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Now, gods, stand up for bastards.

—KING LEAR




Chapter One
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ENGLAND, 1824

 

EMMA faced the two gentlemen in front of the massive stone fireplace. A painting on the wall above the gray stones depicted a hunting dog pinning a spotted fawn in agony between his forepaws. Emma’s sympathies were with the fawn.

They had her pinned, the duke and his nephew. The Duke of Wenlocke, tall, gaunt, and imperious, his face as unyielding as granite, leaned heavily on a black cane. His gnarled hand curved over its golden head like an eagle’s talon. His other hand clutched a document.

“This is the girl?” His haughty gaze sent an icy wave of alarm over her. “She doesn’t look like a murderess to me.”

Emma willed her knees to remain steady. It took steady knees to run.

“Oh, she’s the one, Uncle. Emma Portland.” The other man, the duke’s nephew, the Earl of Aubrey, turned from  prodding a great log with an iron poker. A shower of sparks vanished up the flue. If only escape were that easy.

“What’s your age, girl?” the duke demanded.

“Twenty, Your Grace.” Her voice came out thin and reedy, unrecognizable to her own ears over the pounding of her heart.

The duke’s gaze fixed her to the spot. “Stuck a knife in some fellow’s ribs, did you?”

Don’t deny it, Emma. She clenched her fists in the folds of her shawl. Let them think her a murderess. Let them stare as if she were a beast in a menagerie to be baited.

“She’s accused of the deed, Uncle, not convicted. I’m sure she’d rather do a favor for a pair of gentlemen than face the law.” Aubrey had a smooth voice and a powerful body, his muscled thighs bulging in skintight riding breeches, his calves sheathed in gleaming black leather. Emma had seen him return his pretty mare to the stables with bloodied sides. She had not imagined that he noticed her.

The duke’s stare pierced her. “She’d better. I’m done with the law and courts. Hang all lawyers. I want that whore’s get out of Daventry Hall and back in the gutter where he belongs.”

He shook the paper in his fist at Emma. “You know what this is, girl? A request for the king’s pardon. The duchess wants me to sign it. If I don’t, you’ll be had up before the justices at the next assizes in Horsham.”

Emma drew a sharp breath and blinked hard against a sudden sting in her eyes. Somehow in spite of all their care, the law had connected her with the spy’s death. She knew what that meant. Once more she and Tatty had been betrayed. Her thoughts raced back through the long chain of coins and jewels pressed into willing palms and hasty bargains made with low characters. Their enemies might have bought off  anyone on sea or land in the thousand miles between home and England.

“You’ll hang, you know.” The duke handed the paper to Aubrey. “Read it to her.”

Aubrey circled her, making a slow deliberate perusal of her person, the privilege of a man with power. A mad desire to pick up her skirts and run passed in an instant. She would not make half the distance to the library door. She would never make the first set of stairs or the grand entrance or the drive, let alone the unfriendly woods below Wenlocke Castle. Escape took care and planning and, above all, luck. No one knew that better than Emma. How many times had she and Tatty and Leo tried and failed in seven years until their jailers had hanged Leo.

Aubrey stopped so close to her she breathed his scent, a heavy male mix of musk and leather with a tang of sweat.

“Not pleasant to contemplate, is it? Much better to hide here at Wenlocke, teaching servants’ brats. That’s what you do, isn’t it, Miss Portland?”

Her downward gaze caught at the flimsy paper in Aubrey’s hand. A pardon meant that the duchess, her grandmother’s friend, still believed in her. When she and Tatty had reached Her Grace, all their difficulties had melted away. Until now. Now the duchess had gone to London to visit her daughter. Tatty was on her way to a ship at Bristol. There was no one at Wenlocke to help Emma. Still the duchess’s wishes must count for something. “The duchess kindly gave me a position.”

“Don’t think to hide behind Her Grace, girl,” the duke snapped.

“But she’s done it for weeks, Uncle. Look at her. With her pink cheeks, golden curls, and round blue eyes, a man thinks butter won’t melt in that sweet mouth, but that’s a lie, isn’t it?” Aubrey lifted her chin, the cutting edge of his  nail against her throat. Her stomach roiled at the touch. “You’re a lie, Emma Portland. There’s a dead man in Reading whose reeking corpse says you’re someone else.”

His broad back was to his uncle. He let go of her chin and reached down and dealt her breast a swift, stinging blow with a flick of his middle finger.

Fear cramped her insides, but Emma knew better than to show it. She had wanted to be a girl again, but she’d made a mistake to brush the walnut dye out of her hair and scrub her skin and accept an old figured gown from the duchess, sweet and clean and scented with lavender and verbena from the clothes press.

