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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            A FAREWELL AND A DEPARTURE

          

        

      

    

    
      December 1837, the London docks

      Thomas Grayson, Marquess of Billingsley, regarded his mother with a look of worry. “I can delay the trip, Mother. I don’t have to go.”

      Lady Patience Billingsley placed a black kid-gloved hand on her son’s arm. “You will go. We’ve been planning your Grand Tour for over a year. I’ll not let your father’s death interfere,” she insisted, doing her best not to cry over her only son’s impending departure. “His man of business has sent a letter to the Lord Chancellor on your behalf. When you return, you’ll be recognized as his heir and take your seat in the House of Lords.”

      Nodding, Thomas jerked when a boatswain’s whistle sounded from the deck of the Fairweather. His valet, Rogers, was waiting to go on board the three-masted sailing ship, his hands clutching the handles of two valises. Thomas’ trunk had been loaded earlier that morning. “I’ll write when I arrive in Naples,” he promised.

      “Your cicerone knows when to expect your arrival. He’ll meet you at the docks,” Patience said, referring to the Italian who would be Thomas’ guide for his trip through the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies. “In his latest note, he said he would have the contacts you’ll need for when you get to Greece,” she explained, holding out a folded letter. “Do you have your money?”

      Thomas accepted the missive and tucked it into an inside pocket of his great coat. “Yes, yes, Mother. And Rogers has some, too. Thought it best we not keep it all in one place.”

      The reminder of money had him glancing about nervously, as if he expected a pickpocket to rob him. Despite the chill in the air—it had snowed earlier that morning and gray clouds still hung over Wapping—the docks were crowded with passengers, porters, dockworkers and those who were sending loved ones off on trips to Europe and beyond.

      “That’s very wise of you,” Patience replied, her gaze darting to the Thames.

      The dark brown water beneath the gangway was as cloudy as the skies above, and from the way it moved, she knew the Fairweather would need to depart soon.

      With the reality of her son’s impending leave setting in, Patience knew if she didn’t get back to her town coach, she would burst into tears at any moment. “Now, go find your cabin. You’re due to set sail at any moment.”

      Thomas leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. “Are you quite sure you’ll be all right?”

      A smile replaced Patience’s look of worry. “As soon as you’re off, I am as well.”

      “What’s this?” he asked, turning once again to face her.

      “I’m going to Grayson Park,” she replied, referring to the Billingsley country estate in southern Shropshire. “Spend the winter there and probably the spring and summer, too, so be sure to write to me there.”

      Thomas furrowed his dark brows. “All by yourself?” he asked.

      He looked so much like his father when he displayed the expression that could be annoyance, disbelief, or concern, Patience nearly winced. It would serve him well as a marquess, as it probably did his father, but Patience was able to hide the reason for her immediate reaction.

      Disgust.

      By the time David Grayson, the sixth Marquess of Billingsley, had died, she had grown to dislike the marquess. Intensely. Their unexpected marriage had not been a love match. Despite her mother’s assurance that she would one day grow to love the man, the best Patience could manage was a grudging respect—once she had overcome her fear of the older man. She couldn’t understand how her father, Robert Seward, Earl of Eversham, could even claim to be friends with such a disagreeable sort.

      When she learned that there had been little in the way of a dowry available when it came to her—Patience was the youngest of four daughters—she understood her father’s motivation.

      Billingsley wanted her, and he didn’t care that her dowry was a paltry thousand pounds.

      After learning the marquess kept a string of mistresses and made no attempt to hide the fact, Patience had resigned herself to finding joy in other aspects of her life in the aristocracy. The Season’s entertainments filled most of those days and nights, and the rest of the year, she attended the theatre and took tea with other ladies in their parlors or in hers.

      Now she merely wished for solitude. A bit of time away from London to do what she wished and when. Once Thomas was on his way to Naples, she would have her driver stop by the townhouse to collect her trunks, and they would be on their way to Grayson Park.

      “With your lady’s maid, I hope?” Thomas added, interrupting her reverie.

      “Oh, no. I’m leaving Baxter. Or rather, she is leaving me. She gave notice last week,” Patience explained. “She’s decided to retire from service. It’s perfect timing, really.”

      Thomas’ eyes rounded. “What will you do?”

      Patience nearly laughed at hearing the concern in his query, as if he thought her incapable of dressing herself or seeing to her own hair. “I’ll simply hire another once I’m at Grayson Park,” she replied with a shrug. “I’ll be fine, Thomas. Now get on board before you’re left behind,” she said with a shooing motion.

      He kissed her on the cheek one last time, gave a bow, and joined his valet on the gangway.

      Patience grinned in the morning light and did her best to keep her tears at bay. The temptation to beg him to stay had been almost too much, and she knew he would have delayed his trip had she made any sound of protest.

      When he and Rogers disappeared, Patience hurried off to where her driver, Jeffrey Styles, stood next to the Billingsley town coach. He opened the door for her and helped her in. “The townhouse, my lady?”

      “Yes, Styles. Buchanan said the traveling coach would be ready when we arrive,” she said, referring to the Grayson townhouse butler. “Are you packed?”

      “I am, my lady,” Styles replied, giving her an enthusiastic nod.

      “You don’t mind living in the country for a few months?” She had discussed the issue with Buchanan, thinking the butler would have to hire a different driver to take her to Grayson Park since she wanted to keep the equipage once she arrived. With Derbyshire so close, she thought occasional jaunts through the Peak District would provide opportunities to draw or paint. Mayhap visit a country house or two.

      “Not at all, my lady. I’m looking forward to getting out of the city again,” he replied. “And I already know the Grayson Park staff, of course.”

      From his comment, Patience was reminded that Styles had been to Grayson Park in the past. Several times. Sometimes it was to take her and Billingsley for the summer months. She was quite sure one of her husband’s mistresses had ridden with him on occasion—the times when he would announce he was leaving for the country without having given her any sort of notice, and then he would be gone for weeks at a time.

      Perhaps Styles had formed an attachment with a servant or a housemaid during his prior visits. The thought had Patience displaying a wan grin as she made her way into the Georgian townhouse.

