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        December 1813

        England

      

      

      Wesley Joseph George Revington, Viscount Riverdale, scanned the players in front of him, under the guise of eyeing his cards. It was late, the brandy bountiful and the gentlemen before him had yet to hold a winning hand, but he wasn’t so foxed as not to realize they’d rather break his winning streak than quit the game.

      “Well, Riverdale, any minute now.”

      Ah, Lord Sutfire, no, Stuttfield, couldn’t keep his mouth shut. Couldn’t keep his eyes off the wenches here, either. A fact that’d played well for him a few hands back.

      Riverdale looked down at the bounty before him. His winnings included gold pieces, a deed to some parcel off in who-knows where, a ruby, a knife with an ivory handle and the lineage to a thoroughbred, all thrown in in an attempt to win. The stakes now were higher and he knew it was the last round if he won. Biting back the grin that threatened, he picked up a stack of debtors’ markers, rounding to ten thousand pounds, and threw them into the pot.

      Half the table threw their cards down in disgust, muttering he was either cheating or had poisoned their thinking with the brandy. Two more shook their heads, slowly adding to the list of quitted players, till it left just him and Stutterfield. No, he corrected his thoughts, Stuttfield.

      “Well, my lord, what have you?” He stared at the man, adding pressure to his opponent.

      The elder nobleman ground his teeth. Riverdale heard it from across the table and found the noise annoying yet satisfying, as it meant he, too, would concede.

      “Just down to us, laddie,” the man drawled. His Scottish lilt, brought by a childhood in the north, always appeared when he was drunk. He gave a crooked smile. “I do believe I won.”

      Riverdale maintained a stoic expression after a minute passed, letting his opponent gleam at a win he thought he had. He laid his cards out while struggling to contain his emotions.

      Stuttfield’s lips twitched, angry and surprised all at once.

      “Again the winner, it appears,” the lord grumbled, pushing himself off the chair. “You’ve taken all I have. I am done with you, sir.”

      Riverdale bit back the smirk as he watched the lord storm off. He took the insult in stride, especially since he possessed a summer home in the north and funds to maintain it, all at the courtesy of these players. It was a good evening.

      “Ahem, you seem to have cleared them out, Lord Riverdale.”

      Riverdale smiled. Claudia, one of the serving wenches of the club, gazed down at him as he pulled his winnings in.

      “Thought you were going to find a wife.” She spat into the cuspidor.

      He found the habit foul, especially out of a woman. “Do not start that again. You know why I’m here.”

      “Yer just ran into some foul luck. That’s all.”

      She sounded sincere. He wanted to agree but instead, he buffered his emotions. Afterall, when one believes he’s found the one to wed, only to discover they were engaged to another, left him with no one in his corner but this unwashed woman now lecturing him on gambling and love.

      “Tell you what, love, wash that pretty face, stop that spitting and be seen on my arm,” he countered, his voice a little rougher than needed, but he blamed it on the drink. “The good Lord knows, any woman seen with me doesn’t stay single for long.”

      “Ah, naught. Rather like my comin’ and goin’ with no offers whatsoever.” She rolled back on her heels, a crooked smile on her lips. “Just because you’ve hit a rough patch with the ladies and they keep stealin’ ’em away from you t’isn’t your fault. You need to be a bit quicker comin’ to the point.”

      He snorted. Three ladies from the last go round of society, all lovely and eligible, were indeed snatched from his grasp before he truly got to know them. A few dances, a ride in the park, cosseting their parents did him no good. Because he danced with them first, as the rumors went, their future husbands came running. Now, the ton whispered if a girl wanted to be wed, all she needed was a walk with Lord Riverdale. His stomach clutched.

      “On that note, Miss Claudia, I bid you good night.” As he left the club, her laughter echoing in his wake, he climbed into his carriage richer but more disgruntled than ever.

      He banged on the front wall of the conveyance and ordered, “Grant, time to head north!”

      “Aye, my lord.” The coachman snapped the ribbons and off they went.

