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      While there are those who spend their time in modest pursuits, upholding propriety befitting the lords and ladies of the ton, it would seem that for others scandal is just a sin away…
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        To my readers – may you find peace and happiness this holiday season

        and all the ones that follow.
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      This was an unmitigated disaster.

      No. Correction. An unmitigated disaster would be a welcome respite from what this was.

      This was Miss Patience Elmsley. Pressed against him in a most scandalous fashion, grasping onto his lapels for all she was worth, while his mother sat on her hind end not two feet away, staring up at him in abject horror.

      Miss Elmsley removed her face from where she had tucked it into his neck, her warm breath and soft lips having found the narrow spot between where his cravat ended and his jawline began. Cold air moved swiftly in to replace the warmth, but he had little time to reconcile this as he found himself staring into a pair of crystal blue eyes that sparkled much like the newly fallen snow just outside the carriage that housed them.

      “My goodness! What happened?” Miss Elmsley appeared more curious than upset, which was a far cry from his mother, who had already turned from shock to anger, her mouth pulled into a grim line of annoyance.

      “I believe we may have thrown a wheel or some such thing.” Why was she not moving? Her body had nestled itself rather boldly against his and there were certain parts of his that insisted in responding to this close proximity. If she did not remove herself with all due haste, he risked embarrassing them both. He diverted his attention in the hopes of alleviating such thoughts. “Mother, are you hurt?”

      The tight lines of her mouth turned into an ugly scowl that did nothing to improve her disheveled appearance. He had been told that, once upon a time, she had been a very handsome woman, though it had faded over the decades. Likely the result of marriage to his father and the burden of all that came with that union.

      She did not bother answering his question, but rather issued a dictate, as was her way. “Might I suggest you release Miss Elmsley and see about the issue?”

      Release Miss Elmsley? It was she who was clinging to him. But no, that wasn’t quite right, was it? His arms twitched where he’d wrapped them around her, holding her in place. He let go immediately as if she were a hot coal, nearly unseated her. He grabbed her arms lest she land upon her rump next to his mother. Unfortunately, that brought them face to face. Nose to nose. Almost mouth to mouth and, sweet heaven, say what you will about the young lady’s reputation, but she had the most delectable—

      Bloody hell! Miles swiftly set Miss Elmsley back into her seat and returned to his, taking in a deep breath to rid his senses of her delicate scent.

      This entire day had been one trial after another. He should never have agreed to escort Miss Elmsley to Havelock Manor. What had he been thinking?

      He reached down and helped his mother back to her seat next to Miss Elmsley, then reached for the handle on the door.

      “Stay here.” His order rang harsh in his ears but he cared not. His patience had worn thin. At least whatever had occurred to bring their journey to a halt allowed him a respite from being trapped inside with Miss Elmsley.

      Or it would have, if she hadn’t ignored his dictate and followed him out.

      “Quite lovely, isn’t it, Lord Walkerton?”

      He turned and gave her an incredulous look. “Lovely?”

      She stared out at the pristine vista while waving a hand toward the carriage. “The snow, I mean, not so much the broken wheel.”

      Miles looked down at the wheel, which did indeed have a damaged spoke. The driver had turned his attention to it now that the he’d calmed the horses.

      Before he could answer, Miss Elmsley continued on. “The broken wheel is a bit of a bother. I had hoped to reach Havelock Manor before nightfall. But—” She shrugged then turned her gaze from the horizon to him and smiled.

      Smiled!

      Miles, in response, glared as politely as he could. This was hardly something to smile about. Did nothing faze her? Shouldn’t she be ranting and raving? Crying? Something other than standing there smiling at him as if all was right with the world and matters such as broken wheels that left them stranded in the snow were hardly more than bumps in the road? Because this delay was not a bump in the road. It was a crater. An abyss of unfathomable depth.