“Listen to Aubrey, girl.” The duke’s voice brought her gaze back to him. “If you don’t want them to break your pretty neck and feed you to the crows, you’ll do as he says.”

Crows. She steadied her treacherous knees. Don’t think about crows, Emma. Tatty and the babe must reach the coast and the waiting messenger.

The fire crackled. Outside, a March gale howled against the windows. The Englishness of the place, which had seemed so warm and comforting when she first arrived at Wenlocke, now seemed chillingly cold. The baroque grandeur of the room dwarfed her. Its dark oak cases held thousands of morocco-bound tomes with gold-tooled spines, crushing slabs of history and law. The English liked their law to do the killing. They did not send assassins to kill babes in their cradles as her countrymen did, but they would hang the merest child for stealing.

Aubrey called it a favor, but Emma knew better. The prickle of the small hairs of her neck warned her. He and the duke wanted her for some ruthless business because they believed her to be a murderess. She could tell them what a joke that was. Tatty, older than Emma by three  years, was the fearless one. Leo had always admired her for it, married her for it. Her brother and her cousin had been well matched in courage.

It had been Emma’s duty to kill the flies and spiders in the cell she’d shared with Tatty. Once Emma had even been so bold as to kill a rat. But if these gentlemen knew the truth about her, if they saw that she would be of no use to them, they would simply give her over to the law. And the crows would get her.

Aubrey handed the paper to the duke. His voice turned coaxing. “We want you to teach a different group of brats. That’s all. Here, read this notice.” Emma swung her gaze back to him. This time he offered her a newspaper, and she was pleased with the steadiness of her hand as she took it. Inside her everything quaked as if she would shake apart in spite of the name she had taken for herself. Portland for the stone and Emma for the lover of the great English hero Nelson. She had vowed to be as unshakeable as her new name.

The paper was folded open to a small notice inquiring after a schoolmaster. Private instruction wanted in letters, mathematics, and geography. References required. Inquire at Daventry Hall for interview.

Emma handed the notice back. Asking a suspected murderess to tutor children in a private gentleman’s house was not the favor Aubrey meant. “What makes you think this person will hire me?”

She did not know where her boldness came from. Tatty would say a cat pent up becomes a lion.

Aubrey watched her with a twisted smile. A ridge of vein marred his smooth broad forehead. “We will send impeccable credentials with you.”

Aubrey’s smile was the slow, complacent smile of power. Emma waited for the trap to close.

“In return, you must do something for us. It’s simple really. I’ll keep a man in the village. He’ll tell you what to do, and you’ll report to him everything you discover about your new employer’s habits and plans.”

“I must spy?” She tried not to betray any relief. They had not asked her to kill anyone. Still she would have to report to a man, Aubrey’s man. Aubrey would know where she was. Escape would be very, very hard.

“Or hang if that’s your preference.”

“On whom must I spy?” Her mind raced. Let them think her agreeable. Let them think she could be bought with a piece of paper. There would be time while she spied for them for Tatty to reach the coast and Emma to plan another escape. She was the planner, not Tatty.

“On the Marquess of Daventry.”

“A lord?”

“Whore’s get.” The duke’s cold voice insisted.

She turned to him. The lines cut deep in his harsh face. The hooded eyes were unreadable. “May I know why I am to spy on this lord?”

“He’s an enemy of this house, Miss Portland.”

“Is he dangerous, then?”

“He’s damned hard to kill.”

She stared at the duke, but his closed expression revealed nothing. Emma’s brain could make no sense of it—to send a schoolmistress to spy on a dangerous lord. “For how long must I spy?”

“As long as it takes. And we may ask you to obtain certain items for us, certain papers and objects.”

They wanted her to spy and steal. “You will sign the pardon request if I spy?”

In answer the duke tossed the paper aside. The weary gesture told Emma all she needed to know about her predicament. The duke’s unsteady leg buckled, and Aubrey took his arm to help him to a leather chair. Emma understood the gesture. The duke relied on Aubrey now, and Aubrey only waited to take power as it slipped from the duke’s grip.

“When do I leave?”

“Today.”




Chapter Two
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DAVENTRY Hall stood on a low rise with a wide view of surrounding woods and fields, still bleak and bare in March. An arched bridge over a smooth-flowing blue river led to a curving drive. Four stories of warm golden stone rose with the stern and stately symmetry of an earlier century to a series of flat roofs with nearly a dozen small towers domed with copper cupolas blue-tinted with age. Hundreds of windows caught the afternoon light.

Emma saw at once that the house had no defenses to keep out an army. Apparently the English believed themselves protected from attack by their little ribbon of choppy sea over which a man could easily row. The house’s only defense was its unobstructed view. A spy could not escape undetected in such an open setting.