      Riverdale wrapped his coat around him tighter. The cold winds of winter whipped across London and would be more so up north, at Riverdale Abby. Fine, he inwardly snarled. He’d welcome the holidays alone, and dream of a lady he hoped next spring he might meet.

      Settling into the cooler climate as they left London, he sneezed.
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      Linnwood House

      

      Rose Harris perched on the edge of the chair, watching her cousin folding the little garments with gentle care. She couldn’t help but smile.

      “So how is the marquis handling your condition?”

      Charlotte didn’t break her rhythm of stacking the clothes. “He’s taking it in stride.” She stopped and chortled. “Well, perhaps I’ll tell you, his grumbling is decreasing.”

      “Grumbling?”

      “Yes, as you might guess, he was not as excited as I was with the little one coming.” Her cousin leaned back, her hand slowly stroking her rounded belly. “After his last encounter with a lady in my condition, I believe he is frightened something will happen to me, but the midwife, Mrs. Beasley, assured him that all was progressing as it should. Well, despite feeling retched in the mornings at first, though that has subsided now.”

      Rose grinned. “I’m so happy for you!”

      Charlotte nodded. “Thank you. You can just imagine how my parents feel.”

      “Oh, I’m well aware of how they feel. I believe even Uncle Harold has given more toasts towards this than anything else Aunt Mary or I can recall.” She laughed. But her laugh was cut short by a cough, then two. She put her hand over her mouth and moved away from Charlotte.

      Her cousin frowned as she reached for the teacup, adding more to fill it and handing it to Rose.

      “I thought you had beat that ailment.”

      Rose sipped the warm tea, instantly relieved it coated her throat, ending the hacking. Her cheeks flushed. “I’ve nipped it for the most part. I feel fine, just a lingering cough. I apologize.  Perhaps I should have refrained from visiting.”

      “Oh, Rose, no, it is fine.” Charlotte took her hands and squeezed. “You wouldn’t be here unless you had recovered. You look good. I know coughs can sometimes be the hardest to be rid of.” She smiled.

      Rose swallowed. “Thank you.”

      “Besides, you’ve had a rough Season, so the least I can do is put up with a bit of a cough now and then.”

      Rose squirmed uncomfortably at the mention of the past social season. “It wasn’t the best of times for me.” That was an understatement. To be proposed to by the most eligible and handsome lord of the Season, only to discover what a scoundrel he was still made her shiver. Pushing the memory aside, she glanced at her cousin. “It was a total success for you, Marchioness of Linnwood.”

      Charlotte glowed. “Yes, I do believe you are right. I’m not sure how I was so lucky.”

      “He loves you. That much everyone can see.”

      Charlotte returned to her stack of baby clothes. “I know everyone tells me I don’t need to do this. The servants will see to it, but I guess,” she looked up. “It calms my nerves.”

      “All will be good. I believe it.” Another round of coughs spilled out of her. She downed her tea and put the cup down. “I believe it is best that I take my leave, before the marquis arrives and throws me out.”

      “I wish you’d stay. The holiday will seem so different without you or Mama or Papa.” Charlotte bit her bottom lip, as if concentrating, and then she bloomed into a grin, her eyes dancing. “You three are heading to North Hancock House?”

      “Yes. Aunt Mary’s family is to meet us there. Should be quite a holiday. Perhaps you could convince the marquis to bring you.” She sounded pleading, even in her own ears. Despite all the family, she feared loneliness would engulf her.

      Charlotte shook her head. “He does not want me to travel. So we shall start a new tradition here.” She eyed her cousin, making Rose shift her stance. Charlotte could always read her so well.

      “Are Mama and Papa traveling with you?”

      “No. They left last week. I was given the time to rest and recover, leaving me to travel with Aunt Clare.”

      “Oh, dear! That far and with no male escort? How truly scandalous!” She laughed.

      Rose joined her. “Yes, well, I’m under fine tutelage with Aunt Clare. Besides, that is only a half day journey.”

      Charlotte tapped her toe as she sat deep in thought. “I think I have a solution for your problem. You need an escort, and I believe Gerard’s best friend, Lord Riverdale, is here as well on his way in the same direction. Perhaps he can ride with you.” She grinned mischievously.