      Seeing her reflection in the cheval mirror in her bedchamber, Patience winced. Despite her black hair and fair complexion, the black bombazine walking mourning gown, its hem and piping done in black crepe, looked positively hideous on her. The jet decorations centering the black crepe rosettes that lined the half-sleeves and high standing collar did nothing to enhance the gown. Worse, the matching Claremont bonnet did little to improve her appearance. At least its black crepe and sarcenet brim was lined in double white crepe. Had it been all black, she might have tossed it into the fireplace.

      Widows weeds. Patience shuddered at the thought she should wear them for six months before moving to lavender for half-mourning. Once she was in Shropshire, she had every intention of packing them away in a trunk and having them taken to the attic.

      Anxious to be done with London, Patience took one last look through the Westminster townhouse before she climbed into the Billingsley traveling coach. Although its ebony exterior had been recently polished, its age was apparent, and the gold-painted seal of the Billingsley marquessate had been covered with a layer of black paint.

      Instead of having the faded seal touched up or completely redone, she had ordered Buchanan to have it painted over earlier that morning. Riding in an unmarked coach for three or four days would no doubt be safer than advertising the fact that a marquess or marchioness was ensconced within.

      She was reminded of her son’s steps to protect his blunt and knew she had made the right decision.

      “Be careful, my lady,” Styles warned as she stepped into the equipage. “The paint is still a bit damp.”

      “I will, Mr. Styles,” she replied. “Even if it’s covered in dust by sunset, I won’t mind.”

      Jeffrey seemed to think on the matter for a few seconds before he said, “More like mud, my lady, given the snow that fell last night.”

      Patience grinned, already feeling lighter. “Either way, I shan’t mind,” she claimed.

      A moment after she had settled in the sky blue velvet squabs in the direction of travel, she pulled a quilt over her lap against the December chill. She watched through the glass window as Styles and one of the grooms completed their check of the coach and the matched Cleveland bays. A slight jerk told her the driver had climbed onto his seat.

      Once they were in motion, she opened a gothic novel and within minutes, she was lost in its story.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            AN EARL RECEIVES NEWS

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, at Higgins House in the very southern tip of Staffordshire

      Maxwell Higgins, seventh Earl of Greenley, downed the rest of his glass of brandy and cursed as he attempted to read his correspondence. Holding out the parchment as far as he could from his face, he closed first one eye and then the other in an effort to bring the even, feminine script into focus.

      Why couldn’t his oldest sister, Barbara, write using larger letters, he wondered as he finally gave up and searched about the large oak desk for his pair of reading glasses. Finding them beneath the latest report from his man of business in London, he cursed again when he remembered he owed the solicitor some answers to his latest queries involving the earldom’s holdings.

      Writing that letter would have to wait. He had no patience for putting into words what he knew in his head. Despite his having devoted his adult life to bringing the Greenley earldom back from the brink of bankruptcy, the assets he had managed to acquire were by no means large nor particularly valuable. To have to list them all seemed unproductive, especially when it was the land of the earldom that paid most of the bills. Well, and some sheep.

      Setting the wire-rimmed spectacles on the end of his nose, he leaned back and read the missive.

      Life seemed charmed for Barbara Higgins Slater these days. He knew it hadn’t always been—Father’s fault, not his—but she was married to the love of her life, had two grown sons to show for it, and was enjoying her lot as a countess and as the mistress of Ellsworth Park in Oxfordshire. At some point in the next decade or so, she would be the Marchioness of Devonfield.

      Well, folderol, he thought as he crumpled the letter into a ball and tossed it into the stone fireplace. Before he had a chance to think twice and rescue it from its fate, flames quickly consumed it. “Dammit,” he whispered.

      “Will you require anything else this evening, my lord?” Bertram asked from the threshold of the earl’s study.

      Max turned to regard his butler with a frown—his usual expression. “No. Go to bed. I’ve some more correspondence to get through, and then I’ll turn in.”

      Hesitant to say much more at this time of the evening—the later it was, the more easily irritated his master became—Bertram nodded. “Very good, sir. I’ll leave the lights on in the corridor upstairs,” he offered, secretly glad his curmudgeon of a master had paid to retrofit Higgins House for gas lighting the year before.

      Although the earl had grumbled about the cost, complained about the inconvenience when the workmen were there installing the lines, and then balked at the realization he would have to pay for the gas going forward, Bertram had reminded him they would no longer have to purchase candles.

      Somewhat appeased, Max had then mentioned he preferred candlelight to gaslight.

      Bertram knew not to reply. There was no pleasing the Earl of Greenley. There hadn’t been a way to please the “Earl of Grump” in the fifteen years Bertram had been a butler at Higgins House.

      At least the latest cook had agreed to stay on once she was assured she wouldn’t have to speak with the earl. As the wife of the Higgins House groom and a decent cook when it came to preparing the meals for his lordship and the servants, Mrs. Cruthers maintained a pleasant demeanor and didn’t humiliate the scullery maid when she made a mistake.

      Fearful of the earl’s wrath, the two housemaids who saw to the country manor house—Janet Ludlow and Agnes Sherman—were good about staying hidden whilst they worked, sneaking into the study to do their chores when their master was off to Kidderminster on business and tidying the master suite when his lordship went for his daily horseback ride.

      The single footman, Fields, seemed immune to the earl’s insults, as if he’d grown up with them and knew not to take them personally.

      The laundress was so good about remaining hidden, Bertram sometimes wondered if she had left their employ, so he was always surprised when the week’s laundry would appear in neat folded piles at the end of everyone’s beds, ready to be put away.

      Bertram might have quit his master years ago and moved on to a different country house, but Maxwell Higgins knew his bouts of grumpiness had his servants considering alternative employment. To stave off a mass exodus, he raised their pay well beyond that of neighboring houses. As a result, Bertram’s salary was nearly twice what other butlers received.

      Max Higgins’ father had nearly bankrupted the Greenley earldom with his drinking and gambling, but the Earl of Grump had managed to restore the earldom’s accounts, pay off the debts, and provide his youngest sister, Beatrice, with a suitable dowry when she could finally marry.

      That Lord Augustus, the second son of the fifth Duke of Huntington, had offered for her hand seemed too good to be true, but the two were apparently well suited. At last count, they had five children.

      “A fire has been set in your bedchamber, sir,” Bertram said before giving his master a slight bow. “Good night.”

      “Won’t be anything good about it,” Max grumbled, not bothering to glance in the direction of the butler. He snagged the next letter from the silver salver on his desk, his brows arching upon seeing the writing on the missive. He tore off the wax seal and unfolded the letter, relieved to see the slanted handwriting of his only son, Marcus.

