious expression on his face. He shook Hugh Beaufort’s hand, then clapped the young man heartily on the back. ‘Well done, sir.’

‘I thank you, my lord.’

‘You look half-dead, man. Here, we had more food served than we needed.’ Wolf stepped aside, gesturing them both to sit down. ‘Will you not eat?’

Without any ceremony, still wearing her cloak, Susannah sat down and eagerly scooped up the last of the trout, eating as though she had not been fed for days.

Eloise helped her sister off with her cloak, bearing it away to have the dust beaten off. ‘Mary!’ she called, and her maid appeared, looking astonished but deeply pleased to see Susannah safe and at the table. ‘Fetch more wine.’

‘And food,’ Susannah managed indistinctly, her mouth full. ‘More sauce. Manchet bread. Sweetmeats.’

To Eloise’s surprise, Hugh refused to sit at table, telling Wolf instead how he had come upon Susannah some fifty miles north of London, sleeping rough in a wood. He kept his face politely averted as Susannah ate, but something about his wary stance made Eloise suspect this was not merely good manners.

She wondered if the two young people had argued on the long road to London. Hardly surprising, Eloise thought, hurriedly concealing her smile. Susannah was a wilful, headstrong girl, and she had been discovered in her crime as a runaway. Perhaps even scolded by Hugh for having caused so much trouble and heartache. Indeed, it would be a miracle if they had not argued.

‘You took your time returning,’ Wolf said lightly, but it was a question.

‘My lord, you must forgive my tardiness.’ Hugh looked awkwardly at Susannah, who said nothing but continued to eat. He hesitated, an odd tightness in his voice. ‘I had some difficulty persuading Mistress Tyrell to accompany me back to court.’

Wolf frowned. ‘But was it not her intention to journey to court in the first place?’

‘But not with him,’ Susannah said clearly, without looking at Hugh, then returned to her repast.

Mary bustled in with a full flagon of wine, a kitchen servant following close behind with a basket of warm bread, a jug of sauce and a bowl of sweetmeats.

‘Oh yes, please,’ Susannah murmured, and held out a cup. ‘I have not eaten for two days straight.’

Eloise was surprised, and glanced across at Hugh Beaufort. ‘Surely you took your ease at roadside inns? Tell me you did not simply ride for court without stopping once you had found my sister?’

‘We stopped every night.’ There was a hard colour in Hugh’s face now; he seemed almost angry, his voice sharper. ‘But your sister refused to eat in my company, and since I refused to leave her alone until we reached London, she took no sustenance at mealtimes.’

Suppressing a burst of laughter, Eloise bit her lip. ‘I see,’ she managed unsteadily.

‘And why should a lady eat at the same table as her abductor, pray?’ Susannah stared at Hugh fiercely, and was rewarded by a stormy glare in return. A tiny spot of red burnt in each cheek as she lifted her chin. ‘I shall certainly take care never to be alone in your company again.’

‘Nor I in yours, madam,’ Hugh Beaufort seethed at her, his face taut. His fists were clenched by his sides as though he longed to shake some sense into the girl, his knuckles white with strain. Eloise cleared her throat, and Hugh abruptly seemed to recollect where he was. He drew breath, turning to make his bow to Eloise. ‘Forgive my poor manners, Lady Wolf. It was not my intention to raise my voice in the company of ladies. I . . . I have not slept overmuch these past few days.’

It seemed Susannah had met her match in Hugh Beaufort. They had been friendly enough in Yorkshire, spending time in each other’s company, and Eloise suspected it was to see Hugh again that Susannah had run away from home in such a drastic manner. Yet clearly something had happened between them on the road to change Susannah’s mind.

Perhaps her sister had not found it as easy to twist Hugh Beaufort around her finger as she had once innocently supposed. Whatever the truth of it, she was now aloof and he incensed. A happy pairing indeed.

She caught Wolf’s eye, and he smiled drily.

‘Come, Hugh,’ he said, thrusting his dagger back into his belt. ‘You are in dire need of a wash and fresh clothing. Let us walk to your chamber together, and you can tell me everything that has passed while you have been away.’

‘Aye, my lord,’ Hugh agreed, still very much on his dignity. On the threshold he paused, then turned back, bowing first to Eloise and then Susannah. ‘Lady Wolf,’ he murmured in farewell; then his eyes sought her sister’s at last. ‘Mistress Tyrell.’

Susannah said nothing, her head stubbornly bent.

Hugh straightened, still looking directly at her, then drew a sharp breath and swept after Wolf.

‘Susannah, why on earth are you so upset with poor Master Beaufort?’ Eloise asked as soon as the door had closed behind the men; she had dismissed Mary so they could talk without fear of being overheard. ‘He only rode north to see you safe to court. And at great risk to himself, for that road is one of the most dangerous in England.’

When her sister did not reply but sat still, head down, staring fixedly at the table, Eloise added with a stab of spirit, ‘Forgive me, but I don’t understand. I thought you liked Hugh, that the two of you were friends.’

Susannah lifted her head, and Eloise saw that she had been crying. ‘Oh Eloise,’ she burst out, pushing away her trencher as though her appetite had suddenly failed. ‘I did like Hugh Beaufort, very much. But now I hate him, I hate him. Everything’s ruined. And it’s all my fault!’

