



	

Jack of Clubs

	

Book Two of The House of Cards Trilogy

	

By Barbara Metzger





	Copyright 2011 by Barbara Metzger

	Cover Copyright 2011 by Dara England and Untreed Reads Publishing

	The author is hereby established as the sole holder of the copyright. Either the publisher (Untreed Reads) or author may enforce copyrights to the fullest extent.

	First published in print by Signet Eclipse, 2006.

	This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be resold, reproduced or transmitted by any means in any form or given away to other people without specific permission from the author and/or publisher. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your ebook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

	This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to the living or dead is entirely coincidental.

	Also by Barbara Metzger and Untreed Reads Publishing

	Ace of Hearts, Book One of The House of Cards Trilogy

	Queen of Diamonds, Book Three of The House of Cards Trilogy

	And Angel for the Earl

	A Suspicious Affair

	http://www.untreedreads.com





	JACK OF CLUBS

	Book Two of THE HOUSE OF CARDS Trilogy

	A Regency-Set Historical Romance





	Dedication

	To all the readers who have given me so much love and support through the years.

Thank you.





	Contents

	Chapter One

	Chapter Two

	Chapter Three

	Chapter Four

	Chapter Five

	Chapter Six

	Chapter Seven

	Chapter Eight

	Chapter Nine

	Chapter Ten

	Chapter Eleven

	Chapter Twelve

	Chapter Thirteen

	Chapter Fourteen

	Chapter Fifteen

	Chapter Sixteen

	Chapter Seventeen

	Chapter Eighteen

	Chapter Nineteen

	Chapter Twenty

	Chapter Twenty-One

	Chapter Twenty-Two

	Chapter Twenty-Three

	Chapter Twenty-Four

	Chapter Twenty-Five

	Chapter Twenty-Sex

	Chapter Twenty-Seven

	Chapter Twenty-Eight





	Chapter One

	1815

	The Honorable Jonathan Endicott, or Captain Jack as he was known, was finally home from the wars.

	So what?

	Six years of war had been hell, terrifying and tedious in turn. Peace was simply boring. The first peace, the false lull between the Corsican’s exile and his return, had been a pageant. Jack had thrown himself into the festivities with the same fervor he’d ridden into pitched battles, with his heart leading the way. Wine, women, and who cared what song they were playing if he could hold a sweet-smelling lady in his arms?

	Jack’s older brother had even traveled to the Peace Congress with his bride to reunite their small family, making the celebrations more joyous yet. Everyone knew Ace had to take a wife, for he was Alexander Chalfont Endicott, Earl of Carde, with a succession to ensure, the poor blighter.

	If Jack had thought about it, he would have guessed Ace would hide behind his spectacles, studying the field of possibilities, researching their pedigrees, examining each filly for temperament and soundness before making his choice of countess. He was that meticulous and logical about everything else and always had been. Who would have thought he’d fall arse over Adam’s apple for skinny little Nelly Sloane, their deceased stepmother’s young cousin? Why, Ace had helped Jack put frogs in Nelly’s bed, although he had drawn the line at snakes down her back.

	Of course Nelly, who insisted upon Nell now that she was Lady Carde, was not little, skinny or merely someone’s poor relation. She was all grown up, gorgeous in looks and giving in nature, great of heart. In other words, Nelly was everything Jack would have wished for in a wife—for his brother. The best of brothers, Ace had been Jack’s anchor since they were orphaned as boys. He deserved nothing less than the perfect bride, his own true love.

	The love Ace and Nell shared glistened more than all the jewels at all the balls in Vienna, and softened the hardest hearts, turned to stone by years of war. Some day Jack would find a woman like that—after he had waltzed and wined and wooed his way through the ranks of warm and willing womanhood.

	Vienna had been as glowing and glorious as a springtime rainbow, but it had been as fleeting.

	The current victory celebrations in London were a travesty, abhorrent to Jack. The country should have been in mourning for all the men they had lost, for all the blood shed at Waterloo. Instead they were holding fireworks and festivals in the streets of London, sparing no expense while the returning veterans were begging in the alleys.

	Jack took part in as few of the events, public or private, as possible. He sold his commission as soon as he could, refused a position at the war office despite the promise of a knighthood, and burned his uniform. He locked his pistols away, vowing never to kill another man, and gave his sword as a belated christening gift to his brother and Nell’s first born son, Jason, named after the previous earl, Jack and Alex’s father.

	Jack was six and twenty, home to stay, his life ahead of him. So what was he going to do with it?

	“You are always welcome here,” Alex said when Jack traveled to Carde Hall in Northampshire. Nell was breeding again, and feeling too ill to travel to London. They had begged him to come to Cardington to visit. Or to stay, making his home with them. Jack thought he’d sooner rejoin the army than sit by while his brother and sister-in-law made sheep’s eyes at each other and cooed over their young son. How many times could even a doting uncle chuck a babe under the chin—under the four chins the little dumpling seemed to have—before going cross-eyed? And with another brat—baby—on the way, Jack would feel like a trespasser, a voyeur, if he did not go batty from boredom.

	“You could take over some of the duties of the earldom,” Ace proposed, while Jack pondered how soon he could make his departure. “Act as overseer for me. I hate to leave Nell and the baby to travel to all the properties and holdings. Appearing in Parliament is duty enough.”

	“I know nothing of crops and cows. And wish to know less.”

	“Then you could handle some of the financial affairs.”

	Jack used a word he should never have uttered in front of a gently bred female. “My apologies, Nell. I have been too long out of polite society.”

	Nell nodded graciously, turning back to embroidering tiny roses on a tiny white gown for the daughter she hoped to have this time.

	“But we both know I have no head for investments. I let you handle my own accounts, don’t I? By the way, thank you for making my inheritance grow, far more than I could have hoped. The only numbers I am good with is gambling odds.”