      Being stuck anywhere with a lady for whom scandalous behavior was akin to breathing was second only to death on things he currently wished to avoid. Fine. Perhaps that was going a bit far. She had not, after all, ever been caught in a scandal, but she had come close enough, and given her pernicious and unpredictable behavior, it was only a matter of time. And he would very much prefer if he was nowhere in the near vicinity when that happened.

      “Doubt I’ll ’ave the wheel fixed in time, my lord,” the driver said with a grave shake of his head. “I can truss it up ’nuff to get us to the nearest inn, but we’ll ’ave to set up overnight to allow time to replace the wheel proper.”

      Miles expelled a long breath and resigned himself to his fate. “Very well. Do what you must, then take us to the nearest inn.”

      Once back in the carriage, Miss Elmsley addressed him, her usual smile twisted into an expression of annoyance. “I see no reason for you to have glared at me in such a manner, my lord. I merely commented upon the loveliness of the sunlight on the snow. Heavens, it isn’t as if I am the one who broke the silly wheel and regardless, a brief delay is hardly the end of the world, is it?”

      Her forthrightness never failed to shock him. Most young ladies would never dare point out the fact that a gentleman had glared at them. Then again, a proper gentleman would never glare at a young lady.

      “Then might I ask your forgiveness for my momentary lapse in manners?”

      “You are forgiven. Although, I might point out that perhaps you would have more success in finding yourself a bride if you were not so stern all the time. It’s rather off-putting.”

      “I beg your pardon? Who said I was interested in finding a bride?” The words sputtered out of him. Her audacity stupefied him, though this appeared to have little effect on Miss Elmsley.

      Instead, she gave him a knowing look, eyebrows raised, and eyes blinking innocently, a hint of sympathy—or was that pity—glinting in their depths. “Lady Rebecca? Hen?”

      Miles scowled. The reminder of his failure to secure either of those two particular engagements stung. Both had ended after the ladies in question fell in love with men they preferred over him. Lady Rebecca to his half brother, Marcus Bowen, and the former Lady Henrietta to a future duke. A clear reminder of the uphill battle he faced in overcoming the ton’s long memory of his late father’s egregious sins. Appalling actions that continued to cast a dark stain over his family.

      “I am quite certain my matrimonial state is none of your business.”

      His mother harrumphed in agreement. “I think you forget your place, Miss Elmsley.”

      Miss Elmsley turned her gaze away from Miles to land upon his mother. The sympathy she had bestowed upon him switched to sharpness, direct and unapologetic. Miss Elmsley may be a wisp of a thing, but she did not demure easily. “And which place might that be, Lady Walkerton?”

      His mother’s tart expression stiffened. She was unused to being questioned. Unused to a young lady who spoke up, asked questions, held opinions. “I find your behavior most unseemly. Though—” Mother sniffed. “I suppose that is to be expected when one takes your past behaviors into consideration.”

      Miss Elmsley’s smile remained, but a brittle quality threaded around its edges. “I have done nothing in my past that I am ashamed of.”

      “You dumped a bowl of punch over Lady Susan’s head.” His mother straightened in her seat and puffed out her chest in victory.

      “It was half a bowl of punch,” Miss Elmsley corrected, “And she more than deserved it for the things she said and did to my cousin, Judith.”

      “You made a spectacle of yourself.” The way his mother stated this made it clear her opinion on the matter. That untoward behavior in a public forum was akin to death. “It is only a matter of time before you ruin yourself completely and then we shall see who has difficulty finding their way to the marital altar.”

      Some of the wind went out of Miss Elmsley’s sails and something about the unexpected slump of her shoulders, the way the light dimmed and dulled in her bright blue eyes, drove Miles to action. Despite her forthrightness, Miss Elmsley did not deserve to be the target of his mother’s caustic nature. A nature he had been subjected to for as far back as he could remember.

      “Perhaps we will both have better luck over the holidays in finding suitable matches, Miss Elmsley.”

