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Queen of Diamonds

Book Three of The House of Cards Trilogy

A Regency-Set Historical Romance





To the Yankees, for the good times through the bad times.





Chapter One

1800

“Mama!”

The gunshot woke Lady Charlotte Endicott from her nap in Nanny’s arms. Now Nanny was shrieking and Mama was reaching across the carriage for Lottie. Another shot rang out, and loud, angry voices. The horses were galloping faster than Lottie had ever gone. Papa would be angry. He was an earl and everyone listened to his orders.

The coach was rocking, and then sliding, falling, tumbling, crashing down a steep cliff.

So much noise, then silence.

Lottie crawled from the debris, clutching her doll, unaware of the blood on her pinafore or the cuts on her face. Nanny’s black boots stuck out from under the roof of the broken carriage. One of the horses was standing, blowing. The others were tangled and still, but Lottie would not look at them.

Mama never answered her calls.

Then a man came scrambling down the cliff from where the road was. He was the new groom, not Neddy who’d promised to help Lottie name the pony that would be waiting for her at home at Carde Hall. Neddy’d been too sick to leave Kingston-Upon-Hull with them after Grandfather Ambeaux’s funeral.

This man was using bad words. His leg was bleeding, too, and he was limping. He looked around, then looked up and back, as if he were listening for the baggage coach that was following them. Then he saw Lottie.

“Bloody hell. The brat.”

Lottie backed away, but stumbled over one of the broken wheels. The man grabbed her by the back of her gown and picked her up, doll and all.

“Do you know my name?”

Lottie nodded. “Dennis Godfrey. Nanny told me. I’m not s’posed to stare at your gold tooth.”

“Damn and blast.” He set her down and took a pistol from his belt. “I’m going to hang for this day’s work anyway. Might as well make it harder for your papa to find me.” The pistol was empty, though. While he reloaded, Dennis Godfrey stared at the child, thinking. “A’course, your papa might pay a king’s ransom to get you back. They say Carde’s got it. And he mightn’t be so quick to send the sheriff or the militia after me, iffen your life depends on it.” He tucked the gun back in his belt and squatted on his heels in front of Lottie, letting out a groan from the pain in his injured leg. He ripped the kerchief off his neck to wrap around the bullet wound. While he tied a knot he said, “Today must be your lucky day, little lady. Uncle Dennis is going to take you with me.”

He was a servant, not a relative. Lottie shook her head. “No, I wait here for Papa.”

Godfrey slapped her.

No one had ever struck Lady Charlotte Endicott in all of her three years. The shock and pain on top of everything else was too much. Lottie forgot to be brave, the way Papa had taught her. She was just a little girl, a baby, almost, and she wanted her mother. She wanted to go home.

She started to sob.

Dennis Godfrey grabbed her shoulders and shook her. “None of that now. You’re coming with me and that’s the end of it, you hear? You play your cards right—the Earl of Carde, eh?—and you’ll be snug as a bug as soon’s I get my blunt. One sound out of you, though, one word to anyone, and you’ll never see your family again. I’ll hide you so far away no one will find you. Do you understand?”

He was still shaking her, but Lottie managed to say, “My brothers’ll find me.” Her adored older brothers always found her when they played hide-and-go-seek.

“You carry on, or you talk to anyone, or you tell my name or yours, and I’ll find your precious brothers and shoot them dead!” He gave her a last, harder shake. “Like shooting rabbits. And I’ll string them out for the vermin to find. Rats and crows and worms and—”

Lottie went limp in his arms.

“Good. Less bother this way.” Dennis Godfrey rolled Lady Charlotte in his frieze coat, tossed her over the back of the one standing horse, and fled before anyone knew of that day’s awful disaster.

To ensure the brat’s silence, Godfrey added laudanum to his threats. He got the bottle from the same filthy-handed leech who dug the coach-driver’s pistol ball from Godfrey’s leg a day later. The small-town sawbones, who acted as barber, undertaker and veterinarian, also traded a sturdy mare and saddle for the high-bred carriage horse, no questions asked.

The cutthroat turned kidnapper, who acted as groom, hired bully, and occasional highwayman, rode on toward London after sending a message back to Kingston-Upon-Hull. Dennis Godfrey took byways and back roads when he could, traveling by night when the moon lit the way, giving no answers to anyone foolish enough to inquire about his haste or his burden.

Lottie woke up in a dark, dusty, stale-smelling room. Her whimper earned her a glare and a raised hand from the bad man whose name she was not supposed to say. She cringed back against the thin mattress on the floor, hurt, hungry, nearly paralyzed with fear. He threw her a piece of hard bread and a chunk of cheese, and pointed toward a chipped bowl in the nearby corner.

“You know how to use that, brat? If you don’t, too bad. I’m not changing no nappies.”

Of course Lottie knew how to use a chamber pot. She wasn’t a baby. But neither had she ever used a dirty one. Or eaten with dirty hands. Nanny would be angry, but Nanny was not here. The bad man was, and another, smaller man he called Eyes. Lottie could understand why, because the stranger’s eyes stuck out, like a frog’s. She ate the bread and listened.

“I say we’re going to get rich,” Dennis Godfrey was saying from the bed, where he had his bandaged leg stretched out in front of him and a whiskey bottle at his side. “And get even. That damned fool driver paid for shooting me, he did, and now Phelan Sloane will pay. He never said the driver was armed, or so loyal.”

“But why should he pay for the girl when she’s nobbut his dead cousin’s brat?”