      
        
        Dear Father,

        I hope my letter finds you in a better mood than the one I left you in upon my departure. I made it in time for classes Monday last and explained the reason for my absence to the dean. He may write to confirm my story—please do not reply with your usual vitriol as I would like to remain at Cambridge until I can complete my education.

        I have made up what I missed during the week of my stay with you. Despite your insistence that I not be there, your illness had me quite vexed...

      

      

      Max cursed as he threw his head back. “I wasn’t ill,” he said aloud. “And if I discover whoever it was that said I was...” He allowed the sentence to trail off, remembering that Bertram had already gone to bed. “Dammit.”

      He continued to read, his anger abating slowly.

      
        
        I have conferred with several of my classmates regarding their plans for a Grand Tour. I know you were never able to take one given the wars with France, but I am hoping you’ll allow me one. Despite his father’s death (or maybe because of it), Grayson, or rather Billingsley now, I suppose, completed his term and has already left Cambridge for London. He will be off to Naples for his Grand Tour by week’s end.

      

      

      Blinking and then rereading the last sentence two more times, Max leaned forward in his chair.

      Grayson, or rather Billingsley now implied the Marquess of Billingsley was dead.

      Billingsley is dead?

      The Marquess of Billingsley, dead?

      Max glanced over at the stack of newspapers that had arrived over the past few months. Although he had intended to read The Times over his breakfasts in an attempt to keep up with news from London, he had lately opted to read the news-sheet from Birmingham. Reading about the events in the capital—especially when he wasn’t there to see them for himself—seemed to put him in far fouler moods than usual.

      As for David Grayson, Marquess of Billingsley, normally any mention of the man would have Max fuming in anger. Learning he was dead had Max flummoxed. Even in his worst moods, he didn’t wish death for his fellow aristocrats. But his immediate reaction surprised him.

      Good riddance, he thought darkly.

      The Marquess of Billingsley had been the bane of his existence for two decades. He was part of the reason Max spent his days feeling irritable. Most of the reason he was not-so-affectionately known as the Earl of Grump.

      Oh, he knew of the nickname his servants and neighbors used to refer to him. Knew it had been adopted by his fellow peers in the House of Lords. He had made it his goal in life to be in as poor a mood as possible. If he could not have the happiness they enjoyed in their marriages and with their families or in the hobbies they partook, then he didn’t care if the stormy clouds that hovered over him darkened their lives, too.

      He glanced back down at the letter, realizing his son had written more.

      
        
        Do think on it and let me know, Father. Arrangements for travel must be made, and it’s possible I might be able to join others who intend to go when the Lent term ends. A guide has already been arranged in Athens.

        Aunt Beatrice wrote to me. Although she complains about her children (probably as much as you complained about me), she seems happy to have had them. Perhaps I’ll meet my newest cousins before I depart for the Continent.

        Please see to your health. I remain your devoted son, Marcus.

      

      

      Max winced when he read the line probably as much as you complained about me. He had never intended for his son to hear his complaints. They hadn’t been said because of anything Marcus did—well, except for the time he had let a frog loose in the parlor, or the time he had set a fire in his bedchamber, or the time Max had caught him racing the coach-and-four at midnight—but because of his generally grumpy mood. He couldn’t help but wake up in a foul way every day.

      Max tossed the letter back on his desk and was glad to see there were no others on the silver salver. Deciding to reply to his son right away, he pulled a sheet of stationery from one of the desk drawers and thought of how to respond.

      
        
        Dear Marcus,

        I apologize if you ever thought I complained about having fathered you. I was thrilled when you were born and am proud to call you my son. You’ll make an excellent earl one day.

      

      

      A knocking sound came from somewhere beyond his study, and he cursed. When it continued, the knocking growing louder and faster, he cursed again.

      What the hell?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            AN UNFORTUNATE INCIDENT

          

        

      

    

    
      Earlier that evening, at a coaching inn near Bromsgrove, Worcester

      “Do you think we can make it the rest of the way tonight?” Patience asked Jeffrey when a new matched pair of Cleveland bays had been changed out at The Golden Cross. Patience had been served tea and biscuits at the ancient coaching inn whilst they waited, and although she would have been fine with procuring a room at the next inn, she knew they had to be close to Grayson Park.

      Jeffrey nodded. “I’ll do my best, my lady,” he said, obviously just as anxious to get to their destination. Although Patience had arranged regular rooms for him at the two coaching inns they had stayed in along the way, neither had offered much in the way of public rooms.

      Bundled up against the cold in a caped greatcoat, scarf and hat, Jeffrey looked twice his normal size. “Besides, I don’t think there’s another inn between here and Alveley that is open this time of the year, my lady.”

      Patience gave a start. “What?”

      “It’s winter, my lady. Not as many travelers, so not all the coaching inns are open.”

      Rolling her eyes, Patience realized why the stops along the way hadn’t always been their usual haunts. “Of course. I’d quite forgotten,” she murmured.

      “I’ve been warned the road from here west is frozen, which means it may be a bit of a bumpy ride,” he warned.

      “Which means it’s not muddy,” Patience reasoned. She had been surprised to see that the new paint on the coach door still appeared black when they had pulled into a coaching yard their first night. From the condition of the roads outside of London, she had thought the door would end up covered in a layer of watery mud that might mix with the paint to form a permanent stain.

      Jeffrey chuckled. “Yes, my lady, and the bridge over the Severn is open in Upper Areley.”

      The mention of Areley had Patience giving a start. “Oh, if we must,” she murmured, knowing it really was the quickest way to get to Grayson Park. The route required they pass through lands belonging to the Greenley earldom, but at that time of the day, they would be unlikely to come across anyone.

      Glad for the hot brazier at her feet—Jeffrey had seen to some more coal at the last inn—Patience tried hard to keep her eyes open as the coach made its way into the lower tip of Staffordshire. In the dim twilight made more so by the gray clouds that filled the sky, she shivered at the reminder of who lived in this part of Staffordshire.

      Twenty-two years ago, she’d had a completely different reaction to the thought of who lived here.

      Twenty-two years ago, she fancied herself in love with the man. Even agreed to his proposal of marriage.