The gig from the inn rocked to stop under a two-story porch that projected from the main house. Its weathered  stones, carved and ornamented with columns and tracery, gave the impression of a hundred staring eyes. Emma was glad to step inside.

When she explained that she was expected for an interview, a cheerful manservant in a plain brown suit led her up a stairway dark with heavy old timbers to an ancient stone chapel. Entering its shadowy vaulted nave, she experienced a moment of confusion.

On Sundays when their jailers took them to chapel, she and Tatty had counted the painted cherubs on the ceiling with their tiny fluttering wings, peeping around clouds or dangling their bare feet over the architecture. Here the ceiling had apparently crumbled with age, dumping frescoed cherubs onto the floor. She looked down to see sturdy fallen angels lying tangled on one another, round limbs protruding from snowy linen, rosy cheeks and tumbled curls in a jumble.

At her footfall on the stone, the heap of angels stirred.

A midsized angel opened one blue eye and peered up at her. “’Oo the devil are you?” he asked with a surprisingly earthly accent.

His words prompted other angels to stir and scramble to their feet in a row. Emma counted seven earthbound angels, staring openly at her. They came thin and round, dark and light, rough-hewn like carved figures, or rounded with curls about their rosy cheeks, not angels after all, but barefoot boys in white shirts and gray wool breeches. One last angel lay on the stone floor. He was no cherub.

A thin lawn shirt, open at the throat, clung to a powerful chest and shoulders. One sleeve was sheered off completely, exposing a gleaming muscled arm like living marble, and a lean hand gripping a great sword. The words of a childhood prayer—archangel defend us—rose to her lips.

The warrior angel rolled to his bare feet in a fluid move, tall and lithe and fierce. His shirt billowed about him. Charcoal wool trousers hugged his lean hips and legs. He took Emma’s breath. Angels such as he had fought each other for the heavens with fiery swords when Lucifer revolted.

His bold gaze met Emma’s and held.

“I came about the position,” she told the angel. She had no idea what his place on the household staff was, but the boys around him must be her intended pupils.

He leaned his folded arms on the hilt of his great sword and regarded her with frank interest, a sardonic lift to one brow. “I don’t remember advertising for anyone with your qualifications.”

“I beg your pardon. You placed the notice in the paper?”

“You are hardly the expected result.”

Emma blinked. “You are Daventry?”

“None other.” He bowed slightly. “You are E. Portland?”

Emma tried to pull her wits together. She was talking to a man, not an angel, a dangerous man who was hard to kill. She found herself babbling her qualifications, real and false. “Emma Portland. I speak French, German, and Italian. I know Latin, maths, and geography. Do you wish to see my credentials?”

“Can you teach?”

“Of course.”

“Let’s find out.” With an effortless sweep of his bare arm, he brandished the sword in the air. Emma retreated a step before she realized the sword was made of wood. “To the schoolroom, lads.”

The ragged cherubs erupted into motion and noise, surging around her. In a blink they had snatched her reticule and letters of reference and whisked them away. She could see  her bag bobbing from hand to hand above their heads as they disappeared up the dark, narrow stair.

“After you, Miss Portland.” The warlike angel lord, whatever he was, grinned at her discomposure. It was not a good start. Her escape plan was not in place. She could not go back to Aubrey’s man at the inn. She needed this man to hire her, not to mock her.

 

 

THE girl turned an assessing gaze on the schoolroom. Dav had held no proper lessons there since his old tutor Hodge had left. The books he’d purchased for the boys lay in a heap in one corner. Their slates were scattered about the floor. He had continued to read to them a tale of exploring the great pharaohs’ tombs. The result of that tale dominated the room—a dark pyramid built of desks and chairs that nearly reached the ceiling. A tunnel led to the interior of the structure, where the boys had disappeared.

Dav doubted she would last the afternoon, and a stab of disappointment accompanied the thought. He needed someone to take charge of the boys. They could not play games forever as if time would stand still for perpetual youth. But his idea of a tutor was nothing like this girl. From the letter he’d received, he had expected E. Portland to be a shabby scholar with his mind on the ancients. He should have told her at once that she wouldn’t do for the job and arranged her escort back to wherever she came from. Even now he should stop her before his band ate her for luncheon, but it would only be polite to offer tea before he sent her away.

He righted a chair in the back of the room, straddled it, and waited to see what she would do. The sword had startled her, but now she ignored him, her brow puckered in a  little frown of concentration, as she removed her plain black bonnet and gloves. She was thinking, stalling for time, he suspected.