      Rose felt her blood race to her feet. Her throat too parched to speak at first. “Oh, that would be grand, but I’d prefer not, not, not—” she swallowed the lump in her throat, praying it wouldn’t bring on another coughing fit. “Not after what happened…”
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      “I think this is a splendid idea.”

      Riverdale sat, unmoving like a statue, staring at his host as if he were the devil himself. He couldn’t believe what he just heard.

      “How is it that a momentary flash of an idea, to visit you and wish you and your lovely wife, a Happy Christmas before I head to the frozen north, turns sour, with you thrusting some chit at me to escort in the same direction?”

      Linnwood sat back in his chair, swirling the brandy in his glass. “Simply because you are a gentleman and there is a lady in need of one. I see no reason for you to decline such an obligation.”

      “Obligation? I had other ideas on my journey—”

      “Yes, I thought as much.” He set the glass down and leaned forward. “But Lady Madeline will not be available. It appears her husband has found leaving her unattended is not wise.” He raised his eyebrow as he looked at Riverdale.

      How in heaven’s name did that man find out? They had been discreet, after all…. Suddenly, his enthusiasm for this trip dropped like a hot rock. “I had not planned to visit, but well noted.” He inhaled. “Is Lady Linnwood coming as well?”

      “No, she is in no condition to travel, or we’d take on this task ourselves. Instead, it is her cousin, Lady Rose.”

      “Lady Rose?” He scanned his memories for a lady by that name. Her face came before him and he almost gasped. “Ah, yes, Lady Rose. Somehow, I think she’ll refuse my escort.”

      That remark made both of Linnwood’s brows raise. “Pray tell, why?”

      “She walked into a rather discreet pairing, you might say.”

      His friend frowned. “And whose wife were you involved with?”

      He snorted. “It was more like who was I trying to protect from another episode of vengeance from their former mistress?”

      “Margaret? Where was this?”

      “At your wedding ball, thrown by your father-in-law. She was still furious, claiming you had promised to marry her…”

      “Poppycock!”

      “I agree.  I was trying to calm a tempest…”

      “By an intimate encounter? That would do little to calm that woman,” Linnwood snarled.

      “Actually, no,” he countered. “I was trying to calm her down by discussing the issue with her when she turned it around and suddenly, she was in my arms, trying to kiss me when Lady Rose took the wrong turn, heading towards the lady’s retiring room.” He snorted. “A rather sticky situation. Lady Margaret can be quite determined.”

      “Yes, I’m well aware of that.” Linnwood sat back. “Heard recently she was involved with Willowbend.”

      “You are correct, though the earl married another.” Riverdale cleared his throat. “She blamed you for that as well, from what I hear.”

      “I do not miss being in the tangle of the ton.”

      He laughed. “Oh, my dear friend, you are part of it. You just don’t play with them well.”

      “I am busy with my estate and my wife, thank you very much.” Linnwood finished his drink. “Which is a situation you need to find yourself in.”

      “The title is not mine yet. The old man refuses to die.”

      “Yes, well, a wife, though, does not require you to claim the full measure. You are a viscount, after all. Say, what happened to the Wiltshire daughter? What was her name?”

      “Lady Trudy married Symington. Do you not recall?” Riverdale shook his head. “She decided his title and privilege certainly outranked mine. Pity. She is too pretty to waste on that vermin.”

      “Agree. Though I don’t recall the invitation.” Linnwood smirked. “I think I was absent from his list of attendees.” He cocked his head. “How did the rest of the Season fare for you?”

      Riverdale sighed. “Exceptionally well, if you are a single lady in search of a husband. Many who I escorted quickly became engaged to someone else. Perhaps I should offer my services as a lucky charm for those on the hunt.”

      “And what of the married women I have seen you with? Like Lord Matthews’ wife?”

      That hit a spot in his gut. He shifted his seat. “What can I say? Did it matter if they were single or married, they are not with me in the end. Sometimes, those taken are more understanding of my situation. I appear doomed to remain a bachelor, so perhaps I’ll switch to rogue then.” Not that that made him feel any better. He longed for
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