      What would her life have been like if her father hadn’t had other plans for her?

      A happier marriage, to be sure, she considered, feeling guilt at the uncharitable thoughts she had of her father’s edict. The least he could have done was warn her of his decision when she was younger. Explain how he couldn’t afford a decent dowry. Tell her of his plans for her. Then she would have steered clear of forming any attachments. She wouldn’t have accepted potential suitors. Wouldn’t have allowed the brief courtship that had led to a most welcome marriage proposal.

      A proposal she gladly accepted.

      A proposal she never expected to have to end.

      All because her father had arranged a betrothal on her behalf to the heir of the Billingsley marquessate.

      Apparently when she was in leading strings!

      Had she known betrothals were no longer allowed in England—at least from a legal perspective—she might have argued more vehemently with her father. Stomped her slippered feet. Left his house in the middle of the night. Married the new Earl of Greenley, even if he didn’t have two shillings to rub together.

      Well, by then, Max Higgins had managed to improve the lot of the Greenley earldom. He probably had more than a few shillings in his pocket and some of his father’s debt paid off.

      Her father didn’t think so, though.

      Breaking off the engagement had been the hardest thing she had ever done. Harder even than giving birth to her son, for the pain she felt and the greater pain she had caused Maxwell Higgins had stayed with her for a very long time. That pain had then turned him into a most disagreeable sort. A grouchy earl intent on spreading his bad mood over whoever was within earshot.

      And it was all her fault.

      The memory of her last encounter with him swirled around in her thoughts as the carriage rumbled on through the frozen ruts in the road. She had nearly nodded off when a loud crack split the air and the coach came to a sudden halt.

      Sure she heard the driver curse—Jeffrey Styles never cursed—Patience straightened in the squabs and dared a glance out the window. Despite the near full moon, darkness surrounded the coach. The jerk of the coach told her Jeffrey had stepped off the bench, and she heard his boot heels crunch on the frozen road.

      Patience wasn’t surprised when the coach door opened. “What’s happened?” she asked, before the driver poked his head in.

      “A front wheel broke, my lady.”

      Resisting the urge to curse, Patience nodded. “Have you a sense of how far it is to Grayson Park?” she asked. Perhaps they were close. “Could we walk?”

      Jeffrey seemed to think on it a moment before he shook his head. “Another four miles at least, maybe five,” he replied, white clouds surrounding his face as he spoke. “And it’s grown terribly cold.” He disappeared a moment when the coach groaned and shifted. When he returned, he said, “We’re not too far from the river, and there are lights still on at the end of a drive near here. Appears to be a large house.”

      Patience moved across the bench to take a look at where he indicated. “You say we’re south of the river?” she asked, her brows furrowing.

      “Yes, my lady.”

      “But we’re still in Staffordshire?”

      “Barely,” he replied. “Crossed the border only a moment ago.”

      Sighing, Patience stared at the large manor house. Still lit from within, it sat at the end of the nearby drive. “Oh, all right,” she murmured in resignation. “I’ll go.”

      “Oh, I can go get help, my lady,” Jeffrey argued. “You should stay in the coach.”

      She shook her head as she stepped out of the traveling coach, the sudden cold causing her breath to catch in her throat. “Trust me when I tell you it’s far better that I go. I don’t want your head bitten off.”

      Jeffrey blinked. “My lady?” he responded in confusion. He glanced up and down the road and then watched as the marchioness marched up the lane leading to the manor.

      Closing the coach door, Jeffrey paused to ensure the horses were secure. “My lady,” he called out. He pulled her valise from the coach and hurried to catch up to the marchioness. “Are you quite sure?”

      Patience huffed. “Tell me, Mr. Styles. Have you ever heard of the Earl of Grump?” she asked as they crossed the semi-circular drive in front of a light gray sandstone manor. Crushed granite crunched beneath their boots as they made their way around a fountain featuring a marble mermaid surrounded by dolphins. Given the time of the year, no water emerged from the urn the mermaid held, and the round basin from which the dolphins appeared to jump was empty.

      The driver slowed his steps. “The Earl of Greenley, you mean?” he countered, a worried expression forming on his face.

      Patience nodded before she reached up and pounded the lion’s head knocker several times. “The one and only,” she replied on a long sigh.
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            A PLEA FOR HOSPITALITY

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, in the Higgins House study

      Concentrating on the sound that continued from somewhere beyond the study, Max finally pushed away from his desk and made his way out to the hall. Barely lit from the gaslights at the top of the stairs, the caryatids and their marble busts lining the hall cast off long shadows onto the Turkish carpeting that led to the large front door.

      The knocking was definitely coming from there.

      Suspicious—who would come to Higgins House after dusk, especially at this time of the year?—Max made his way into the front salon. He had seen Bertram do the same in an attempt to determine the identity of a caller. Although its single window was closest to the entry, given its angle, Max couldn’t make out whoever it was that was responsible for the incessant knocking. They were obviously standing very close to the door.

      Whatever sized moon happened to be above the clouds made them appear as if they were a low gray ceiling. For as far as he could see, a layer of snow covered the ground. The thought of even more snow had Max frowning more than he already was.

      The thought of an unwelcome guest had him near fuming.

      Unless it’s Marcus, he considered, immediately wondering why his son would have returned to Higgins House only a fortnight after leaving.

      He quickly exited the salon and opened the front door, expecting to find Marcus on the other side of it.

      The person who had been using the knocker was still hanging onto it, her gloved hand wound into the brass ring. She practically fell against the front of his body, a sound of startlement leaving her mouth open and her eyes wide as his arms instinctively wrapped around her to stop her forward movement.

      For the briefest of moments, Max realized he hadn’t held a woman’s body in a very long time. From the familiar scent that tickled his nostrils, he was sure he had held her sometime in the past, perhaps during a dance. He next realized that he would enjoy kissing her strawberry-colored lips. He even considered doing so, the temptation to plunder the lush pillows causing him to dip his head a fraction. However, a young man wearing a black greatcoat and top hat was standing beyond the threshold with a look of horror on his face.

      “Hello, Max,” Patience murmured, finally able to extract her hand from the knocker. She had to place it against his shoulder in an attempt to balance herself, her eyes rounding at the solidity of the earl’s body.

      Blinking, Max dared a glance at the young man again before his eyes darted once again to the woman. His brows furrowed as he drew his head back. “Patience?” he asked, his voice barely audible.