	“You have the wit, just not the patience. As always.” Alex wiped his spectacles while he considered his sibling’s future. Jack was taller, broader, far more muscular than Alex was, but he was still his little brother. They shared the same dark hair, although Jack’s was curlier, and cut longer. They had the same brown eyes, but Jack’s vision needed no glasses. Unfortunately, they had the same nose. Lucky Jack had his broken, more than once, it seemed, so the Endicott eagle beak was not as prominent. Alex said a silent prayer skyward for his future daughter’s feminine features, then turned his attention back to Jack.

	Alex wanted his restless brother here, safe, but he knew the decision was not his to make. “You do have that piece of farmland in Kent from our mother,” he reminded Jack.

	“What, I should sit back and watch the turnips grow?”

	Alex’s gaze traveled to his wife’s burgeoning belly. “There are worse things.”

	Not for Jack, there were not.

	“Then go back to London and take up the high life. Your bank account can stand the expense, and the estate can afford the rest.”

	“What, I should live on my brother’s largesse? What do you take me for?”

	“A hero, that’s what,” Alex promptly replied, and Jack felt his cheeks grow warm, knowing his brother believed it.

	“Go on, I just did my job like everyone else.”

	“And the country owes you for it. You deserve a life of leisure.”

	“What, become a Bond Street beau on the strut? Set up a racing stable and a mistress—Sorry, Nell—and attend all the balls? Then go on drinking and gambling through the night so I can sleep through the day? Fuss with my clothes and flirt with the debutantes? What kind of life is that?”

	“One many men pursue,” Nell said, “or wish they could.”

	Jack shuddered. “I do not.”

	Alex was not finished. “What of politics? You could have the seat for Cardington in the Commons.”

	Jack grimaced. “The war could have been over years ago if the pettifoggers stayed out of it.”

	“The law?”

	“I have broken more than my fair share. Do you recall the night we—”

	Alex cleared his throat.

	“Right. Not the law. Or the church, before you mention that. If my prayers had been answered, Bonaparte would have been trounced two years ago.”

	“What about travel, now that the Continent is safe? Although I would hate to see you so far away again.”

	Jack frowned at the glass of brandy in his hand. “I have heard enough foreign languages to last a lifetime. Your heir’s babble is the only tongue I want to hear, other than the King’s English. We are working on Uncle Jack although ‘nuh-nuh’ seems the best we can manage.”

	Nell tried to hide her smile. Her brilliant son used his one word to call for his nursemaid, his breakfast, and his favorite blanket. “Didn’t you always want to own a string of race horses?” she asked now, recalling how the young Jack and his pony had been inseparable. Her husband smiled at her, as if she’d made an outstanding suggestion, but Jack shook his head.

	“I have spent six years of my life on the back of a horse. That’s enough.”

	The only sound in the room was the crackling of the fire in the hearth as they all tried to think of ideas for Jack’s civilian life. Nell thought he should find a nice girl and settle down, but she was too wise to say so. Alex had heard that advice too often himself to think of offering it to his brother. When the time came, Jack would know it. Until then…

	“You need a quest, like a knight errant,” Alex offered.

	“Do not harp on that knighthood business again, brother. I told you I was not interested in any title. I never wanted yours, and I surely do not want one granted in return for your paying another of Prinny’s debts.”

	Alex held up his hand. “I truly meant a knight of old, damsels in distress, sworn oaths and chivalry, the tales we used to read as boys.”

	“Speaking of damsels in distress, what news is there of the search for our half-sister?”

	Nell excused herself. She could not bear to hear the conversation about Lottie, her cousin Lizbeth’s child, not when her own older brother had been behind the little girl’s disappearance fifteen years ago. Phelan Sloane had hired someone to stop the coach, in a misguided attempt to keep his beloved Lizbeth from leaving their home. He had been too obsessed with Lizbeth to acknowledge her eagerness to return to her own husband, the former Earl of Carde, father to Alex and Jack. The carriage had gone over a cliff, however, killing the young countess and the servants. Little Charlotte was never seen again, but Phelan had bankrupted his estate and stolen from Alex’s to pay his hireling blood money to keep her alive. Or so they all hoped.

	The old earl had died of a lung congestion and a broken heart. The kidnapper, Dennis Godfrey, was long dead, and Phelan was kept in a secluded inn, where he could not harm anyone else, or himself. Nell could only pray for him, and for Lottie.

	After she left and the two men had resumed their seats, Alex said, “We have not discovered much since I wrote to you last. We found that Dennis Godfrey’s sister suddenly had a child no one knew about. She had been a seamstress who occasionally worked at Drury Lane, but she left London less than a fortnight after Lottie went missing. No one knows where she went, or what name she used. Actors are an unsteady lot at best, their careers not long-lived, and the theater itself has undergone several transformations. After all these years, few people there even recall Molly Godfrey. She must have picked up Phelan’s money at the bank, but no one there can describe her, and the funds have not been withdrawn in three years now.”

	Jack took a sip of his drink. “I have a mind to find Lottie.”

	“What, because you are at loose ends?”

	“No, because I promised our father that I would never stop looking for her.”

	“Jack, you were eleven years old!”

	“And you were fourteen, but you have not given up.”

	“No, and that is why I have two Bow Street Runners in my employ looking for traces of Molly Godfrey everywhere. We fear she has died or left the country. What makes you think you could discover more than they can?”

	Jack smiled, showing a dimple in one cheek. “Because they have to obey the laws they are sworn to uphold. I do not. And, remember, I am used to giving orders and being obeyed.”

	“That’s rubbish. Actors and dressmakers and the like are not going to salute when you walk by. They will not talk about one of their own kind, not to an officer or a gentleman. You’d be wasting your time.”

	“I have nothing but time. And who says I am a gentleman, anyway?”

	“You were born and bred one. You cannot be anything else.”

	“Odd, all of our nannies called me spawn of Satan and the Devil’s Cub. The men under my command never worried what title my father held, not when they were following me into bloody battle. No, you are the gentleman, Ace, raised to be just what you are, a pillar of the community, a conscientious, compassionate upholder of the values this country needs and respects.”

	“Bah, you make me sound dull.”

	“Sometimes I envied you that respectable dullness, waiting to be ambushed in the Peninsula. Not that I would have chosen any other course but the army, but it changed me from a tame little member of polite society.”