Her hair, gold as sunbeams and springy as waves, was pulled back from her face with only a few curls escaping. A part of him just wanted to look at her. She undid the strings of her cloak. He hadn’t seen the style, but he recognized an old, secondhand garment when he saw it, like the velvet coat he had in his wardrobe, a garment with a past. The cloth was faded rose wool, and the collar had a fringe like the petals of a wilted rose. Her gesture in removing it spoke of pride even when necessity made one bow.

He imagined helping her undo it, a missed opportunity. Gentlemen did such things, didn’t they? And he was a gentleman now. The courts had made him one in spite of his grandfather’s opposition. Daventry. He’d actually said the name rather easily.

Under her cloak she wore a dove gray muslin gown, too loose for her light figure. An overdress of pale sky blue closed under her bosom and gave some shape to the gown. Her eyes were vivid against that blue. Something about the dignity of her bearing had made him expect elegance, and not a woman in a secondhand gown applying for a humble household post. The upward tilt of her chin with its slight dent seemed regal, a dent made for a man’s thumb.

Inside the pyramid the boys squirmed and positioned themselves to spy on her. At any moment he expected them to erupt from their hiding place with wild whoops. He prepared himself to step in and put a comforting arm around her shoulder. If she sensed the boys meant mischief, she didn’t show it. She circled the pyramid, collecting slates and pencils and stacking them on a chair facing the dark entrance.

When the room grew quiet, she stopped and touched the pocket of her gown, as if she had something tucked there. He smiled to himself. If she had something there, a good luck talisman perhaps, and still possessed it, the lads had lost their touch. Lark and Rook could lift the feathers from a strutting cock, and he’d not miss them.

Her gown fell back in its near-shapeless line, and she folded one hand over the other, a gesture of perfect self-containment. It irked him. He felt his fists tighten on the sword and his jaw clench that she should be an expert at retreating into herself. It spoke of a past about which he wanted to know nothing.

Her voice, low and sweet and surprising in its authority, interrupted the thought. “Once upon a time,” she began.

He did not know the story. It was like the old stories he had heard as a child, but unfamiliar too. He doubted it was English at all. A part of him believed she was making it up on the spot, or at least altering it to suit her audience, for there were seven sons of a poor woodcutter and his wife who had no more money. The wife took a threadbare cloth and wrapped it around the last of the bread, and they sent their two oldest sons out into the world.

Dav thought he could listen to her voice if she talked about laundry, and he certainly did not mind looking at her. The story continued with the journey of the woodcutter’s sons.

“Off they went down the road, and passed men working in the fields, and building a great church, and selling goods, but no one offered them work. As they sat at noon to eat their bread, a flock of little brown birds landed in the branches above and hopped about their feet. The birds chirped and chirped.”

Here the storyteller paused and wrote upon a slate, her  pencil making a birdlike cheep. She put the slate aside and resumed the tale of the hungry boys, who ate and went their way, leaving the empty cloth but not a crumb for the birds. As the sun was setting, they met an ogre, and the storyteller lowered her voice to a gruff growl. “ ‘What do you have to say for yourselves?’

“When the woodcutter’s sons replied, ‘Nothing,’ the ogre said, ‘Then you’d best come work for me.’ He led them to his house at the edge of a wood and opened an oaken door crossed with iron bars. ‘In here,’ he invited. The boys stepped forward, and he shoved them down stone steps and locked them in darkness black as pitch.”

In the way of such stories the second pair of sons met the same fate as the first. They, too, waved away the birds and left behind their mother’s scrap of cloth but shared no crumbs. Again the girl wrote on the slates. Again the woodcutter’s sons had nothing to say for themselves when questioned by the ogre, and down into the cellar they went.

She paused, and the room held its breath. Her gaze didn’t waver, but Dav felt her awareness of him. He had tightened his grip on his sword. She told the story as if she knew just what it was to be locked in that fairy-tale cellar, and she made him feel it, too, his heart beating in his chest. When she began again, his hands relaxed.

“At last the woodcutter and his wife were so hungry they sent their youngest sons out into the world with bread tied in neat bundles. These three passed the men in the fields, the church builders, and the busy market, but no one offered them a job. Hungry and weary they sat on a log to eat their bread. When a flock of birds flew near, the youngest said to his brothers, ‘Listen, the birds want to speak.’ He held out his hand with crumbs upon it. A bird hopped down at once and pecked them up. And when the three  brothers rose to go on their way, they brushed the remaining crumbs onto the ground for the flock.”

This time when she paused, Dav knew that she had reached the turning point. Now the brothers would get it right. Kindness, that was the point of the story, he felt sure, an easy moral lesson and there an end. He felt disappointed.