      Some of her verve returned. “Is that why you accepted the invitation to spend Christmas at Sheridan Park, my lord? To find yourself a bride?”

      He should have known better than to think Miss Elmsley would leave the statement well enough alone.

      “I am here to enjoy the holidays, nothing more. If something else comes of it, I will consider it a bonus. And if not, then so be it.”

      Which was a total and utter lie. Because he did need to find himself a wife. And not just any wife, but a well-bred, proper wife whose reputation was as pristine as the snow that currently surrounded them. A lady to whom scandal would never be attached. Perhaps if he could manage this, he could break free of his father’s evil deeds. He could finally remove his mother to the dower house where her constant berating would no longer reach him. Nor would her accusing glare burn into him, a daily reminder that she blamed him for his inability to lift the family name from the gutter, instead of placing it upon the grave of the man truly responsible.

      Miss Elmsley cocked her head to one side and studied him. It was a most disconcerting show of attention. Direct and unwavering it resulted in the uncomfortable sense that instead of looking at him, she looked into him. Miles shifted in his seat.

      “How did you come by your invitation, if you don’t mind me asking? I wasn’t aware you held a close association with Lord and Lady Blackbourne, save for your courtship of his sister, Lady Rebecca, and given how that ended…” Her voice trailed off and ended in a shrug.

      Miles cleared his throat. It was true that he and Lord Blackbourne had not formed a friendship. Blackbourne felt Miles had dragged the courtship on too long, a fact he could not dispute. Though, in his defense, it was Blackbourne’s scandalous behavior that had necessitated his hesitancy in proposing to Lady Rebecca.

      “I assure you, Lord Blackbourne and I have settled our past differences.”

      A situation that had come about by none other than Lady Rebecca’s new husband, Mr. Marcus Bowen.

      Miles’s half brother.

      Naturally, he left that little tidbit out. Save for a few individuals, Marcus’s parentage, their relation, was a tightly guarded secret.

      “Well, you needn’t be so testy about it. I was merely making an observation.”

      “Must all your observations be made aloud?”

      She twisted her pretty mouth to one side and looked at him as if he were an idiot. “It seems a bit redundant to make the observation to myself when I am already aware I think it. Observations are meant to be shared, do you not think so?”

      “Not always, no.”

      “You’re very easily riled, my lord. That, by the way, is another observation.” And then she smiled and the sensation of it washed over him with surprising warmth, filling a space inside of him he hadn’t been aware of until that moment. Most unsettling, that.

      Miles took a deep breath, allowing her smile to brush away his irritation. “Forgive me, Miss Elmsley. I did not mean to be rude. I suppose the delay has me in a bit of a temper.”

      “Well, you shouldn’t allow it to do so. We will arrive tomorrow and it is only a brief stopover. And you didn’t tell me yet who issued your invitation.”

      He was beginning to realize very little swept past Miss Elmsley without her notice. While to some she may give the appearance of a flighty young lady, she was, in fact, just the opposite. She had a sharp mind, one that was unfortunately coupled with a quick tongue and bold manner.

      “Mr. Marcus Bowen, if you must know.”

      She leaned forward in her seat and for a fleeting moment, the sensation of her falling into his arms as the carriage halted abruptly revisited him with a rush of heat. “Did he, indeed?”

      “Yes.” He took the conversation no further. While the idea of having a brother appealed to Miles greatly, it was not something he could speak of aloud, especially not to a chatterbox like Miss Elmsley, nor in the presence of his mother who considered the relationship between he and Marcus a personal insult.

      Miles had been an only child, a lonely existence to be sure. Growing up, he had always wished for a brother. Having one would have made life much more palatable. The prospect of getting to know Marcus better appealed to him greatly.

      And if Miles found a proper bride in the process, well, that would be the icing on the cake, so to speak. Little did he know then that accepting the invitation to Sheridan Park would come with the request that he and his mother escort Miss Elmsley to her family’s estate, Havelock Manor, which shared a property line with Sheridan Park.