	Alex laughed. “You were never tame, brother. The army was the only place for your hey-go-mad escapades. But you are older and hopefully wiser.”

	“Ah, but I am far more useless. I was the spare, the dispensable second son. Now you have an heir of your own, with another on the way, perhaps.”

	“I pray this one is a girl, for Nell’s sake. As you said, second sons can be the very devil.” Alex raised his glass. “To little girls.”

	Jack lifted his. “Like Lottie.”

	Alex knew there would be no dissuading his brother from whatever route he chose. “What will you do, then?”

	“Why, I believe I shall become one of that shadow class where information can be bought and sold, where a man is judged by his wits, not the height of his neckcloth or the length of his pedigree. I shall go to London, of course, where everything has its price, even the women. Especially the women. That is where pretty young women come to make their fortunes. More than that?” He shrugged broad shoulders. “Who knows?”

	“I pray Nell never does. She’ll have my head on a platter for not urging you into a respectable career and a chance to meet respectable young ladies. You do know, don’t you, that your actions might set you beyond the pale of what is acceptable in polite society, even for a second son? You will always be welcome at Carde Hall, of course, but be sure what you want before you slam other doors in your own face. You might never again be invited to those balls you disdain now, or the gentlemen’s clubs.”

	Jack raised his glass again. “So what?”

	*

	Nell and Alex were better off not knowing Jack’s plans, he decided. Big brother had always been a worrier, and poor Nell was scarcely recovered from her own brother’s shame. They would not be in London anyway, not with the new babe imminent, so Jack could set the town on its stiff-rumped rear if he wanted. He wanted.

	He wanted to establish the flashiest, most fashionable gaming house in the city. As he’d told Alex, he did have a head for gambling odds and the pasteboards. He intended to bring in the wealthy swells, and he intended to hire the prettiest females he could find to serve them. The money he made—and he figured it would be considerable—would go toward feeding hungry soldiers and their families, and to finding Lottie.

	Baby Charlotte would be eighteen years old by now. She had never had the upbringing or the education or the advantages of an earl’s daughter, the life to which she was entitled. She had never been presented at court. Hell, she might never have been presented to anyone but pig farmers. For all Jack knew, she was wed to a tailor, in bed with an actor, or dead.

	Anything was possible, but Jack was counting on gambling, wasn’t he? If Lottie had grown to anything like the promise she had shown as a toddler, all blond ringlets and big blue eyes, she had grown into a comely young woman. If she resembled her stunning mother, whom Jack remembered fondly, or her beautiful cousin, his new sister-in-law, she was a Diamond of the First Water. She was not going to be a seamstress like the woman who had stolen her. Not if Jack knew the way of the world.

	With Molly Godfrey gone, a reasonable assumption since the support money had not been withdrawn, Lottie would be on her own. She must not remember her true heritage or she would have found Alex long since. So what would a beautiful young female of no family, no fortune, and a modicum of ambition do? She would come to London, of course.

	And not to work in the dark back room of some dressmaking shop, not if she was an Endicott. Pride had to flow in Lottie’s veins, whether she knew it or not.

	The odds were long, but Jack was used to losing causes. He had been on the wrong side of too many battles to count, even when the British were declared victorious. He’d won his way through, and led his men as best he was able…with that same Endicott pride.

	The idea of his own baby sister entering a dark, dank gaming den with scoundrels and cheats and cigar smoke was abhorrent, so his establishment would be elegant, refined, in good taste, and expensive.

	The women dealers would be decorative, not debased. He was not about to promote prostitution, not when his own kin might be forced to sell herself to the highest bidder. No gentlemen other than himself were to be permitted above stairs in the private living quarters of the house he found, nor would he take money from the girls’ outside activities. Those were none of his business, literally, as long as his employees dealt an honest hand. His income would come from the losers, not the ladies.

	Jack wanted information, not a guiltier conscience than he already had. So he paid the girls a higher share, hoping to keep them from other positions—on their backs. Soon he had more applicants for the jobs than he could possibly use. Why not? He was offering decent wages and clean conditions. If half the women were more interested in dallying with the handsome boss than dealing the cards, well, that was a mere fringe benefit.

	Jack was having a wonderful time, refurbishing the house he had found on the edges of Mayfair and filling it with treasures that had been missing in his life living with the army. The objets d’art were not shabby, either.

	On every wall and hall was a portrait of Lizbeth, some softened to make her look eighteen, some more like Nell, who had painted half of them from memory of her cousin and what she imagined Lottie to look like now. Signs were posted beneath them, seeking information about a missing child, an earl’s daughter, now grown to womanhood. The reward was substantial. The results were phenomenal.

	Now Jack had even more young—and not so young—women on his doorstep, looking for work or a long-lost legacy. He had to hire helpers and assistants to sift through the claims, and set up a separate entrance to the club for applicants and informants. The word was out on the street, everywhere that women, or their greedy menfolk, gathered to talk. If anyone knew of Lady Charlotte Endicott, missing for fifteen years, they would come to Jack’s club.

	Not unexpectedly, Jack’s promised reward yielded hordes of pretenders, prevaricators, and implausible blondes. He even had one lad in a yellow wig claim to be Charlotte. So he and his helpers devised a series of tests that only Lottie could pass and questions only she could answer, if the missing girl had any remembrance of her earliest childhood. The charlatans kept guessing, and the gamblers in London had a new game to wager on.

	The gaming house was going to be a success, Jack could feel it in his bones. And yet… And yet he could not like the idea of hiring his own sister by accident or, worse, taking her to his bed. He could either stop sleeping with the pretty girls or he could hire only raven-haired women or redheads.

	So he renamed Lottie’s Club The Red and the Black. The blondes and brunettes—on the chance that Lottie’s fair hair had darkened—could come to the office to be inspected for blue eyes and uncertain backgrounds, to be quizzed about their doll’s name and their first pony’s, but neither could deal at the tables.