“Because he’ll hang next to me if I get caught. He hired me to stop the coach, didn’t he? That makes him guilty as sin in anyone’s book. It wasn’t my fault the driver wouldn’t turn back. Sloane will pay enough to let me leave the country and live in style somewheres. I already told him what bank to send the money to, else I send a letter to Bow Street.”

“The earl’s got deeper pockets.”

“And more influence. Let Sloane deal with him. I don’t care where the money comes from, just that it’s waiting in that bank in London. I’d wager Carde’ll be on his way north before he could get my message anyway. Sloane won’t say anything about me to him. How can he, without confessing? Soon’s the earl gets back to town I’ll send a regular ransom note.” He laughed, raising the whiskey bottle to his lips. “I’ll collect from both the toffs and they’ll never be the wiser.”

He looked toward Lottie’s corner. “I might just have to send his lordship one of the brat’s fingers to prove I’ve got her, iffen she gives me any trouble.”

Lottie popped her thumb in her mouth.

“I’ve just got to figure what to do with the chit meantime.”

“I say dump her in the Thames. You can cut off some of her curls first to wrap in the ransom note, to show you’ve got her. They’ll recognize that fresh cream color sooner than they’d know a finger. You’ll have your money by the time anyone finds the body. And I’ll have my cut. That way we won’t have to worry about her naming names or nothing.”

Godfrey took another swig. “I never killed no little girl. You?”

Ize, Ezra Iscoll, was more merchant than murderer, although he kept a knife handy. He generally sold used goods, of honest acquirement or otherwise; decidedly dishonest information regarding easy targets for cutpurses and burglars; and security, in the form of the secret spare rooms beneath his dingy shop in London’s underworld.

Now he shook his head, looking more like a carp chasing a fly than a frog. “She don’t look so good now anyway. What if she comes over sick?”

“She won’t. Not if she knows what’s good for her.”

Lottie kept sucking her thumb, her eyes almost as wide as Ize’s.

Godfrey told his ally, “You go find Molly, tell her I need her, but nothing else, just in case. She’ll come. True blue, my sister.”

“But your sister Molly’s an old maid and a seamstress. She don’t know nothing about babies.”

“She’s got to know more’n we do. ’Sides, she ain’t that old,” her brother loyally protested, “and if this deal turns into the gold mine I figure it for, she can buy herself a store instead of mending costumes at the theater. Maybe she can buy herself a husband.”

Ize’s eyes popped a little more at the idea of plump, pock-marked Molly with a dowry. His own promised cut of this hugger-mugger wasn’t all that big, not in light of the danger of crossing an aristo. Ize did not fancy spending the rest of his life in Botany Bay—if he had any life left after the Earl of Carde was through with him—if Dennis Godfrey got caught. He’d feel better with the infant elsewhere than on his own premises. He’d feel better if he never met Dennis Godfrey, his sister, or a stolen, well-born babe. Still, there was the money, and there was Molly.

There was no use sending her a note, even without the danger of it falling into the wrong hands, because Molly could not read. Dennis Godfrey could not go because his leg was paining him, so Ize took a hackney coach to the theater where Molly worked.

“What, are you dicked in the nob, thinking I could leave my job before the performance? What if that cow who plays Juliet splits her seams again?”

But Ize whispered about a fortune, and a foundling. He had decided not to mention the Earl of Carde, in case Molly’s tender sensibilities were stirred, or her greed. Who knew if she’d rather sell information or the infant back to the nobleman? Dennis Godfrey trusted Molly. Ize trusted no one.

“A baby?”

Ize clapped his hand over her mouth. “You coming or not? If your brother’s scheme works, you won’t be worrying over no lousy post that pays tuppence.”

Molly packed her few belongings, and a few lengths of material that belonged to the theater, and left with her brother’s pop-eyed partner.

When they reached Ize’s place of business, an abandoned-seeming storefront with one peeling door and one grimy window, down a garbage-strewn alley, Molly had second thoughts. Ize had her satchel, though, and pushed her through the opening. He led her through a midden heap of merchandise no one would ever buy, then toward a secret door and down a hidden staircase.

Her brother Dennis was asleep, or in a stupor, on the bed, with blood seeping through the bandage on his leg and an empty bottle beside him. Molly’d seen worse. She clucked her tongue and followed Ize’s gesture toward an even darker corner of the cell-like room. She took up the single candle and stepped closer to the filthy bedding on the floor there.

“Lord above, there really is a child,” she said, slowly lowering herself to a corner of the mattress. She peeled back her brother’s mud-stained coat. “And a pretty little thing at that, unless I miss my guess, under all that muck.” She brushed back snarled curls that must have been a rare pale blond color, and looked into eyes the color of summer skies, despite tear-reddened rims. “A regular beauty, I swear. Won’t you break the gentlemen’s hearts in a few years.”

Lottie kept sucking her thumb.

“Who are you, then, lovey?”

Lottie stayed mum.

“I’m Molly, I am, what’s come to keep you company. What’s your name?”

Lottie looked over to the bad man on the bed. He looked to be sleeping, but she could not be certain. Give her name? She’d sooner give up her doll, and the promised pony at home.

“What’s the matter, lovey, cat got your tongue?”

Lottie looked around for the cat.

Molly tugged the little girl’s fingers out of her mouth. “Didn’t anyone tell you you’d ruin your teeth that way? Come on, now, ducks. You’ve got to know your own name.”

Of course Lottie knew her name. She was Lady Charlotte Elizabeth Endicott—and she would never tell anyone. She could never tell, not if she wanted to go home, not if she wanted to keep her brothers from being hurt.

“You can talk, can’t you?” Molly asked.