      

      “How do, Max?” she asked as her gaze locked with his. When Max continued to mutely stare at her, she inhaled softly. “First, I wish to apologize profusely for having disturbed your evening. It was not my intention to do so,” she said, once she had her feet firmly beneath her. She was still pressed against the earl, though, which had Jeffrey concerned.

      “Do you require assistance, my lady?” the driver asked, about to step forward in an attempt to put himself between his mistress and Greenley.

      “Who the hell are you?” Max asked, his sudden ire apparent.

      The change in the man—from confusion to anger in only a moment— had Jeffrey cowering in fear. “Lady Billingsley’s driver, my lord,” he said as he quickly bowed. Although he had stepped into the hall, intending to shut the door, he retreated back onto the stoop.

      “A wheel broke on the coach, right at the end of your drive,” Patience quickly said, fearing poor Styles was about to faint from fear.

      Max turned his angry expression onto Patience. “Oh, so it’s blocking the drive, I suppose,” he groused.

      Patience winced at hearing the words, as if he thought it had been done deliberately, but she was determined not to show fright in the earl’s presence. “It’s blocking the road. Not your drive,” Patience clarified. “And seeing how it won’t be possible to find a wheelwright this time of the night and we’re still so far from Grayson Park, might we prevail upon your hospitality for the night? There are two horses and Mr. Styles, of course,” she said in a rush. “And me.”

      Max’s eyes rounded before they narrowed again. The words hospitality and him had probably never been associated with one another before. He swallowed, apparently aware his outburst had been an overreaction. “For how long?”

      Hearing the suspicion in his voice, Patience straightened in an attempt to put some distance between their bodies. “Only for tonight,” she replied. “I could probably walk the rest of the way to Grayson Park, but⁠—”

      “It’s too damned cold,” Max interrupted, apparently aware that the front door was still open when he could see white clouds from his breath in front of his face. He pulled Patience farther into the hall, and Jeffrey stepped into the house and closed the door behind him. He placed Patience’s valise on the floor and began rubbing his gloved hands together in an attempt to warm them.

      “Stable is around back,” Max said with a jerk of his thumb. “You can stay in there with the horses⁠—”

      “Max,” Patience whispered in a scolding voice.

      “My groom and stable boy sleep in the loft above the stable,” he countered, his mood growing dark again. “Doubt there’s room for another up there.”

      Patience was about to respond, but Jeffrey beat her to it.

      “It’s all right, my lady. I don’t mind,” he said in a quiet voice. He was about to leave through the front door, but he gave her a look of worry. “But what about you?”

      “Well, she’s not going to sleep in the stable, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Max yelled.

      “Max,” Patience whispered, followed by a scoff.

      “Of course not, my lord,” Jeffrey said before he bowed and slipped out through the door. It slammed behind him, a few flurries of snowflakes dancing about in his wake.

      Patience turned to scold Max, but her words were caught in her throat when she saw how he gazed at her. For a moment, she thought him angry. For another, she thought him pensive. Mayhap a bit tongue-tied.

      Was he about to kiss her?

      The thought should have had her on her guard, but instead she experienced a brief memory of their last kiss. The one he had bestowed on her right before she had to give him the news that would end their fledgling betrothal.

      She hadn’t thought it possible to experience such pain in her chest and live through it. To cry so hard she couldn’t catch her breath. Experience such guilt for which she wasn’t responsible. But she’d had to on that day.

      By the time Patience found her voice again, Max’s brows were once again furrowed. “You keep doing that and they’re going to stick like that,” she warned, a finger moving to indicate his brow.

      Max blinked. “What?”

      “Your eyebrows,” she replied. “When you pull them together like that, they make you look positively fierce,” she claimed.

      He deepened his scowl as he gazed at her. “Good,” he responded. “Then they’re working like they’re supposed to.”

      For some reason, Patience found she couldn’t keep a grin from lighting her face. It seemed Maxwell Higgins’ reputation as the Earl of Grump was rather well earned. “Oh, Max,” she whispered. “I am so very glad to see you again.”

      “Can’t imagine why,” he replied gruffly. “It’s certainly not mutual.”

      Patience winced, unable to hide the hurt his words inflicted. “You have every right not to accommodate me,” she said in a quiet voice. She dipped her head. “After what I did to you. What I was forced to do all those years ago.”

      “Damned right,” he countered, straightening to his nearly six foot height. When he noticed tears were collecting in the corners of her eyes, he scoffed. “Don’t you dare cry,” he warned.

      His words only seemed to make matters worse, for Patience backed up and leaned against the front door, as if she needed the solid oak panel for support. The tears spilled over her lower lashes. “I hated him,” she murmured as she fished for a hanky in her redingote pocket.

      Max gave a start. “Him who?”

      She rolled her eyes, which only sent more tears cascading down her cheeks. “Billingsley, the bastard,” she replied. “And my father.” Then she straightened, her gaze darting about the hall. “Where are your servants?” she asked suddenly. “Surely you have a butler?”

      Max stared at her for what seemed like a very long time, as if he was trying to sort her words. Then he scoffed. “I sent him to bed,” he replied. “The footman is off having a tumble with the barmaid at the Rooster’s Crow, the cook and the scullery maid are no doubt abed, and the maids and laundress...” He paused and frowned. “They’re around here somewhere, but I never see ’em.”

      “I can’t imagine why,” Patience murmured before she sniffled.

      “I pay them well so I can be a grump,” Max countered defensively. “Almost double what any of the landed gentry around these parts pay for servants.”

      “It’s a wonder your earldom is solvent,” Patience replied, an elegant eyebrow arching before she dabbed her nose with the white hanky.

      Max appeared to fume for a moment. “Now see here. If you weren’t a lady, I’d... I’d⁠—”

      “You would what?” she challenged. “Slap me? Challenge me to a duel?” Her fists went to her waist as she rose up on tiptoes in an effort to seem taller. “Throw me over your shoulder and take me up to your bedchamber? Have your way with me?”

      She blinked when she heard her words spoken aloud.

      She hadn’t intended to challenge him in quite that way.

      Hadn’t intended to give him ideas he probably hadn’t thought of himself.

      Damnation!

      She lowered her heels to the carpet and held her breath in anticipation of his response.