	The new name, the mysterious search, Jack’s connection to a noble family, his status as war hero, and his growing reputation as a connoisseur of women, all combined to give the club the perfect cachet. The casino was crowded, the money rolled in, informants multiplied. Jack was a success. His efforts at finding his missing sister were less so, but a soldier, and a gambler, lived on hope.





	Chapter Two

	First fire, then flood, then plague—a severe congestion, at least. What was next, frogs?

	No, it was a toad who answered Allie’s fifth rap on the door of Lord and Lady Hildebrand’s London town house. He was short and squat and the color of something that lived under a rock. He had the manners of a mud-dweller, too.

	“Whadda y’want, then? Can’t y’see the knocker’s off the blasted door?” The dirty lout in his leather apron tried to slam that same door in Allie’s face.

	She was taller than he was, and stronger than she looked. Besides, she was desperate. Allie stuck her foot in the door, then shoved in one of the valises she carried. She had spent the past five years drumming letters and learning into recalcitrant little girls. No mere lackey was going to defeat her now. Heavens, she had survived a week of traveling with Miss Harriet Hildebrand. She could face anything.

	The youngest instructress at Miss Semple’s School for Girls, Allie had been given the unenviable task of delivering the Hildebrands’ granddaughter to London after a fire destroyed the school. She had also been given a woefully inadequate purse to cover the expenses. First they had been left stranded at the posting house when Harriet ran off while Allie was using the necessary. The private coach they hired next was bogged down by rain, after which Harriet developed a cough and a fever, because the impossible child would play in the puddles. The delays had consumed the money Miss Semple had allotted, and more of Allie’s own purse than she could afford. Who knew how long she would be out of work, with Miss Semple deciding to emigrate to Canada rather than rebuild the school?

	Now she was tired and hungry and anxious about her future. She was irritable, with the beginnings of a chill herself. Oh, no, she was not going to be denied handing the cause of all her problems—except the flood, perhaps; she was not certain about the fire—over to her family. With a firm grasp on the eight-year-old’s skinny wrist, Allie pushed her way into the elegant foyer.

	“I am Miss Allison Silver, formerly of Miss Semple’s School for Girls, and I am escorting Miss Harriet Hildebrand to her grandparents, as Miss Semple’s letter stated. Please notify Lord Hildebrand that we have arrived.”

	The man scratched his armpit, then pointed a dirty finger to the hall table, where a stack of mail overflowed the silver tray placed there. Some cards had fallen to the floor, showing ominous black bands on their edges. Allie’s throat went dry, and not from the incipient illness.

	“The viscount’s gone’n stuck ’is spoon in the wall.”

	“He’s dead?” Allie looked at Harriet, who was playing with the canes in a brass urn in the corner of the entryway, waving one around like a sword. Allie almost felt sorry for the poor girl, until Harriet started decapitating the faded silk blooms in a large floral arrangement.

	“Stop that,” Allie ordered, coughing at the dust raised.

	The servant stopped scratching his armpit, at least. “’At’s what I said, ain’t it?”

	“Then please tell Lady Hildebrand that her granddaughter has arrived.”

	“The old lady got sent to Bath two months ago, onct ’is lordship took sick. Fer ’er health, they said.”

	Allie was wondering how much coach fare to Bath might be, when the man went on: “More like ’er mind went, I reckon,’cause they put the old bat in a belfry tower. You know, a crazy house. Didn’t know ’er own name anymore, they said. Sure as hell ain’t gonna know any red-headed brat.”

	The red-haired brat had finished with the flowers and was batting the mail across the room with the cane. The servant did not seem to mind. Allie did. “Stop that, I said.”

	Harriet stuck her tongue out at Allie. “You can’t make me. This is my house and I do not have to listen to you anymore.”

	“No, it ain’t. Place’s been sold. Right out from under the heir. The viscount shipped ’is first son off to India years ago, after the bloke killed someone. Couldn’t keep the title from ’im, but old man Hildebrand left everything else to charity.”

	“Surely he made provision for Harriet, Miss Hildebrand, that is. Her father was his second son, a respectable soldier.”

	The servant shrugged. “None of my business. I’m here to finish the packing, is all, afore the new owners take over.” He turned to leave, to go back into the cold, dark interior of the house.

	“But what are we to do?” Allie asked, more of herself and the angels who watched out for orphans and out-of-work schoolteachers.

	The man smiled, but not in any friendly manner, showing spaces for three missing teeth. “You’re the one with all the book learnin’. You figure it out.”

	For yet another of Allie’s precious coins, the dirty dastard deigned to give her the Hildebrands’ solicitor’s address. He ought to know Mr. Burquist’s direction, since the solicitor was paying him.

	If the Hildebrand man-of-affairs was paying that oaf, he could pay Allie, too. And make arrangements for Miss Harriet.

	Mr. Burquist felt otherwise. He tapped a folder on his desk. “Ah, no, Miss, ah, Silver. I am not empowered to release any funds from the estate. Only Lady Hildebrand’s trustees are permitted to make withdrawals for her care.”

	“And those trustees are…?”

	Mr. Burquist consulted a different folder beneath the first one. “My lady’s trustees…Ah, yes, her doctors in Bath. And I doubt they would take on Miss Harriet, if a hospital could be considered the proper environment for a young girl. I did hear mention that her ladyship never recovered from the brat—That is, from the brief visit from Miss Harriet last Christmas.”

	“Very well, if not Lady Hildebrand or her doctors, surely some other provision was made for her granddaughter, before the rest of the money was dispersed?”

	Mr. Burquist looked insulted, as if Allie had found fault with his legal or moral decisions. “Of course,” he bristled, nostrils flaring. “Her dowry is invested in the Funds, making a handsome return under my management, if I say so myself. “

	“She is eight years old.” And destroying the man’s outer office and entire filing system while they spoke, if Allie had to guess. Allie was not inclined to save the man’s records, not when he was giving her such a headache. “Miss Harriet does not need a dowry. She needs a home, a place to stay, people to care for her, an education.”

	Burquist smile in satisfaction. “And that was why Mrs. Semple was paid her tuition for the next ten years, and extra to keep the child over holidays.”