Lottie nodded.

“Well, that’s a start, anyway.” Molly took a handkerchief from her sleeve, spit on it and started to wipe Lottie’s face.

Lottie jerked back, clutching her doll tighter.

“You’re a shy one, all right. Or maybe you’re not used to such common ways,” Molly said after getting a better look at the child’s clothes. They were in tatters and covered with stains, but no one could recognize fine fabrics and careful stitching better than Molly Godfrey. She sucked in a breath and glanced at her sleeping brother, then at Ize, who was paring his nails with a deadly looking knife. “What the devil have those two gallows-baits gone and done now?” she muttered. This was no street urchin. Even the doll wore richer apparel than any London orphan.

“Maybe your doll has a name.”

No one said Lottie could not say Dolly’s name, but maybe she better not. Maybe she better not speak at all, to anyone, until Papa came to get her.

“Well, let’s try this, lovey.” Molly stood and made a curtsy. “Molly Godfrey at your service, milady.”

Lottie had been taught her manners, especially toward servants. And Molly was being nice, and knew her title. Maybe she would take Lottie home if she knew the rest of her name. Looking first toward the bed, then at the man they called Eyes, Lottie stood and made her best curtsy, just like Mama had shown her. She held out the doll and whispered, “Queen.” The queen had given her the doll, so that was no lie. And everyone knew the queen’s name was Charlotte, just like hers.

“Well, aren’t you the proper little lady? I would have called you Princess, but Queenie it is. Now, your highness, let’s see what’s to do. I was right, and more’s the pity, for there’s nothing good can come from setting a peacock in the pigeon coop.”

Molly’s brother would not hear of returning the child from wherever he’d found her—he refused to say where or how, or why he was shot. He waited until Ize left the room to fetch another bottle of Blue Ruin before telling her, “The less you know the better. All you’ve got to remember is how much blunt we stand to make. I’ve got one toff by the privates, and another by the throat. They’ll pay, and keep paying. Even giving Ize his percent, or what he thinks is his cut, we’re set for life, Sis. Just like Ma said, I’m taking care of you.”

“Our mother also said you’d come to a bad end.”

“Then I’ll die a rich man. And they can’t hang me if they can’t find me. Soon as the gents start making deposits to the bank, I can ship out to the colonies. You can keep collecting and sending me my share, or come join me. One of the gulls don’t know it, but he’s going to support us for the rest of his life.”

“And me too,” Ize put in, coming back and passing the bottle over after taking a drink.

Molly purposely wiped the bottle before having a sip. She handed it to her brother and asked, “But what about the girl?”

Dennis shrugged. “She knows too much. After I’m gone and you’re on your way, then maybe they can have her back. Until then, you always wanted a family of your own, didn’t you?”

Molly choked on her next swallow. “I’m to keep her?”

Ize took the bottle back. “It’s that or the Thames.”

The little girl was huddled under the coat again, rocking.

“You wouldn’t!”

Dennis made a gesture of slicing his own throat. “If it’s her or us…”

So Molly took the child she called Queenie and left London that very day. She had what money her brother could spare, a trunk of second-hand clothes, boots and hairbrushes from Ize’s shop, and the name of the London bank where deposits were going to be made twice a year. Forever.

No slaving all hours under dreadful conditions for ungrateful actresses who were no better than they ought to be. No wondering where her next meal was coming from if the manager found a seamstress who was faster or cheaper. No eating and sleeping and sewing all alone, without even a cat for company. Now Molly would have someone to care for, someone she wanted to sew pretty dresses for, someone who needed her.

Molly had an old friend who had left London years ago to set up as a milliner in Manchester. That’s where she decided to go, to start her new life. She’d be a soldier’s widow. With so many women in that same situation, no one would think twice about a mother and her fatherless child. Ize supplied a gold wedding ring.

The dead soldier would have been from a decent family, they decided, leaving her with a handsome jointure, enough to purchase a little house, with a garden for Queenie to play in.

The world had never looked rosier for Molly. Even knowing that her brother had committed a heinous offense—and that by taking the child away she was most likely just as guilty in the eyes of the courts—could not dampen her enthusiasm. Molly was finally getting her chance for a better life. If worse came to worst, she could always flee the country too, or marry Ize.

As for Lottie, no one asked her, and she did not say anything. She was so disappointed in Molly, she barely spoke for the entire journey. She did eat, though, and let Molly bathe her and dress her and comb the knots out of her curls…and kiss her good night.

They went, and Dennis Godfrey stayed hidden away, drunk and in pain, except to check the bank for his first extortion deposit and Carde House in Grosvenor Square for the earl’s return.

The blackmail money came from the madman who had hired Dennis Godfrey, but the earl did not come back. They carried Lord Carde home to his country place, instead, where he died of the fevers brought on by his search for his baby daughter, and grief from burying his beloved young second wife.

The earl’s heirs or his executors would have paid a ransom to get the girl back, but it was too late. Dennis Godfrey died of his own wound turning putrid before he could book passage out of England.

Ize came to Manchester to find Molly and tell her the news. He felt his third share was not enough—he was actually getting a quarter, by his lying, cheating, dead friend’s arrangement—and wanted half. Molly refused. Her brother’s third would go to Queenie, for her future.

Ize did not argue, not when he thought he still had a chance of getting it all by marrying Molly.

Give up her new wealth and freedom? Make some denizen of the underworld who looked like he crawled out from under a rock, and who lived in a cave, Queenie’s father? Never!