Her concentration was perfect. She seemed so caught up in the world of the story that she did not notice rustlings and whispers from inside the pyramid.

Consciousness of her femaleness thrummed in him like the low vibration of some powerful machine. Her gown seemed insubstantial, like cloud or water, loosely clinging to her form. He liked the look of her springy golden hair that might escape its bonds and her wide blue eyes and the way she wavered between trembling courage and contained purpose. He put her age at twenty or so. It occurred to him that she would have to be a prodigy to have the scholar’s knowledge of languages and maps and math she claimed to have.

“The last three of the woodcutter’s sons soon met the ogre, who asked them, ‘What do you have to say for yourselves?’

“The youngest opened his mouth to answer when the flock of birds flew round and set up such a din of beating wings and chirping that a person could not hear himself think. The ogre shouted and waved and drove the flock to the rooftop except one bird who settled on the shoulder of the youngest son and chirped in his ear.”

The girl stopped speaking and put down the slate in her hands. Her voice dropped as if she had come to the last words of the tale. Dav could sense the edge of anticipation in the boys. She stood contained and cool, unmoved by the tension of the unfinished story.

“Well, wot happens?” came a voice from within the  pyramid. Slaps, grunts, and rustling hushed the speaker. Someone whispered, “Let ’er finish it.”

Dav did not know whether to be amused or annoyed that she had engaged him in this test of patience. She had violated the fundamental rule of storytelling by leaving the woodcutter’s sons trapped in the ogre’s cellar and her audience unsatisfied.

He could call a halt to the lesson and thank her, but if he did so, he, too, would not know the story’s end.

He was sure the boys could see her, but she gave no sign of impatience. Again there was movement in the pyramid, and Robin, at eight, the baby of the band, poked his blond head out of the tunnel. “Please, miss, are you going to say wot ’appens?”

In a flash Dav realized the unfinished story had been her strategy all along. But she showed no sign of triumph at this first victory. She was patient, Dav would give her that.

“Only you can finish the story.”

Robin crawled out and sat at her feet. Savage whispers hissed at him from the tunnel. “’Ow can we finish yer story?”

She looked as solemn as the little boy. “Each must answer the ogre’s question.”

“’Ow do we know wot to answer?”

Swallow’s head emerged. “Robin, ye nodcock, it’s wot the birds say, isn’t it?”

The girl handed Robin a slate. “I’ve written their words for you on these slates. There’s a word for each to tell the ogre.”

Jay and Raven crawled out next, a matched pair of ruffians at ten. She handed out more slates.

Finch came out, bringing her bag. He gave it to her and accepted a slate in exchange. The boys sat, looking at each  other’s slates without speaking until a voice from within the pyramid muttered, “Idiots.” Dav knew their dilemma and wondered if they would admit it to a stranger.

At last Swallow admitted, “We can’t read.”

Lark and Rook slid out of the tunnel and stood, arms crossed over thin chests. “And wot do we care? Words don’t slay ogres.”

“Besides Daventry can read. As long as we’ve got ’im, we don’t need ’er.” Rook looked to Dav for support.

Instant debate started.

“She could stay until she teaches us to read.”

“But only seven words.”

“A week, then.”

“’Oo wants a blinkin’ girl around for a week? Girls, useless as warts.”

Dav held up his sword, and they fell silent. “We vote then. Who wants to keep her for a week?”

“A fortnight.” The girl’s voice shocked him. There was an unmistakable hint of desperation in it that woke all the instincts that had kept him alive for three years in the streets of London. She was not the ancient scholar he’d expected, nor was she what she appeared to be.

“I will stay a fortnight. No less, or not at all,” she declared firmly. She had control of herself again, except for her eyes.

He felt the boys’ gazes on him. He knew the smart thing to do, the thing his brothers would advise. But his street self was awake in him now, alert to snatch any good thing that came his way. She was a prize, a windfall from a passing wagon, a treasure washed in on the tide. The desperate flash of need in those blue eyes told him so, told him that whoever had once possessed her had let her go. She was his for the taking. He would have the end of her story.

“Miss Portland, you may have your fortnight. Prove  yourself a worthy tutor to my boys, and you may have the position.” He made it sound like a gentlemanly request, reasonable and aloof.

She did not thank him, but he did not miss the relief in her eyes.

“Tea, lads. Take the sword,” he ordered. Lark took the hilt, and Jay and the others lined up to carry the long blade. Where he could lift it with ease, the weight of it made them stumble awkwardly, like pallbearers shuffling solemnly under their burden.

Dav was left with the beautiful stranger he’d hired without a glance at her credentials, wondering irrelevantly, where she would sleep.
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