	And that was why Mrs. Semple was moving to Canada, Allie supposed. With the money, without the headache. Ignoring the noises from the outer office and Mr. Burquist’s obvious impatience to have her gone, Allie rubbed at her temples, trying to think. “Surely there must be somewhere the child can stay until another school is found for her. The viscount’s country seat? That would have been part of the entail, so the new Lord Hildebrand must own it. Harriet can wait there with the servants until her uncle returns from India and makes other provisions for her. He is coming back to England now that he has come into the title, is he not? I heard about the alleged murder, but now that he is elevated to the peerage his name is bound to be cleared.”

	“The barristers are working on that unfortunate matter even as we speak.” Mr. Burquist opened yet another file. “And the new viscount will be sailing on the ship Speculation, arriving in England with the spring.”

	“Excellent. Miss Harriet can spend the winter at her family’s estate. If you would be so good as to give me the direction, and carriage fare, which I am certain his lordship will approve, we shall be out of your hair in the blink of an eye.”

	Mr. Burquist blinked at the loud thud coming from the other room, but he shook his head. “I do not think that would be a good idea, not at all.”

	“What, that the child should not reside at her ancestral estate, or that I should not accompany her there? I assure you, if you wish to take on the responsibility for her safe delivery, I shall be happy to leave her to your—”

	“No, no! I am sure you are doing an excellent job of looking after the young lady.” Burquist winced at another thud. “But I cannot think that her father, Captain Hildebrand, would have wanted his daughter residing under his brother’s roof.”

	“Would he rather have her out on the street?” Allie wanted to toss a few of the man’s folders on the floor herself. “She has nowhere else to go!”

	The solicitor lowered his voice and leaned across his desk, closer to Allie’s ear. “But, you see, the woman the current viscount was accused of murdering was Captain Hildebrand’s wife, Miss Harriet’s mother.”

	“Good grief!” Allie had never once fainted. Now seemed a good time to learn how. Except that Mr. Burquist might toss the glass of water on his desk at her, and she was already chilled to the bone. Or he might call for Harriet. The last time Allie had fallen asleep before the child, she had woken up with her braid tied to the bedpost.

	The solicitor appeared to take pity on her for he said, “You seem like a mature, well-educated lady. Perhaps your family…?”

	If Allie had a kind, loving family, she would not be escorting a miserable, misbehaving little monster halfway across England. Or looking for another low-paying, pitiful, position. She would be sipping tea and reading a novel, her weary feet resting on a footstool. She shook her aching head. “No, my parents are both deceased.”

	Her own lack of other supportive relatives was not the issue. Harriet’s was.

	“What about her mother’s family?” Allie asked, grasping at straws.

	Now the solicitor shook his head. “They never answered my letters.”

	They must have heard of Harriet, then, Allie thought.

	“Irish,” the solicitor added, as if that explained their reluctance to claim Captain Hildebrand’s daughter.

	Allie could not drag Harriet all the way to Ireland, even if she had the funds or the energy, not without a guaranteed welcome at the end of the journey. “What about you, sir? You seem to be taking commendable care of Harriet’s inheritance, so you might as well have the rest of the responsibility. That is, the joy of having a daughter. All the better if you already have children, for Harriet would have playmates.”

	Allie did not know if the lawyer had ever fainted before either, but he seemed on the verge of it now. She eyed the glass of water, just in case.

	“A bachelor,” he gasped. “No wife. No children. No. Dear lord, no.”

	“Then I suggest you think of an alternative, unless you wish us to sleep in your outer office. I have no other choices.”

	Whether the latest crash from the other room or the thought of having two females sleeping there convinced him, Mr. Burquist frantically riffled through the files on his desk. “Something, there was something…” he muttered as he tossed papers aside. “Ah, here it is! Captain Hildebrand’s will. I urged him to make one out when he first took his commission. A soldier’s life being uncertain, you know.”

	Allie sat on the edge of her seat. “And he named a guardian for his daughter, in case his parents predeceased him?”

	“Oh, Miss Harriet was not born yet. But he never made another will, to my knowledge.”

	Allie sat back, disappointed. What good were the late officer’s last wishes?

	Burquist had placed a pair of spectacles on his nose, though, and was trying to read a messy scrawl on a yellowed page. If Captain Hildebrand had penned those cat scratches, Allie could see whence Harriet inherited her scholarly aptitude, or lack thereof. She prayed the child had inherited something else.

	“Hildebrand sent it from Portugal when he was a mere lieutenant, but the document was witnessed, so it should hold up in court.” Burquist adjusted his spectacles. “Yes! He leaves his horse and his sword and his worldly goods, et cetera, to his good friend, the Honorable Jonathan Endicott.”

	Allie was afraid to hope. “Do you think that Harriet counts as et cetera?”

	“Definitely!” Burquist smiled. “If ever I saw an other, Miss Harriet is it.”

	“But the will was written so long ago, Mr. Endicott might have died or moved. And he might not want Miss Hildebrand.”

	“No one wants—That is, he has no choice. The best part is that he is right here, in town. Brother to the Earl of Carde, don’t you know. Young Endicott became a fellow officer of Captain Hildebrand’s and distinguished himself in the war. He was considered quite the hero, in fact. The newspapers were full of his name.”

	A brave hero, a loyal friend with noble and wealthy connections, just minutes away—What more could Allie wish for Harriet? Allie was so pleased, thinking that such a fine gentleman was bound to be an excellent guardian, and bound to repay her for expenses, that she missed Mr. Burquist’s last words.

	He was shaking his head as he mumbled, “The scandal sheets are still full of his name.”

	Allie was halfway out the door. “How nice.”

	So relieved was the solicitor to have a solution, and to have them gone, that he pretended not to notice the fleet of paper boats, erstwhile deeds and declamations, sailing across his reception room carpet. So guilt-stricken was he that he hailed a hackney carriage, gave the driver directions, and even paid the man himself.

	How nice.

	*

	“I won. I told you they did not want me.”

	“Nonsense. Your grandmother is ill and the poor viscount died. I suppose you should be wearing black gloves, at the least. Your new guardian will have to see about that.”