      Max blinked, obviously left speechless. He stared at her for several seconds before he said, “I am a gentleman, my lady, and I shall escort you to a bedchamber. But you’ll have to walk there of your own accord, because I have absolutely no intention of carrying you there.”

      It was Patience’s turn to blink as she let out the breath she’d been holding. “All right,” she agreed, aware her heart was pounding far faster than usual. She glanced behind her, glad to see Jeffrey had brought her valise into the house. Although it didn’t have much in the way of clothes—she had thought they would make it to Grayson Park this night—it was comforting to have some of her own things with her. She bent and gripped the handles. “Lead the way,” she said.

      Max huffed and took the valise from her. “Allow me,” he said. He turned toward the stairs, took three steps, and then paused to offer his arm.

      Touched by the courtesy, Patience placed her arm on his and climbed the first flight of stairs with him in silence. “I cannot help but feel as if I’ve interrupted something,” she said cautiously.

      Pausing on the landing, Max gave a huff. “Stay here,” he ordered.

      Furrowing a brow, Patience watched as he quickly descended the stairs. Whatever light that might have come from below was suddenly extinguished, and Max was next to her a moment later. “What happened?” she asked in confusion.

      “I left the damned gaslights on in the study,” he replied, not bothering to apologize for his curse.

      “So my arrival didn’t interrupt something important?”

      He shrugged. “I was writing a letter to Marcus.”

      Her eyes rounded. “He’s at Cambridge, is he not?” she asked. “My son knows of him.”

      Remembering what Marcus had written in the letter Max had read before her appearance, he scoffed. “The one you sent off on his Grand Tour?” he asked, a hint of disgust in his voice.

      Patience inhaled softly. “How did you know?”

      “Marcus wrote of it. Now he wants to go,” he said, his voice sounding his complaint.

      Unsure of why the idea of sending his son on a Grand Tour would have the earl annoyed, Patience regarded him warily. “Surely you’ll send him when he’s finished with his coursework,” she guessed.

      He gave her a quelling glance. “I haven’t decided.”

      Patience displayed a curious expression. “I know you weren’t able to go,” she said, pity in her voice.

      “How do you know that?” he asked gruffly as he led them down a wide corridor to a second set of stairs.

      “As I recall, we were at war with France,” she replied. “I rather doubt you would have wanted to go to the Kingdom of the Netherlands or... or Belgium for a European tour,” she reasoned, her brow once again arching. Only soldiers and officers went to Europe back then. She rather doubted Max, the oldest son of an earl, would have served in the military. His younger brother might have, though. About to ask after him, she couldn’t when Max huffed.

      “Have you ever been to Europe?” he asked. “Paris, no doubt? For the latest in fashions for a marchioness?” he went on, his voice taking on a sing-song rhythm meant to sound condescending.

      Patience scoffed. “Never,” she said. “I’m not of a mind to be unpatriotic when it comes to decorating my house. Or my wardrobe.”

      Max’s eyes rounded, but he didn’t put voice to a reply. Upon reaching the top of the second set of stairs, he waved her to a bedchamber. Opening the door, he was relieved to see that the master suite’s fireplace was lit and the room was fairly warm. The dark blue counterpane had been folded back from the pillows, but the quilts and bed linens were still in place. “I’m afraid this is the only bedchamber available for the night,” he said.

      Patience inhaled softly, her gaze taking in the expanse of dark Turkish carpeting, ebony furnishings, and dark blue drapes. “It’s beautiful,” she breathed. “A bit on the masculine side, but⁠—”

      “That’s because this is my bedchamber,” he interrupted, dropping her valise into a nearby chair.

      Stepping backward toward the door, Patience regarded him with a look of shock. “Oh. Well, there must be another bedchamber I can use for the night.”

      “There is not. It’s winter, and I’m too Scotch to have the fireplaces lit for the other rooms to be kept warm,” he explained.

      “Oh. All right. I’m sure I’ll be fine in one of these chairs,” she offered, not about to suggest he be the one to sleep in a chair. The very last thing she wanted to do was anger him even more than he already was.

      “You’ll sleep in the bed,” he stated.

      Patience visibly relaxed. “That’s rather generous of you, Max.”

      “I don’t see how,” he replied. “I’ll be in the bed as well. It’ll be good to have another body to help warm it.”

      For the first time that night, Max’s expression wasn’t dark or moody or murderous. He actually appeared rather friendly, and it was everything Patience could do to keep a pleasant expression on her own face.

      This was going to be a long night.
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      Meanwhile, outside the Higgins House stable

      Winding his scarf tighter around his neck, Jeffrey Styles hurried back to the traveling coach to unhitch the horses. Despite wearing several pairs of socks under his boots, he could barely feel his toes due to the cold. For the brief moment he had been inside Higgins House, he had relished the warmth even while fearful for his mistress.

      His gloved hands fumbled with the leather straps as he considered what she might be experiencing at the hands of the Earl of Greenley. From her reaction to the man and from the way the grouch had stared at her, Jeffrey knew they had met at some point in the past. They’d probably been friends. After all, what marchioness called an earl by his Christian name? What earl called a marchioness by her Christian name?

      Jeffrey didn’t dare consider the possibility that they might have at one time been lovers. For the entire time he had worked for the Billingsley marquessate, Patience Grayson had been a most proper aristocratic lady. As far as he knew, she had never hosted a lover nor met one surreptitiously instead of attending a London entertainment.

      He would know.

      He had been her driver for nearly a decade.

      On the other hand, Billingsley had been a scoundrel, squiring his string of mistresses about London with no regard for his marriage vows. Jeffrey had been secretly glad when the marquess died. Glad for the marchioness, glad for his son, and glad for the servants who worked in the Grayson townhouse in Westminster.

      Gathering the leather reins into one hand, he gently tugged until the horses complied and were clear of the coach. Capturing the handle of one of the coach lanterns in his other hand, he trudged the short snow-covered drive to Higgins House. Snowflakes fell around him, but they danced away as he and the Cleveland bays made their way toward the stable.

      Both horses seemed to understand they were headed for warmth and food, for they neighed and nickered despite his attempts to keep them quiet.

      Startled by the sudden appearance of an older man carrying a pitchfork, Jeffrey let out a yelp.

      “Who goes there?” The baritone voice held a hint of menace, and the pitchfork lifted so its tines were pointed in Jeffrey’s direction.