‘Whatever do you mean by that?’ she asked her sister, astonished. ‘Did something happen between you on the journey?’

But try as she might, Eloise could not bring Susannah to say any more. She very much feared some dreadful indiscretion must have occurred on the road back to court. But whatever had happened, it was probably for the best if they never spoke of it again, she thought warily, wrapping her arms about her sister’s shoulders in a gesture of comfort. Her father still hoped Susannah would marry a man of his own choosing, and Hugh Beaufort did not strike her as a man in love.

Little said, soon amended, she told herself, and rummaged in her belt pouch for a handkerchief.



Days passed, with the atmosphere at court growing ever darker and gloomier as Anne’s fate looked more certain, and one night in mid-May Wolf struggled out of sleep to find the bed curtains drawn back, and one of his men standing beside the bed, a candle flickering in his hand.

He sat up at once, immediately alert. He had not been asleep long, for his mind had been too occupied with dark matters, his psyche disturbed with a creeping horror that he could not shake off. Not that he was alone in that. Not tonight.

It was still dark, the early watches of the night judging by how low the fire had burnt since he had retired. Beside him, Eloise was still sleeping, breathing softly, her back turned.

‘What is it, Fletcher?’

‘Forgive me for disturbing you, my lord. It would not wait until morning.’

The man was holding out a letter. Wolf took it, frowning down at the distinctive royal seal.

‘Hold the candle higher.’

He broke the seal and read the contents, digesting the grim message with chill striking into his heart.

‘Will there be any reply, my lord?’

‘No.’ He looked down at his sleeping wife. ‘What hour is it, Fletcher?’

‘A little after four of the clock, my lord.’

‘Come back in an hour and rouse me again. I must be on horseback by sunrise this morning.’

‘Aye, my lord.’

‘And leave the candle.’

He glanced again at Eloise, seeing the slender column of her neck from behind, her golden hair fallen loosely to one side. Caught in the grip of some primaeval terror, he could not prevent himself from imagining an axe being brought down upon that fragile neck, severing her throat, her life force . . .

He made a choking noise under his breath, his heart suddenly pounding, his palms damp with sweat.

Eloise stirred beside him in the candlelight, flushed from her warm pillow. Sleepily, she turned to look at him, her nightrail falling loosely off one shoulder to reveal pale skin, the curve of her breast below.

‘What is it, my lord?’

He looked down at her grimly, considering what to say, how to word his admission. He could not conceal the agonising truth from his wife, however much he knew it would distress her, but he could at least hide his own turmoil.

‘Fletcher was just here,’ he told her sparingly. ‘He brought an urgent missive from King Henry. I have received a direct command from His Majesty and must obey it.’

She sat up, staring. ‘Wolf?’

‘I am ordered . . .’

He choked again mid-sentence and sat silent, staring at nothing, holding up his hand without looking at her when she tried to speak.

It was a struggle to regain his self-control. Yet regain it he must.

‘I am ordered to the Tower of London this morning,’ he managed. ‘To witness the execution of our former queen, Anne Boleyn.’

‘Sweet Jesu.’ Her cheeks had lost their colour, reflecting the same unspeakable horror he was feeling. Her hand went out to him, brushing his sleeve. ‘Do not go, you must not go.’

‘He is my king,’ he bit out, and meant every word, regardless of who might be listening. ‘I swore allegiance to His Majesty. I must obey his command; I cannot break my oath.’

Her voice was hoarse. ‘A king who executes his queen . . .’

‘Hush.’ He caught her wrist, but then released her at once, seeing the fear on her face. He would not have his wife afraid of him. It was too much to bear. ‘Be careful.’

She hid her face in her hands for a long moment. ‘Poor, poor Anne.’

‘I had hoped when the marriage was dissolved that she would be spared this fate. That the king would change his mind at the last minute and simply put her away, as he did Queen Katherine, so he could marry Jane Seymour in her place. But there is to be no clemency . . .’

Wolf stopped, swallowing hard. He had said too much already. Even here in the dark privacy of his bedchamber he could not be certain they were not being spied upon.

‘The law says she must die. So she will die.’

‘May God forgive them.’

Unable to say what he truly felt, to admit the heaviness and agony of his heart, his eyes sought hers. ‘At least it is not the fire,’ he whispered. ‘Her Majesty does not go to the stake, though the law required it for treason. They have sent for an expert swordsman from France instead. The man is an executioner of great skill and judgement, I’m told. He will ensure that the queen . . .’

Again, his voice failed him, for he had remembered that Anne Boleyn was no longer the queen. ‘That her end will be swift,’ he finished hoarsely, then fell silent.

His wife knelt up beside him in bed, dragging her nightrail over her head. Her body was so pale and perfect in the flickering candlelight, he could not take his eyes off her. In his mind’s eye, Wolf saw again what he must witness later that morning, the barbaric slaughter of a dark-eyed lady he had once danced with and knelt before, as entranced by her charm and wit as every other man at court. His heart stuttered at the cruelty of it.

Anne Boleyn. Sacrificed to the brutal whim of her husband and king so that Henry might beget an heir.

His hands trembled as he pulled Eloise towards him, his breathing quickening at the sight of her naked beauty.

‘Make me forget,’ Wolf whispered in her ear. ‘Eloise . . .’
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