	“Mrs. Simple did not see the need.”

	“That is Mrs. Semple, as you well know, not Simple.” And the woman had turned out to be as wily as any fox. “Perhaps if Captain Endicott has a wife she will know what is most proper for a very young lady in mourning.”

	And perhaps this paragon, wed to a noble officer, would keep Allie on as Harriet’s governess, at least until Allie could find a more satisfactory position. Minding red-rumped monkeys might be more satisfactory, but Allie could not be fussy, not with her savings dwindling so fast. As they left the narrow roads of the more commercial districts and headed toward Mayfair and wider avenues, with small parks dotted here and there, Allie tried not to think of what she would do if Mrs. Endicott already had a governess. She busied herself with looking out at the passing scenery instead of inward, at her doubts and fears.

	Tomorrow would come soon enough, willy nilly. Today she could appreciate that the air was clearer in this neighborhood too, less thick and sooty. She still found London’s atmosphere difficult to breathe, or else she truly was catching Harriet’s cold. The sooner they reached their destination, the better. Surely Captain Endicott would let her stay the night, no matter how many nursemaids and tutors he already employed. One of the country’s fine, brave officers, born to the nobility, could not be less than gracious.

	“I bet he doesn’t want me either.”

	Allie did not pretend to misunderstand. The gentleman might not know of Harriet’s very existence. He certainly could not know that she would be arriving on his doorstep, bags and baggage, or what had not been lost in the fire, at any rate. Even more certainly, Heavens be praised, he could not know what a headache Harriet was.

	“Of course he will want you, his own good friend’s daughter,” Allie said to bolster both of their confidences. In the confines of the carriage, she tried to tidy up her charge’s appearance. “He is a gentleman of the first stare, and you must not embarrass him.”

	There was nothing to be done about the bedraggled pinafore, the muddied shoes or the missing bonnet, the dripping nose, and torn gloves. Allie did manage to get her own comb through Harriet’s snarled red hair and tied it with her own hair ribbon in a semblance of order, and used her own handkerchief to dab at a strawberry jam stain on Harriet’s cheek from breakfast. She would worry about her own appearance next. It was Harriet who had to make the best first impression. The second impression was bound to be worse.

	“And you absolutely must comport yourself like a lady,” she stated, looking Harriet in the eye to make sure she understood.

	“I do not see why. He won’t want me either.”

	“He will if you are prettily behaved and show him what a bright, obedient child you are.” Allie almost choked on the falsehoods, but had to try. “Captain Endicott will come to love you.”

	“Want to bet?”

	Betting was abhorrent, of course, morally indefensible and more reprehensible when a child was involved. “How much?”

	“You already owe me five thousand pounds. Double or nothing?”

	Since they had been wagering imaginary sums for the entire journey, Allie agreed. Miss Semple might have palpitations at Miss Silver’s method of discipline and sense of decorum, but the schoolmistress had not volunteered to accompany Harriet Hildebrand to her relatives. Allie was doing the best she could.

	Unfortunately, she could not do much with her own travel-worn appearance, for the carriage stopped before she could repin her hair or retie her hat’s bow under her chin. She crammed the bonnet back on her head, her hair stuffed underneath, and looked at their destination.

	The house was not as imposing as some they had passed on their way through Mayfair, but it was substantial, well-kept, and welcoming. Allie’s spirits lifted. “You see? A true gentleman’s residence. Captain Endicott will do the right, honorable thing.”

	Oddly, the house had two front doors, one red and one black. The coachman looked at Allie, as if asking where he should place their valises. “In the middle, I suppose,” she directed, finding a coin in her reticule to repay the man’s efforts. He tipped his hat and went back to the carriage.

	“Which door?” Allie asked as the hired coach pulled away. “You choose.”

	Harriet studied the large house with its trimmed front hedges and gleaming windows. “No matter. We won’t be staying.”

	The afternoon light was fading. The night would be cold. They had nowhere else to go, and little funds to get there. “Do not bet on that, my girl. We are staying.”





	Chapter Three

	Allie chose the red door, to match Harriet’s hair (and red nose).

	A very large, very angry man answered Allie’s knock. Harriet scurried behind her. “Can’t any of you widgeons read?” the man yelled, pointing to a sign above the door before he shut it in their faces.

	Guests, it read.

	“What an odd way to welcome company,” Allie said, studying the sign as if it could answer the questions in her aching head.

	“I told you he didn’t want me,” Harriet whispered. “I won.”

	“Nonsense. That coarse fellow cannot be Captain Endicott,” Allie reassured her, hoping she spoke the truth. The man was weathered, whiskered, and rude, not the respectable young officer she had been picturing in her hopeful mind. Only a well-tailored, well-mannered gentleman ought to live in such a quietly elegant residence, according to Allie’s sense of fitness. “Perhaps that was the butler.”

	Not even an eight-year-old would believe that. Butlers were the starchiest creatures in the kingdom. They did not have wads of tobacco in their mouth or mustachios, and they did not open the door with their sleeves rolled up to show thick, hairy forearms, with tattoos.

	“Maybe he’s a pirate come to kidnap the captain and hold him for ransom. We ought to call for the Watch.”

	Allie had to grab the back of Harriet’s cloak to keep her from heading back to the street. Instead she led her across the well-tended yard to the other, black-painted door. That one had a sign that read Interviews.

	“How peculiar. I would have thought the servants’ entrance was around back.”

	“We’re not servants, are we?”

	Well, Allie might be considered one. She was an employee, at any rate, or hoped to be. Lord Hildebrand’s grandchild, however, was not applying for a menial’s position, only a daughter’s. Allie supposed Harriet might have to prove her identity before Captain Endicott accepted her as his ward, but an interview? Allie might be in dire straits, but she still had her pride…for Harriet’s sake, of course. She raised her chin and tugged the girl back to the red door. Harriet scuffed her feet, leaving tracks in the manicured grass.

	This time when the rough chap answered the door, Allie was ready. Before he could shout at them, she announced, “I am Miss Allison Silver and this is Miss Harriet Hildebrand. We are calling on Captain Endicott on a personal matter.” She pointed at the sign above his head. “Guests.”