Ize thought about taking the brat—or her body, which could tell no tales to the courts—back to London for the reward. But Ize couldn’t figure a way to collect the brass without naming Molly, who’d pin the whole thing on him in return. So he’d have to kill her, too, which did not appeal to him. Besides, they still had silence money from the man who’d hired Dennis Godfrey. That was as good as a pension from a rich uncle, except only Molly could withdraw it, now that her brother had stuck his spoon in the wall.

In case Molly heard about the reward and thought of giving the chit back to her family, cutting him out and handing him to the magistrate, Ize reminded Molly of her own culpability. She would not survive the prison hulks, he warned, being handed from the guards to the ship’s crew to the convicts until she died.

Give up Queenie? The child was everything Molly was not: beautiful and bright, innocent and untouched. She was well-behaved, too, as if she feared losing yet another home, another loving mother. Molly went to church every day to thank the Almighty for the angel He’d blessed her with. Give up that precious gift? Never!

Besides, she did not know anything about any dead earl or how high was the reward for some missing child’s return. How could she, so far from London, when she could not read the newspapers or the broadsheets?

Other than her one friend, the milliner, Molly kept to herself in a tidy cottage outside Manchester. The air was cleaner there, and the neighbors minded their own business. She did occasional piecework sewing for her friend to keep her hand in, but mostly devoted herself to bringing up Queenie as a proper lady. She even hired an Irish woman to come in by day to cook and clean—like regular gentry. She found a retired Oxford dean to educate Queenie, a portrait painter to give her drawing lessons, and the church organist to teach her music. With the learning of a lady and the dowry of a rich man’s daughter, Queenie would not have to toil for a living, or sell her body just to eat. She could marry a decent, respectable gentleman with a profitable business or a bit of land. Perhaps she might even land a bloke with a title. Molly had dreams for the little girl she took to Manchester, and took to her heart.

They traveled to London occasionally, to meet up with Ize and collect the money their new patron kept putting in the bank. Mrs. Molly Dennis was the name on the account, and Mrs. Molly Dennis grew into a respectable widow with a pretty, well-mannered daughter who was too delicate to attend the village school and too reserved to play with the local children.

And Lottie? With the resilience of a child, and no other choice, she grew into Queenie, a quiet sort of girl with a loving mother and a dead hero father. She had a tutor and a kitten and all the fancy frocks a little girl could want. She loved to sew and draw and dress her dolls and listen to her mother’s stories of all the plays Molly had seen. In time Queenie forgot about having brothers or a grand house in London or a title before her name. The crashing coach and the bad man were too awful to remember, so she did not. But sometimes, even years later, she would wake up in the middle of the night, trembling, holding onto her pillow to keep from falling, and crying out: “Mama!”





Chapter Two

1813

When a female reaches a certain age—that is, when a girl approaches womanhood—she begins to wonder about her future. Sixteen was a time for daydreams and knights on white chargers, air castles and coy glances at the boy next door. At that age, some of the village girls were already wed or promised. Others who were not needed at home to tend farms or younger siblings had left to take positions in the mills or gone into service. Daughters of the wealthy landowners and manufacturers were planning their come-out balls. Young ladies of the aristocracy were preparing for their court presentations. And Queenie was…asking questions.

Where was she to find the perfect match? How did her parents meet? How did they know they were in love?

The older Queenie grew, the harder the questions were to answer. What had seemed so simple to Molly thirteen years earlier, now seemed impossible. She’d dreamed of raising her precious girl as a lady, then seeing her wed to a fine gentleman. But how? Queenie Dennis was neither fish nor fowl, having the airs and the education of a well-born female but with no connections, no known lineage, no history. Molly could not hide her own coarse accent that labeled her lower class, but the boys who worked the mines or the mills or the farms were not good enough for Her Highness, as the would-be wooers called Queenie when they were denied an introduction to the young beauty.

Sons of the gentry saw the diamond in their midst, shining with a handsome dowry. But their sires would ask more questions than a courting shopkeeper or a solicitor would. Their mothers would want to know the family tree, not just the bloom on one branch. Who were Queenie’s people? Where did the dowry come from if Molly’s husband was a common soldier?

Oh, how fast they would run if Molly told them her girl was rich with extortion money from a madman who had committed a crime. But what could she tell a prospective suitor? And what could she tell Queenie about her past…or her future?

The filthy little waif of thirteen years ago had surpassed even Molly’s prejudiced estimation of her coming beauty. She was growing into a stunning female, with long, wavy hair like white gold and eyes of vivid blue. Her complexion was flawless and her figure was willowy, with enough curves to be womanly instead of girlish. Queenie took after her handsome father, plump, plain, brown-eyed Molly claimed when the girl asked, not her own side of the family.

Now, though, Molly’s greatest fear—after Queenie discovering the truth about her parentage and hating Molly for it—was that her baby would attract the wrong kind of attention from the wrong kind of man, one with no intentions of offering an honorable proposal. So they never attended the local assemblies, the potluck suppers, or the country fairs. They never congregated after Sunday services in the church yard, never breakfasted at the coffee house, or dined at the nearby inn.

Molly kept Queenie close to home, where she seemed content with her lessons and her books and her sewing. Queenie had an eye for fashion and a knack for design that Molly encouraged since it kept the girl busy. Let the townsfolk think Molly was above herself. Let them think quiet Queenie was a snob. Let the future take care of itself. Molly was not ready to part with her greatest joy yet anyway. Queenie was too young, too sheltered, too naive. Husband-hunting could wait.

The disease growing inside Molly’s chest could not. Then Queenie was too busy caring for her mother to worry about beaux and betrothals. Now it was Queenie’s turn to nurse Molly, to comfort her and tell her tales and ease her fears…and listen to her confessions of old sins.