      Escorting Miss Elmsley across a crowded ballroom, let alone all the way from London to the countryside, was an event fraught with peril. She had a way of attracting unwanted attention, with her outspoken nature and tendency toward impetuous behavior. But declining the request would cast him in a negative light, something he avoided at all costs.

      And so, here he was. Stuck in a broken down carriage with a young woman who was far too chummy with scandal for his liking and only Mother to act as a buffer to keep things on the up and up. Though, thanks to the tincture she’d taken for her nerves, she had thus far spent most of their voyage sleeping, her snoring reverberating off the interior walls of the carriage. At least until the jolt of the broken wheel brought the sound to a merciful, albeit temporary, end.

      “Well, I am very happy to hear there is no ill will between you and Lady Rebecca or Mr. Bowen. I find them both to be fine individuals, don’t you agree?”

      “He’s a commoner,” Miles’s mother muttered, her disgust evident. “Her mother must have been horrified. Then again, the dowager countess married nothing more than a knight, so perhaps such predilections run in the family.”

      “I assure you there is nothing common about Mr. Bowen. And might I remind you that the dowager countess is married to my uncle.” Miss Elmsley’s tone cut sharp and a fire lit in her eyes at the slight to her family.

      Before the conversation could devolve into battle of wills and words between the two women, Miles stepped in.

      “I have heard nothing but praise spoken in regards to Sir Arran. A fine man, to be sure. I look forward to furthering our acquaintance.”

      Mercifully, the carriage jolted and their journey began to the nearest inn, where he would be forced to spend a night in close proximity to a sleeping Miss Elmsley.

      A vision of her blonde curls spread out upon a pure white sheet teased his senses and he clenched his teeth to chase the image away.

      To little effect.
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      “Oh, what a lovely inn. Quite charming. Don’t you agree?” Patience said as Lord Walkerton assisted her down from the carriage. The driver had managed to repair the wheel to such a degree it carried them another few miles to the small village that housed The Burly Oak Inn. The ride had been a bumpy one that left her bones rattled and her bottom sore, but Patience refused to complain and give Lady Walkerton one more reason to look down at her. Besides, the bumpiness meant they were on their way once again. The sooner they arrived at their destination, the sooner she would be out from under Lady Walkerton’s constant disapproving glare and Lord Walkerton’s vigilant gaze. It was as if the man feared she might do something scandalous or untoward at any moment, and he would be held responsible.

      “I shall reserve judgment until I am inside,” Lord Walkerton said, releasing her hand the instant both her feet touched the ground. His tone indicated he did not hold out much hope in that regard. Hardly surprising. He appeared to look at everything with a skeptical eye. How exhausting that must be, always waiting for something to go wrong.

      “Then you have not stayed here before, my lord?”

      He turned his back to her and reached into the carriage for his mother, who had finally roused herself from her deep, snoring slumber. “I rarely have reason to travel out this way.”

      “Ah.” Patience waited for more, but it appeared that was all Lord Walkerton deigned to say on the matter. “I see.”

      Conversing with the pompous earl proved an exhausting endeavor. Goodness, but was he always such a grumpy bear? How had Hen ever considered marriage to this man? Had she noticed, during their brief courtship, what a sour disposition he possessed? No wonder he had such difficulty in finding a bride, despite his lofty title. Not that she was one to talk. Her third Season loomed on the horizon with nary a hint of interest from any suitable gentleman. A fact her mother reminded her of with alarming regularity and a rather embarrassing degree of horror.

      Regardless, there had to be at least one decent gentleman out there who would appreciate her special brand of…ah…what would we call it? Enthusiasm? Yes! That was the perfect word. She only needed to find that man—given he lived somewhere in the near vicinity—and all her problems would be solved. Mother could rest easy and Father would stop that sighing he did whenever she inadvertently caused some sort of brouhaha.