	He was staring at their bags and boxes, then at the ruined lawn, ready to loose a tirade, it seemed. Instead he loosed a stream of tobacco juice, missing Allie’s feet by inches. “You got some brass, lady.”

	Allie did not know whether to say thank you or be insulted. The doorkeeper had not stood aside for them to enter, so she chose icy hauteur. “The captain will not be happy you kept us waiting out in the dank air.”

	“Cap’n ’ll be less happy iffen I let you in.” He leaned forward until Allie could smell onions on his breath. She took a step back, despite her vow not to be intimidated. “It’s the eyes,” he said. “And the hair.”

	She had tried to tidy her hair, but her eyes? Allie took another step away from the demented doorman. “Perhaps we shall try the other door after all.”

	“Won’t do you no good,” the man told her, spitting another stream of foul brown liquid near Allie’s shoes. “You ain’t got blue eyes, and you ain’t got blond hair. Nor red nor black hair, for that matter.” He switched his gaze to Harriet. “An’ the cap’n keeps a decent house. He wouldn’t hire any moppet, not even a redhead. Fact is, he’ll be deuced furious you thought to bring her along.”

	Bring her along? Where was Allie supposed to leave Harriet, with the solicitor?

	The doorkeep was shaking his head. “Revolting, that’s what it is. Now go on with you afore I get mad. Take your skinny chick and find some other nest to foul. We don’t want your dirt here.”

	Allie did not think he meant their shoes. “Come, Harriet, we shall try the other door. Perhaps they are more hospitable there.” She picked up one of her suitcases. “And we will inform Captain Endicott of his surly staff.”

	Harriet was already hefting her bag and “accidentally” knocked the doorman in the shin with its brass corner. “At least I do not have to write my name on my arm in order to remember it,” she said, loudly enough for the man to hear.

	Allie pulled her away. “I do not think the man’s name is Snake, dear. And I do not think it wise to antagonize a member of one’s own household.”

	“I’m not staying. You’ll see. Double or nothing.”

	“You are staying,” Allie said firmly, knocking on the other door. It swung open at her rap.

	Maybe Harriet would not be staying, after all.

	This entry was a long, narrow room, with wooden benches along both sides. The benches seemed filled with…Well, Allie did not use such words, and perhaps young women in London dressed differently from those in the country, wearing lower necklines, tighter bodices, and face paint.

	Allie did not think so. Neither did Harriet, whose mouth was hanging open. “They look like…”

	Allie clapped her hand over the child’s mouth. She took a deep breath, ignoring the smell of liberal amounts of inexpensive perfume and less amounts of soap and water. Under the unwelcome odors was the blessed scent of fresh paint. “…Applicants for housemaids,” she completed the girl’s sentence. “The captain must have moved in recently and is renovating and hiring his staff.”

	He must be a bachelor, for no agency would send such…colorful females to be interviewed for positions. Allie did not think any proper female’s lips could be so red, although she was aware her own cheeks must be pink by now, and not just with the fever. Perhaps they all had a contagion. But there went her hopes of any Mrs. Captain Endicott keeping her on as governess. An unmarried man would send Harriet to some school, or to his family.

	A desk was positioned at the far end of the room, with a gentleman sitting behind it. He had sandy-colored hair, a neatly tied neckcloth, and a pleasant, although tired looking expression on his face as he spoke to one of the women.

	Allie sat Harriet down on an empty stretch of the bench near the door, as far from any of the other women as possible, their baggage around her. “Stay there while I announce us to the captain.”

	She headed toward the opposite end of the room and the desk, not looking at the hard-faced women to either side of her. Then one of them called out, “Here now, where do you think you’re goin’, missy? You can wait in the queue like the rest of us.”

	“There is a line?”

	“That’s right. First come, first served. You’re after Darla, over there.” A dark-haired woman pointed to a plump redhead sitting near the entrance door, across from Harriet.

	“I beg your pardon. You are all here to see Captain Endicott?”

	“Cap’n Jack, that’s right,” the black-haired woman said. “Iffen we get past the bloke at the desk. You’d think he was guarding the pearly gates the way he acts.”

	Even as she spoke, a young woman with improbably yellow hair turned from the desk and trudged down the length of the room, her head lowered, her feet dragging.

	“Too bad, ducks,” a different redhead called out to her, while the man at the desk sighed and said, “Next.”

	Another fair-haired woman stepped up to the desk and he smiled at her.

	“You mean that is not Captain Endicott?” Allie asked, disappointed, for the man looked kindly and polite.

	“Nah, that’s Mr. Downs, Jack’s assistant. He does all the work while the cap’n plays.”

	Allie glanced again at the women on the benches. “He…plays?”

	The female with black hair poked her neighbor. “Her highness wants to know if Cap’n Jack plays.”

	The neighbor grinned and said, “That’s part of the interview, onct you get past Mr. Downs.”

	Allie could not help her gasp. “He…dallies with the staff?”

	Both women laughed out loud. The first one winked and said, “Only if you’re lucky, luv. Only if you are lucky. But not blondes or brunettes, so you won’t get to find out.”

	The other woman looked at Harriet. “And your chit’s got red hair, but she’s far too young. Cap’n Jack don’t play with dollies.”

	Allie was not sure of the women’s meaning. She was sure, however, that this was no proper place for Harriet. Or for her.

	Gone was her dream of a considerate, sober gentleman who would accept his responsibilities and provide a loving household for an orphaned girl…and her governess. The officer must be a depraved rake, a London libertine, the worst sort of swine.

	Oh, dear.

	She walked back toward Harriet, who was carving her initials into the bench with a hatpin one of the women must have dropped.

	“Do not do that!” Allie said, sitting down and wishing she could shut her eyes and have this nightmare fade away. She’d be back at Mrs. Semple’s, correcting French conjugations and reminding her students to sit up straight. No, if she was going to have pleasant dreams, she would imagine herself back in Suffolk at Papa’s side while he read a book to her. Instead, the scratch of the pin on the wood kept her right here, in purgatory with painted women.