      One of the horses neighed loudly as his head bobbed up and down, as if he thought the query directed to him. “Styles, sir,” Jeffrey replied. “I’m the driver for the Marchioness of Billingsley. We was headed to Grayson Park.”

      The pitchfork lowered as the other man peered beyond where Jeffrey stood. “Coach broke down?” he guessed.

      Jeffrey nodded. “Wheel broke, sir. His lordship said I could put the horses in the stable and spend the night in there with ’em.”

      The older man scoffed. “Well, the horses are welcome to stay in there, but I’ll not have you sleeping with them. Come on,” he said as he took the reins of one of the horses and led them to a gray stone building behind the manor house. “Name’s Cruthers,” the groom offered. Given Jeffrey carried a lantern, he didn’t offer his hand. “The stableboy is Hastings. He’s asleep upstairs. Damn kid can sleep through a thunderstorm.”

      “I appreciate the hospitality,” Jeffrey said, marveling at the size of the stable before him. Even if it housed equipage in addition to horses, he thought it large enough to accommodate a dozen of the beasts. “His lordship must race horses, I’m guessing?”

      Cruthers scoffed again as he grinned. “Did a long time ago, but he’s only got two walkers now. Goes for a long ride on part of his earldom every day. Switches out which horse he rides so they both get regular exercise,” he explained. He paused to allow Jeffrey to open a large door. The earthy scents of hay and manure wafted past their noses as they led the Cleveland bays into the building. “He might be a grouch with humans, but his lordship is good with the beasties.”

      Jeffrey boggled at seeing the condition of the stable’s interior. He was sure it was cleaner than some tenant farmers’ cottages. An old black traveling coach was parked at one end where there was another set of doors, and eight stalls—four on opposite walls—looked as if they were new. Large black hinges secured the stall doors to their posts, and each door had a black latch. Two of the stalls were occupied by a pair of gray Irish walkers who showed a good deal of interest in the Cleveland Bays. A series of nickers and neighs had Cruthers chuckling.

      “Should I be worried about her ladyship?” Jeffrey asked as he moved a wheelbarrow filled with straw to one of the empty stalls. Cruthers used the pitchfork to spread the straw bedding. “His lordship didn’t exactly greet her very kindly,” he added.

      Chuckling again, Cruthers led one of the bays into a stall. “She’ll be fine. The earl’s bark is worse than his bite. And he could use the company. Reminds him to be civil.”

      Jeffrey opened the other stall door and led the second bay into it as the groom filled the wheelbarrow with hay from a nearby stack. “I think her ladyship knows him. She called him Max,” Jeffrey said, remembering how odd it had been to hear the two use their Christian names. Rather than pushing herself away from Lord Greenley when she had been pulled into the house, her hand still caught in the lion’s head knocker, she had remained in his arms. Hadn’t made a peep of protest.

      She had the courage to scold him, though. Several times.

      Although Lord Greenley seemed determined to be a grouch, there had been a few moments where her quiet rebukes had him capitulating. Had his harsh features softening. Had his raised voice lowering.

      As if she could tame him.

      Perhaps she could. The grump could certainly use a lesson in manners.

      Jeffrey glanced over at the groom to discover his brows furrowed in thought. “What is it?”

      “Marchioness of Billingsley, did you say?” Cruthers asked.

      “Indeed.”

      Huffing, Cruthers gave a shrug. “Wouldn’t be surprised, with Grayson Park being so close and all,” he said. “Or...” A thoughtful expression crossed his face before he displayed a wide grin.

      “Or what?” Jeffrey countered, curious as to what the groom found so amusing.

      Cruthers gave a one-shouldered shrug. “She could be the one.”

      His brows furrowing, Jeffrey stared at the groom. “The one?” he repeated.

      A chuckle once again erupted from the groom. “There’s talk our Lord Greenley was once thrown over by a woman. Although he took solace in the arms of another—his wife, God rest her soul—he apparently never got over his first love,” he explained as he patted his chest with one gloved hand.

      “He was married?” Jeffrey asked in alarm. He immediately took pity on whoever it was who had dared to marry the grump.

      “He was. Sweet woman, her ladyship she was, but she died a couple of days after she gave him his heir. Marcus is his son’s name,” he explained. “Some say she died because his lordship was such a grouch, but I don’t believe that.”

      Jeffrey nodded his understanding and then hauled pails of water into each stall. Before long, he could feel his feet tingling as they warmed. “Well, hopefully we won’t need your hospitality beyond this evening,” he murmured. “Is there a wheelwright nearby?”

      Cruthers saw to refilling the pails of water for the two walkers. “There’s one over in Kidderminster. We can send you there with the footman in the morning,” Cruthers offered. “Fields has to go anyway to pick up my wife’s order. She’s the cook, by the way,” he added as he nodded in the direction of the house.

      “That would be most appreciated,” Jeffrey commented, his gaze following the groom’s. “Tell me, is his lordship as grouchy with his household staff as he was with me?”

      Cruthers chuckled. “He can be, but he pays nearly twice what any of the other gentry pay for servants in these parts, and most know how to avoid crossing his path in the house, so it’s worth an occasional dressing down.” His eyes suddenly widened. “You might even know one of  ’em,” he added, his hands crossing his chest so he could warm them.

      “Oh?” Jeffrey couldn’t remember meeting any Higgins House staff in the past. “How’s that?”

      “Bertram—he’s the butler—he hired one of the housemaids from Grayson Park about a month ago. Needed a replacement for one who’d quit ’cuz his lordship made her so nervous she practically fainted every single day.”

      Staring at the groom for several seconds, Jeffrey swallowed.

      Cruthers noticed. “You look like you seen a ghost,” he commented.

      Shaking his head, Jeffrey asked, “Would you know the maid’s name, by chance?”

      “Well, of course. We eat our meals with the household staff,” he claimed. “Ludlow is her name. Right pretty girl, but she mostly keeps to herself.”

      Jeffrey exhaled. “That she does,” he murmured, a mix of sadness and confusion crossing his features.

      “So... you do know her,” Cruthers countered.

      Nodding, Jeffrey slipped a hand into his greatcoat and felt for the lump in his waistcoat pocket. The gold ring had cost him a half-year’s wages, but he knew it was worth it. “I do. I’ve been planning to make her my wife these past five years or so. Just needed to save up some more blunt is all,” he explained.