She had done it all for love, Molly whispered through dry, cracked lips. She had done everything for love of her brother, and love for Queenie.

Through her tears, Queenie forgave her mother without question. Of course she had questions aplenty, but she could not press a woman struggling for every breath. And Molly would have revealed all of her sins, for hopes of Heaven, but it was too late. Between the pain, the laudanum and the struggle to focus her fading eyesight on Queenie, the prettiest sight this side of Paradise, Molly could only gasp: “I was never married.”

Then Queenie was alone. Her tutor had retired to his niece’s a year ago, and her drawing master had found a wealthy patron in Bath for his portraits and his more personal services. Molly’s milliner friend had emigrated to Canada years ago. The taciturn Irish housekeeper went home at night.

Queenie tore the house apart looking for marriage lines, an inscribed bible, a love letter, anything. Surely Molly had been delirious when she’d uttered those fatal words. But Queenie found nothing. Molly never had learned to read, despite Queenie’s encouragement, so why should she have written proof of what might never have existed?

So Queenie was alone with her grief. And she was a bastard.

She did not even know who her father might have been. An army hero who had left England not knowing his beloved was with child? Or was Lieutenant Dennis a figment of Molly’s imagination and her desire for respectability? Molly’s brother might have known, but he was long dead. A sad end to a bad seed, Molly had always said, and a name never to be spoken. Which left Ize.

Lord, please do not let the toad be her father, Queenie prayed, as she penned a letter to Molly’s old—What? Friend? Associate? Lover? Heaven forfend. He’d want to know about Molly’s passing, either way, and perhaps come in time for the funeral.

He did not, and few others attended the brief graveside service.

Afterward, while Queenie dyed some more of her gowns black, diluted with tears, she tried not to despair about her future. How could she hope to wed now? She understood and appreciated Molly’s lies, to keep the stigma of illegitimacy from her daughter, but a prospective husband would have to know. He would have the right to know, and the right to reject a bride whose mother was no better than she ought to be and whose father was sewn from whole cloth. Of course a man who loved her enough would not care, not in the Minerva Press novels, anyway. Even that paragon of love and loyalty would want to know where her dowry came from. If not the dead soldier, then where?

Besides, what Queenie knew about men would fit in her thimble. According to Molly, they were a lying lot, their skulls filled with base lust instead of brains. They sought a maiden’s virtue, or her money. And husbands could control every facet of a wife’s life, from where she lived to what she wore to how he spent her dowry.

So Queenie decided not to marry. She was almost nineteen now and had run Molly’s little household for the past two years of her mother’s illness. She owned the cottage, she had her dowry, and she could support herself as a seamstress.

Then she had to face the truth. Molly had not gone to London to the bank for those two years and the money on hand was running out. And no one in Manchester would give Queenie any work. She was too stand-offish, the established dressmakers felt. What she was, was still too uncertain around strangers. She did not know how to speak up forcefully to sell her skills or show her potential. To the modistes, she was too untried, too unknown, too young, too peculiar. Even her name, Queenie, set her apart. The area was full of Janes and Marys and Elizabeths. Whoever heard of a Queenie, setting herself above the common folk? They’d heard how she felt herself too good for the local lads. She would be too uppity for their merchant-class customers.

And that left Ize.

Ezra Iscoll had improved his life over the years, running a better class of fencing operation in a better neighborhood. He even shaved, most days, before opening the shop doors. He’d believed Molly when she said she’d feel better next month, next January, next spring. Then again, he’d believed she’d marry him one day. The bitch had lied, and Ize was losing his store. He did not want to return to the slums, so now Ize needed Queenie to get to the London bank, and he needed to know what she knew.

“All she said was that she was never married,” Queenie told him over ale and sandwiches. She knew better than to offer the ugly little man tea and cakes. He might have shaved, but he had not plucked the hairs from his nose or his ears.

He twisted the black ribbon he’d tied on his sleeve as a token of mourning. “That’s all right, then.”

“No, it is not all right, not by half. I have to know who my father was, and why my parents never wed.”

“What for? It won’t change nothing. The past is past. Old Molly took her secrets to the grave, just as she ought. It’s the money she couldn’t carry with her, thanks be. Now it’s our blunt, yours and mine.”

The last thing Queenie wanted was to go into partnership with the greedy, goggle-eyed gremlin. Nor could she like the way he licked his thick lips when he looked at her, as if he was getting ideas about getting his hands on her dowry, now that she was fully grown and without Molly’s militant protection.

“Where did the money come from if not my father’s family?” she asked, hoping for information that could end their relation once and for all. She could go to Molly’s benefactor herself, if she knew a name.

Ize licked his lips again. He had not come so far in the fencing business without learning to drive a hard bargain. “I’ll tell you if come to London. I know Molly left a will, so that ought to convince the bank to hand over her accounts. I get my half”—no more thirds or less, not from a slip of a girl he could strangle with one hand, were he a violent man—“and you get some facts no one told you.” Of course they would be the facts Ize wanted the girl to know. There was no way he was going to tell her about Carde or the reward. That would be signing his own arrest warrant. Miss Prunes and Prisms would rat on him quicker than she could say Lady Charlotte Endicott. And the blackmail money would disappear too.

Queenie was tempted. She wanted the information Ize was dangling in front of her like a carrot to a donkey. And there was nothing to keep her in Manchester. In London she could start her own business, not dependent on Ize or that troublesome bank account.

“I’ll think about it.”