	“Stop, I said!”

	“Why, we’re not staying anyway. I heard the women. I’m too young and you’re not pretty enough.”

	“That was not what they said. And we—you—are staying. The captain is your legal guardian unless someone else steps forward. He has to make provision for you.” Allie hoped so, anyway.

	The carrot-top from across the way came and sat next to Allie. She was pretty in a soft, rounded way, and had the first friendly smile Allie had seen in London. Allie ignored the expanse of bosom billowing over the other woman’s gown and smiled back.

	“How do, miss. I’m Darla Danforth. I used to be Dora Dawes, but Darla sounds a lot better, don’t it?”

	Allie bit her lip before she corrected the young woman’s grammar out of habit. “I am, ah, pleased to meet you, Miss Dawes. Or Danforth. I am Miss Allison Silver, and this is my charge, Miss Harriet Hildebrand. Harriet, practice your curtsy.”

	Harriet gave her a sullen look but stood and bobbed awkwardly before slumping back onto the bench. Her manners were lacking, her posture was atrocious but, Allie noted, her first H on the bench was perfectly formed. At least those months at Mrs. Semple’s were not an entire waste.

	Darla smiled. “How sweet. But you are new here, aren’t you?”

	How could she tell? Just because Allie was sitting next to a pile of suitcases, her traveling gown was stained and wrinkled, and her hair was trailing in witch’s locks from under her bonnet’s brim? Or because she was appalled to be in the room with so many fast women. “You might say so,” she admitted.

	“Then let me give you a couple of hints, dearie. You’ll need them, ’cause you’re too old.”

	Allie sat up straighter, wondering at the woman’s mental state.

	“And your hair is a mite dark for blond.”

	It was almost brown, but had golden highlights when it was clean and shining.

	“And your eyes ain’t quite blue.”

	They were gray, mostly, unless Allie wore her best gown, a light blue silk that had been lost in the fire.

	“But you walk and talk like a lady, so you might get by Mr. Downs. You have to remember your brothers’ names are Jonathan and Alexander.”

	“I do not have any brothers.”

	Darla clucked her tongue in frustration. “I’m trying to help you here, miss. That’s what you’ve got to answer if you want to get in to talk with Cap’n Jack. You can’t remember the name of your doll or your first pony.”

	“I never had a pony.”

	Darla went on as if Allie had not spoken: “And you barely recall your parents.”

	Allie stiffened her spine, if possible. “My mother died when I was young but I recall my father perfectly. He was the most learned gentleman of my experience, headmaster of his own academy. I would never dishonor his memory by saying otherwise.”

	Darla shook her head. “If you ain’t going to try to pass for Lottie, then what are you doing here?”

	“Lottie?”

	Darla pointed to a painting on the wall, one Allie had barely noticed in her shocked survey of the room’s occupants. A young lady—obviously a lady by the jewels at her neck, the fine mansion at her back, and the dignity of her pose—stared back at her from the gilded frame. She had hair so light it might have been a sunbeam, and eyes so blue they could have been painted from a summer sky. She was the most beautiful woman Allie had ever seen, and a total stranger.

	“Now I know you ain’t been in London long. Everyone knows about the captain’s half-sister, what went missing fifteen years ago. They made the painting from her mother’s portrait and her cousin’s, ones that hang in the public rooms where everyone and his uncle can see them. The earl’s family’s been looking for her for all these years, and Cap’n Jack’s offering a king’s ransom to find her. That’s what all the blondes are here for, claiming to be Lady Charlotte Endicott.”

	Darla tipped her head to a newcomer, a true, pale-skinned blonde this time, who was dressed in fashionable black mourning, if not the finest quality fabrics. They could not see the young lady’s eye-color under an exquisite wide-brimmed and veiled black bonnet, but they could see that she was nervous, clutching her reticule and biting her lip.

	“Your turn is after Miss Silver here, miss,” Darla called out to her. “She won’t be long, neither, so you might get in afore they shut down the line at five o’clock. The next interview day is next Tuesday.”

	The younger woman nodded, but stood, staring at the picture that may or may not look like the missing heiress.

	Allie nudged Harriet with her elbow, to stop her from defacing her guardian’s furniture, and told Darla, “We know nothing about a missing girl, and need to speak to Captain Endicott on an entirely different matter.”

	“Oh?” Darla asked, looking at the luggage that surrounded Allie and Harriet, obviously wishing for an explanation.

	Allie did not feel she could discuss the situation with anyone but Captain Endicott, so she said, “It is a private matter, I am afraid.”

	Now Darla was even more curious, her green eyes opened wide as her imagination took wing. “Well, you’ll have to tell it to Mr. Downs or you won’t get in. Those are the rules.” She stood up, heading for her place on the opposite bench, closer to the desk now that another woman had left while they were talking. “Good luck to you, then.”

	“And to you,” Allie said, wondering if Darla would think it lucky to be employed in this house, or why all the redheads and raven-haired women were here if they could not claim to be the missing young lady. Before she could ask, another female entered the waiting room, a beautiful redhead this time.

	Her flame-colored tresses were piled on the top of her head, and one dyed-green feather was fixed there, to trail down her porcelain cheek. She wore a green velvet gown that hugged every curve of her body. There were a great many lush curves.

	She ignored the women on the benches, curled her lip at Harriet, who curled hers right back, and sailed past Darla without a nod. Instead of taking her place at the end of Darla’s bench, however, she glided down the length of the room, nodded toward Mr. Downs, and sailed through the door behind him.

	“She has weasels around her neck!” Harriet exclaimed before the door could shut. A few of the other women laughed.

	“Dead ones,” Allie whispered, trying not to show her own distaste. “A fur tippet.” Then she leaned toward Darla and asked, “That is not Mrs. Endicott, is it?” Such a cold woman would not want Harriet around, or Allie.

	“Cap’n Jack married?” One of the women slapped her knee.

	Another gave a snicker. “Don’t she wish, though.”

	Darla stepped back closer to Allie, glaring at the door where the Diamond had disappeared.
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