      Cruthers drew back as if he’d been slapped. “Well, I hope you’re not expecting her to give up her position. She probably makes more ’an you do,” he teased.

      Wincing, Jeffrey realized his plans might require a slight modification. “How far is it to Grayson Park from here?”

      Cruthers seemed to think on it a moment before he announced, “Four miles, according to his lordship.” He quickly added, “Now I’m not saying a marriage would be impossible, but you might only be able to see one another on her day off.”

      Jeffrey nodded his understanding. He had already come to the same conclusion. “It’s better than how often we see one another now,” he reasoned. For a moment, he contemplated going to the servants’ entrance of the main house and asking the butler if Janet might still be awake. The thought that the grouchy Earl of Greenley might open the back door like he had opened the front door earlier that evening had him changing his mind.

      “You can see Ludlow in the morning. At breakfast,” Cruthers said as he waved to a set of narrow stairs that led up to the loft. “Let’s get you upstairs. There’s a bunk with an extra bed, but you’ll have to take the bottom. Hastings sleeps up top.”

      “I don’t mind,” Jeffrey said as he used the lantern to light their way. He followed the groom up the stairs, basking in the much warmer air in the loft.

      Not bothering to undress, he settled onto the bunk and listened intently, afraid at any moment he would hear the Marchioness of Billingsley screaming for help.

      But it was Janet Ludlow on whom his thoughts came to rest when only the sounds of the horses below could be heard. He imagined how her lips would feel against his as he kissed her good night, and then he finally fell asleep.
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      Meanwhile, in the master bedchamber of Higgins House

      Despite having agreed to the arrangements they had discussed upon arriving in the bedchamber, Patience was having second thoughts about sharing Max’s bed. “Are you quite sure there isn’t another bedchamber I might be able to use this night?” she asked when she emerged from the dressing room.

      Wearing only her chemise beneath a humongous robe, she felt terribly self-conscious. The man’s garment was so large, the front edges could probably wrap around her body and to her back, and there would be still be room for another person inside.

      She gave a start when her gaze locked onto Max.

      Given his dressing gown was wrapped around her body meant it wasn’t wrapped about him. In fact, he wasn’t wearing anything. He had been doffing his pantaloons when she hurried into the dressing chamber and now had just pulled his shirt from his body. “You’re naked,” she said in alarm, her eyes rounding in surprise.

      Max straightened and gave her a quelling glance. “Yes. That’s what happens when I’m not wearing any clothes,” he remarked dryly.

      Rather than turn her head—Patience found she couldn’t even if she had wanted to—she froze. Her gaze swept over his body, stunned to see it was nothing like what she had imagined a real man’s body to look like.

      Not that she had given it much thought in the past.

      Patience couldn’t recall ever even wondering what was beneath his shirt, waistcoat, and pantaloons. Now that he was on full display, she found she was more curious than embarrassed. From how he had felt beneath her hands earlier that evening, she knew his body was firm. His chest and shoulders hard. It seemed as if there was nothing soft about the man.

      There was a dusting of dark hair covering most of his chest, but then it narrowed into an arrow lower on his torso. “What are those?” she asked, pointing to his abdomen.

      Max furrowed his brows, as if he hoped to appear as fierce as possible. “What are what?” he repeated, annoyed she hadn’t turned around. The least she could have done was allow him to climb under the covers. Despite the fire, the room wasn’t particularly warm now that he was undressed.

      Patience moved closer, her hand stretching out to indicate the area under his chest. He sucked in a breath, and his abdominal muscles clearly defined the six areas she indicated. She gasped and pulled her hand away.

      “That would be my belly,” he stated.

      Patience gave him a quelling glance. “But it’s not soft and... and round,” she said in awe.

      His annoyance barely abated. “Like Billingsley’s?” he countered. “You prefer soft and round?”

      Opening her mouth to respond, Patience reached out and placed her palm on his skin. Her fingertips trailed along the indentations as she stared in wonder. “I had never given it any consideration,” she whispered.

      Not having experienced a woman’s touch in a very long time, Max inhaled sharply and knew he could no longer control what was about to happen. Knew he could no longer think of something other than what was under his dressing gown. Could no longer keep his desire from showing.

      Well, it served her right.

      After what she had done all those years ago, he wasn’t about to apologize for what was happening directly south of where she was practically tickling him. The cool air wasn’t keeping his cock in check any longer.

      
      “Oh, my God,” Patience said, nearly breathless.

      Max jerked his head to regard her, a grin replacing his frown. “I don’t think anyone’s ever likened it to a deity before,” he said as he chuckled.

      Patience scoffed as she gave him a scolding glance. Despite her attempt to turn away, she could not. “It’s so straight and... thick and...” She reached down and tapped her finger on the end of it, quickly pulling it away when the member bobbed slightly. “Alive!”

      His grin widening at hearing her words, Max moved to the bed. He grasped several layers of linens and blankets in his fist and flipped them halfway down the bed. “I take it Billingsley’s didn’t compare?” he asked, about to situate himself under the cool covers. A thought that his cock wouldn’t take kindly to the cold had him pausing.

      Inhaling softly, Patience seemed about to respond and then sniffed. “I’m sure I wouldn’t know.”

      Max blinked. Had he heard her correctly? “How could you not know?”

      Patience’s eyes widened as a look of uncertainty crossed her face. “What do... what do you mean?”

      It was Max’s turn to scoff. “You have a son,” he said with more force than he intended. “You must have seen Billingsley’s prick a time or two.”

      Shoving her hands into the pockets of the dressing robe, Patience was barely aware that it had opened in the front to reveal that she wore only her chemise beneath. With her trunk still on the back of the traveling coach, she had only her valise with her, and she hadn’t packed it expecting to have to spend another night on the road before their arrival at Grayson Park. “I’m quite sure I would have remembered seeing it if I had seen it,” she said with a huff. “It was always dark. Billingsley preferred making love in the dark.”

      Max regarded her with a furrowed brow for a moment. “Then he was a fool,” he said, stepping away from the bed.

      Her chin rising slightly, Patience asked, “Why do you say that?” When she saw how he approached her in all his glory, his cock leading the way, she swallowed. She likened it to a wooden pike, given its girth and the way the pointy end seemed about to poke her.

      “Because he
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