“What’s to think on? We could share a coach back to Town tomorrow.”

Hours alone with Ize? Nights on the road? That was enough to convince Queenie to wait. “I have too much to do here, papers to sign and such. I have to pick a headstone for the grave, talk to the solicitor, make arrangements for the house. I will let you know if I am coming. Or I will send to you from Mrs. Pettigrew’s.” She named Molly’s London friend.

“See that you do. And bring a copy of that will. Else I’ll come back here to fetch you myself.”

They both knew that was both a threat and a promise. Queenie knew she would never be rid of the man until she settled the bank thing once and for all, and she would never find out her heritage any way else, either.

The solicitor was not quite as easy to convince that selling the house and moving to London was in Queenie’s best interests, or in keeping with Molly’s last wishes. The solicitor disapproved of women handling money in the first place. The younger the woman, the less capable was she of managing her funds, in the second place. Thirdly, Miss Dennis needed a man to guide her before she fell into the wrong company, was swindled of her inheritance, or met a fate worse than death in the evil streets of the metropolis. The solicitor’s nephew, now, was a likely lad with a mind to enter politics. With the proper wife and a bit of financial backing…

Queenie had a copy of Molly’s will. The house and her dowry were Queenie’s outright, for being such a loving, dutiful daughter. No court had yet declared her in need of a trustee, so the solicitor really had no choice but to accede to her wishes. She collected her gratifyingly generous dowry, sold the cottage and its furnishings, and left half the income, after the housekeeper’s pension, with the solicitor to invest, until she needed the money for her new business.

A female in business? Mrs. Dennis had not seen her daughter educated like a lady just to go into trade. The lawyer threw his hands in the air. Impossible!

Possible, and not his decision to make. For such a soft-spoken female, Queenie was learning to have a will of steel. She left for London within the month.

Not that it was any of the solicitor’s affair, but Queenie did have a plan, and a place from which to carry it out. She actually knew someone in London, or near enough in Kensington to make no never mind. Valerie Pettigrew had been a minor actress many, many years earlier, where she and Molly, as wardrobe mistress, had become friends. Valerie left the theater to become a rich man’s mistress, a lord willing to support her and the daughter they created. Unfortunately, although he loved Valerie and the child, he was married to the mother of his heir. Hellen, with two l’s, after the baron, Elliot, and because Valerie never could spell, was a few years younger than Queenie. Queenie and Molly stayed in the tiny spare bedroom in the Pettigrew’s row house when they came to London. Mrs. Pettigrew invited Queenie to visit after Molly’s sad passing.

Queenie accepted. She rode the mail coach, white-faced, frozen in terror. She told herself she was not frightened of the speed or the mostly male passengers or at being alone. She told herself she was merely scared of the future. She was lying to herself.

Mrs. Pettigrew was delighted to see her, especially when Queenie made arrangements to rent the small bedchamber. The aging baron seldom came to town anymore, since he was gout-ridden and afraid of suffering an apoplexy in his inamorata’s arms. His wife and son would kill him. His infrequent visits meant less frequent visits to Ize, to trade the diamond bracelets and ruby pendants he brought, in exchange for money for coal and clothes and food.

Hellen was thrilled to have such an elegant, fashionable friend staying with them. Her mother was too fat and indolent to stroll in the park or attend the plays or visit the shops—places where Hellen might meet men. Surely Queenie would want to view all the single gentlemen—and the sights, of course.

First, Queenie had to speak with Ize.

First, Ize dragged her to the bank. Then he cursed, tore down a broadsheet posted beside the bank’s door and, with a foul look at a Robin Red Breast from Bow Street who was studying the patrons inside the bank, he dragged Queenie away.

“Bloody hell, they must have caught Godfrey’s pigeon. He’s the only one who would have told them about the account. Godfrey didn’t, by Satan, ‘cause dead men can’t talk, and Molly sure as hell wouldn’t, not when she lived off the take for all those years. Damnation!”

Queenie was gasping for breath by the time Ize slowed down when they reached Green Park. He was so angry he did not notice when she pulled the poster from his hand and sank onto a bench.

Queenie gasped again. She was looking at a picture of a young woman who might have been her sister. Blue eyes, the notice said, pale blond hair. Eighteen years of age.

“Why, that might have been me!”

“Well, it ain’t,” Ize said, trying to grab the reward notice back from her. Queenie held on and read further.

“Gracious, look at the money being offered for information or her return. Lady Charlotte Endicott, once known as Lottie, is being desperately sought by her brother, the Earl of Carde. She has been missing since she was three years of age…lost in a carriage accident.” Images of a falling coach and screams and blood flashed through Queenie’s mind. “I remember…”

“You remember what Dennis Godfrey told you. You ain’t her, and that’s that.”

“Of course not. How could I be the legitimate daughter of an earl when Molly was my—Molly was my mother, wasn’t she?”

Ize took a knife out of his boot, then looked around to see who was watching them. He tossed the knife from hand to hand, as if undecided what to do with it. He finally chose to scrape the dirt from under his fingernails.

“‘Bout time you learned the truth, I’d say, iffen only to keep you from bumbling your way into jail.”

Queenie’s face paled even further. “Jail?”

“Righto. Jail, or transportation. Maybe hanging. They’d hang me first, which is why you ain’t going to say nothing to nobody, no matter the reward. You hear?”

“Nothing about what? Do you mean I am actually connected to this lady?”

“Connected, but not on the right side of the blanket, so to speak. Molly never wanted you to know, she loved you that much, and she were ashamed.”

“I was her brother’s by-blow?” Queenie guessed. At least that rogue was dead.