      And she did want to marry and have a family of her own. Truly, she did. She just wanted to do so with the right person, like her cousin Judith had. Or Hen. They had married for love and both were deliriously happy with their new lives. Was it so much to ask for the same?

      Patience glanced at Lord Walkerton. Perhaps she could use him as a sort of guideline. If she could find a gentleman who was Lord Walkerton’s complete opposite—save for his appearance, as she really had nothing to criticize in that regard—then she would apply her charm and sway said gentleman into proposing to her. Lady Rebecca had indicated there would be a sufficient amount of eligible gentlemen attending the parties and events over the following weeks. Surely, she could find one that suited. Someone who would let her be who she was.

      “Miss Elmsley?” The earl’s stern tone interrupted her plotting.

      “Yes?”

      He moved his arm, indicating she should take it. “Shall we go inside?”

      “Oh, yes! I am quite hungry. Do you think we are too late to take a meal?” The sun had set shortly after they were on their way again and the darkness left her disoriented and uncertain of the time of day. Though, her stomach rumbled as if it had been many hours since her last meal.

      “Procuring rooms is the first order of business, Miss Elmsley,” Lady Walkerton said, the countess’s imperious voice cutting through the cold winter air like a shard of ice.

      Easy for her to say. Likely, the earl’s mother fed on little children that wandered too far into the forest. Patience bit her lip to hold back a smile at the image of the countess standing in the doorway of small, dilapidated cabin, attempting to entice wayward children to come hither. Any child in their right mind would take one look at her and run off at a fast gallop, head straight for home, and never dare venture into the woods again.

      “I will inquire upon supper with the innkeeper when I ask about rooms,” Lord Walkerton said, his voice softening.

      She looked up at him. He was taller than her by a head, broad of shoulder and trim of waist. She would bet a month’s pin money he would be quite fetching in just his breeches and shirt. She covered her mouth with her gloved hand to hide the smile quivering on her lips. Lord Walkerton would faint dead away from shock if he knew she had pictured him in such a state of undress.

      It was scandalous to think such thoughts, but some things could not be helped. Despite his irritable disposition, the earl was a strikingly handsome man, with his dark hair, hazel eyes, and sharp, imperious angles. His striking appearance couldn’t help but invite wicked thoughts, and thoughts were perfectly acceptable, in her opinion, provided she didn’t act upon them. Which she had no intention of doing.

      As they entered The Burly Oak, the few patrons who sat about the main room glanced in their direction. Their gazes scraped over Patience in that way some men had that made her feel as if she were standing in nothing but her shift. She moved a little closer to Lord Walkerton and in response he shot the men one of his infamous glares, prompting them to return to their previous conversation.

      The scent from the kitchen rushed out to greet them. Patience breathed deeply. Beef stew, if she wasn’t mistaken. Her stomach gnawed with hunger.

      “Oh my, but doesn’t that smell divine?” Despite her small stature, she had been cursed with a rather voracious appetite. Not very ladylike, but not one of her worst attributes, surely. Cook rather appreciated it, at least.

      Lord Walkerton left them for a moment to speak to the proprietor of the establishment and procure them rooms and meals, leaving her alone with his mother.

      “Are you enjoying our trip, Lady Walkerton?”

      “Not particularly, no.” The woman was only a couple of inches taller than Patience, but she used her superior height to look down her broad nose in a condescending manner that irked.

      “And why is that?”

      “I find such travel tedious and unnecessary.”

      “I see. You would have preferred to stay in London, then?” Patience would have preferred that Lady Walkerton had stayed behind as well. Her company was rather taxing and impossible to enjoy.

      “Yes. I see no point in this excursion.”

      Patience twisted her mouth to one side. It was not difficult to see where her son inherited his tetchy nature. She had heard the late Lord Walkerton had been quite convivial in comparison. Of course, she had heard other things about the man as well.

      Darker, more disturbing things.

      Lord Walkerton returned a moment later, breaking the strained silence that had grown between Patience and
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