Ize made a sound that might have been a laugh. “As if that no-account would have taken in a bastard of his. He’d of left his own get to starve in the gutter. But he did have big plans.”

“For the earl’s daughter?”

“She were already dead. He bungled the job and kilt the countess, the driver and the nursemaid too. He was going to hang for sure, except the bloke what hired him was just as guilty. That’s who was paying us off all these years. But before then old Godfrey had the knacky notion to hand back the dead heiress for the ransom.”

“But she was dead. You just said so.”

Ize spit on the ground. “But a hundred orphans were just begging for a home. He picked a pretty one, one that looked like the little lady. Blond hair, blue eyes. Close enough from a distance. They would of paid, too, but the old earl died, and then Godfrey. And then Molly went and fell in love with you and wouldn’t hear of handing you over, ‘specially knowing they wouldn’t keep no foundling. Asides, she was already guilty of aiding and abetting her brother. And taking the blackmail money. She would of been convicted without a trial, mucking about with an earl.”

Queenie set aside Molly’s guilt or innocence. “Then I am an orphan?”

“Twict, now that Molly’s gone.”

So Queenie was not even her mother’s daughter. She had no parents, no one at all. Her name was not Dennis. Neither was Molly’s, it appeared. She must have taken her brother’s first name, when Dennis Godfrey became a fugitive. Heaven knew where the Queenie came from. She supposed she had to be grateful to the wretched man for taking her from the orphanage. Foundlings had a poor survival rate in such institutions, living amid filth and poverty and disease, with no chance to improve their lots. Still, he was guilty of so many heinous crimes she was glad he was dead.

She looked back at the poster. “Someone should tell the current earl and his brother. You see, it says information may be brought to Bow Street.”

“Someone should tell ’em what? That you’ve been living off their money for sixteen years? That you were meant to be the decoy? That your own mother was a blackmailer and your uncle was the murderer? Or maybe you’ll tell them that I helped, that I knew about the crimes all these years, too?”

“No, I wouldn’t.”

He tossed the knife, with the point landing a scant inch from her shoe. “Damned right, you wouldn’t. I hear about you going near the earl or to Bow Street and you won’t have to worry about going to jail.”

“I just thought they should know their sister was dead, that they should stop looking. They can bury their memories once and for all, instead of wondering forever.” As she would be forever wondering about her own background.

“Pshaw. Who cares about them? They’ve got their fortune. And we’re not getting any more unless we can think of a way of getting into the bank without being noticed.” He eyed her blond hair under the black bonnet. “Maybe a veil.”

Queenie did not think that would work. If the earl had men watching the bank, surely they had notified the tellers. Besides, they did not know what name Molly used on her account. Molly Dennis, as she was known in Manchester? Molly Godfrey, which was her true name? Furthermore, although Molly’s will clearly stated that all of her estate and property was bequeathed to her daughter, Queenie had no way of proving that she was, indeed, Molly’s child. Now she understood why she had found no baptismal records, no proof of her parentage.

“The money is not ours,” she said.

Ize pulled his knife from the ground and wiped it on his trousers. “Then maybe I better have a share of that dowry Molly set aside for you. You think on it, missy. How you’d be nothing without my help.”

Queenie was a nobody, she was not nothing. “That money is mine, to start a business. Our business, on the other hand, is finished. I will not speak your name, and hope you never speak mine again. Good day, Ize.”

She went back to the Pettigrews.

Valerie Pettigrew knew all about the old story, the sadness of the old earl’s passing and the tragedy of his young wife’s death, all made worse by the disappearance of their baby daughter. There were rewards posted all over town, Mrs. Pettigrew recalled, but the little girl was never returned. She knew the new tales about Captain Jack Endicott coming home from the war, setting up a gambling den to find young women of the appropriate age—and those who might know about his half-sister. He was hiring the prettiest ones, and treating them well, by all reports.

“The Red and the Black, he calls his club, because he won’t let any blondes deal or go with the men, in honor of little Charlotte,” the older woman said, wiping a tear from her eye.

Queenie thought the tear might have been from the touching story of a brave young hero giving up his standing as a gentleman in society to go into a shady business, out of an oath sworn when he was a boy. On the other hand, Valerie Pettigrew might be weeping because, without her baron’s patronage, she could not visit the latest fashionable spot among the demi-mondaine.

Queenie could. Leaving Hellen behind, to her friend’s disappointment, Queenie took a hackney coach into Mayfair. The driver knew the address readily enough, having taken many a hopeful woman to the club. He agreed to wait for her for an extra coin, trying to stare behind the veil she wore, dubious of her black mourning outfit. “You got to have red hair or raven, miss. And be ready to smile at the gentlemen,” he offered his polite and generous fare. “Good luck.”

Queenie did not have good luck. She was last on line, it seemed, to speak to the man in charge of interviews. She did, however, get a good look at a portrait of the missing child’s mother, a woman who looked enough like herself to make Queenie wish for the impossible. How sweet and ladylike, how perfect in her pearls, with a lovely house behind her. How Queenie could picture herself there, a cherished daughter. How foolish!

She lowered her veil and studied the other women who were waiting to be called to the desk at the front of the long, narrow receiving room. Most had either red or black hair as the driver had warned, dressed in flamboyant, low-cut style, defining their attributes and their ambitions. A few blondes, artificially yellow or otherwise, were there seeking a different position than hostess in the gambling casino. One woman, dressed in somber clothes, even had a child with her. Queenie could not imagine what that female was seeking here, but the woman was kind enough to speak to her before taking her turn at the front of the room.

“You need to know that your brothers are Alex and Jack. They’ll ask about your pony’s name and your doll’s,” she whispered, leaving the sleeping child on the bench when she walked toward the desk.

Queenie had heard from Mrs. Pettigrew about Alex, or Ace, as he was nicknamed, the current Earl of Carde, and Captain Jack Endicott, of course, the proprietor of the club. Neither name resonated in her mind. She thought she might have known a boy named Andy or Endy at the orphanage, and surely there would have been a Jack or a John.

She never had a pony. Molly wanted her to learn to ride, like a lady, but Queenie was afraid of horses, so never had. As for Dolly, she had disintegrated ages ago, and Queenie supposed half the girls in England named their toys Dolly.

Then the man at the desk half fell off his chair. He declared interviews over for the day and rushed through the rear door, where Queenie could see a dark-haired man with a crooked nose sitting behind another desk.

Queenie left.

She tried again the next week, after a fruitless sennight of seeking a position with an established modiste in London. No one wanted her dress designs or her sewing skills, except for positions that paid little for long hours in deplorable conditions.

This time she thought she spotted Ize near the club, but what business could he have there? She was unlucky again, for the interviewing office was closing for the day. A more forceful woman might have insisted that her information was important, that Captain Endicott would be relieved to hear her, but she supposed every one of the claimants to the heiress’s place said the same thing. She raised her veil to stare at the portrait again, before going.

A few days later, Mrs. Pettigrew looked up from her morning chocolate and her newspaper and said, “Now isn’t that strange. We were just talking about that Cap’n Jack and his club, and now they had a fire there last night. No one was hurt, thank goodness. They think it might have been a disgruntled gambler who set it on purpose.”

Queenie thought it was Ize, giving warning to her or to Captain Endicott. Gracious, now she was bringing more trouble to that poor family, when she only wanted to give them an end to their search and sorrow. She thought about sending a letter, but she felt that would be cruel, not being there to answer their questions, not taking responsibility for her unwitting complicity in their grief.

She tried to call at the gaming parlor one more time, dressed in one of her colored gowns, with a veiled pink bonnet instead of the mourning black, in case Ize was watching. She paused outside the door to read a new broadsheet that was posted there, one Ize had not managed to tear down. This time the reward for information was higher, and more detailed. Now they were looking for a young woman of about nineteen, once known as Lady Charlotte Endicott, or Lottie, now possibly identified as Queenie.

Great heavens, they were looking for her, naming her by name. Only that was not her name, nor was Charlotte or Lottie. She was nobody, a criminal through no fault of her own. She owed the Endicott family a debt beyond measure, but how could she hope to repay it from jail, if Ize did not kill her first if he suspected her intentions? Or he could cause more trouble at The Red and the Black, or Carde House in Grosvenor Square. She had the hackney coachman drive her past that mansion, while she debated what to do. The elegant town house was under renovation, and did not look the least familiar to her. How could it, when she was naught but an orphan?

The Pettigrews were bound to see the new reward notice—and Valerie was constantly in need of money. Then too, some of the dressmakers where Queenie had applied for a position were bound to recall her distinctive name. She would be hunted down, turned in, arrested, if Ize did not get to her first.

She had to leave. To go—where? She had funds, and she had ambitions. The war was over, and France was once again becoming the fashion capital of Europe. The dressmakers there were couturiers, not seamstresses and modistes who copied images from illustrations in magazines. Men were the designers in France, setting the styles for women everywhere. Queenie decided she would apprentice herself to one or another. Her French was impeccable, by her tutor’s standards, and she knew her looks were attractive, if her skills and her bank notes could not win her a position. She would study hard and become a designer of distinction, an arbiter of English elegance, a businesswoman with a future. She might not have a name to call her own—she would find another, in France—but she would be somebody. And then she would begin to repay her debt of conscience to Lord Carde and his brother Jack…and Lady Charlotte.





Chapter Three

1816

Harlan Harkness, Lord Harking, hated London. Oh, the viscount liked the camaraderie of the clubs, the lectures at the Agricultural Society, the bookshops, and Tattersall’s. Harry, as he was universally called, appreciated having his tailor, his bootmaker and his hatter all close by, and all knowing his preferences. What he disliked was the dirt and the smell, the crowds and the crime. And the matchmaking mamas.

The whole society business irritated Harry: the wearing of uncomfortable formal dress to make uncomfortable conversations with young females who would be more comfortable in the schoolroom—while their Machiavellian, maneuvering mothers tried to snabble every available bachelor.

What was wrong with a chap of twenty and nine staying unwed? Harry had plenty of time to create an heir, and if he did not, his cousin would make an admirable viscount. Leonard already had two sons, and a shrewish wife. Besides, Harry was no prize on the matrimonial market that he could see. His face would not frighten dogs or small children, but he was no Adonis. His hair was an ordinary brown, his eyes an ordinary brown, and his cheeks took on a silly schoolboy blush in the cold, the heat, or in ballrooms. His physique was nothing out of the ordinary for a big man who worked along with his tenant farmers. He was not slim and graceful like the Town tulips—not when he had to help repair bridges and fix roofs after storms. In fact, he was clumsy on the dance floor, clumsier at light flirtation, and an outright clod when it came to courtship—to which it had not yet come, thank goodness. His fortune was not even large enough to raise eyebrows, or expectations, although Harking Hall was a handsome pile, if he had to say so himself. The Hall was attractively set amid parks and profitable farmland with a racing stable, oval course and paddocks, all in sight. He loved the place. He wished he were there now.
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