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      Diane Goncalves DeLuna and her mother, Mary for whom my heroine is named for.

      Diane and I met on Facebook, but we soon learned we have one thing (besides romance novels) in common. Her mother suffers from Alzheimer’s and min suffered from Dementia.

      Both of us wish we only had the love of romances in common.

      ~ Jane

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Benjamin,

        I am very much aware that you have been avoiding me since the wedding of Mr. Jonathan Bridges and Miss. Genviève Mirabelle nearly a year and a half ago. Your excuses in the past have been flimsy at best, and I will accept no more. You will attend me in Yorkshire, with your equally absent siblings and remain at the castle through December 26th. If you wish to stay longer, I have no objections. However, you must present yourself to me no later than December 17th. If you fail to do so, the retribution will be harsh and long in duration.
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          Chapter 1

        

      

    
    
      
        Danby Castle, Yorkshire ~ December 17, 1816

      

      Benjamin Storm, Earl of Kenley, eyed his great-uncle, the Duke of Danby, with trepidation. For the past year and a half he’d been able to avoid His Grace, but no longer. The threat in the missive was non-specific, but Benjamin was not about to take any chances. While he wasn’t exactly certain what His Grace could actually do to him, the gentleman was the Duke of Danby and held almost as much power as Prinny or the Prime Minister.

      “Where are your siblings?” His Grace demanded. “I was very specific that you bring them with you.”

      Benjamin resisted the urge to pull at his cravat and sat straighter in the chair before His Grace’s massive desk. “I have no idea where Nathaniel is, though last I heard, he was in India.” That was months ago. His brother could be anywhere right now and if he ever bothered to write, Ben would know where that was.

      His Grace frowned.

      “As you are well aware, Abigail gave birth to a son a few weeks ago and cannot travel.”

      “Your sister is not my concern,” Danby ground out.

      Of course not. Abigail was married and just delivered her fourth child, which only solidified Benjamin’s suspicions of why he’d been ordered to the castle.

      “What of Samuel?”

      His other wayward brother, and Nate’s twin. “Barbados.”

      “Still?” Danby demanded incredulously. “He’s been there five years!”

      Benjamin simply stared at his great-uncle and wished to be done with this unnecessary conversation. Danby knew exactly where his brother was. In fact, he likely knew where each of his siblings were at this very moment and what they had for supper a week ago. “Yes. He has.”

      “He needs to come home.” His Grace thumped his cane against the floorboards. That’s probably why there was no carpet or rugs in this room. One could not have the desired effect of a thumping cane if it were muffled by tightly woven wool.

      “I believe he rather likes it there,” Benjamin answered dryly.

      “Bah!” Danby narrowed his eyes on him. “Is he still with that Easton fellow?”

      The duke didn’t like Easton, never had. As younger sons, it had been Easton who decided to travel to Barbados and take over his uncle’s plantation. Samuel thought it a grand idea and went along and soon after purchased his own land. Neither had returned to England and saw no reason to do so. “Yes, he is. Both have been very successful in their endeavors and have become very wealthy gentlemen.” So successful that if the crops didn’t improve next year, Benjamin would be seeking financial assistance from his younger brother to help save the estate. It was far more palatable than marrying a dowry.

      “I assume there is an excuse for each of them for not being here?” His Grace grumbled.

      “Peter remained home with Mother, as did my younger sisters,” Benjamin answered honestly. “Mother has not been feeling her best and they are concerned, as am I.” He sat forward. “So, if we can bring this interview to an end, I’d like to return home.”

      Danby narrowed his eyes. “Your mother is no more ill than I am. She twisted an ankle, which would not prevent her from entering a carriage and traveling.”

      “Besides the discomfort, of course,” Benjamin answered wryly.

      “She injured it a fortnight ago.” Danby thumped his cane again. “There is no reason she could not travel. If it still pains her, you need a new physician. I’ll send mine if she doesn’t recover before the ball.”

      Benjamin didn’t bother to argue. He knew as well as His Grace that his mother had latched onto the excuse so she didn’t have to endure a holiday at Danby Castle. It wasn’t the castle she objected to as much as the current owner. Further, he wouldn’t put it past the woman to have intentionally caused the injury. “Do as you see fit.” He’d let his mother deal with His Grace because Benjamin wasn’t about to become embroiled in the middle of any dispute that may arise.

      “Very well then,” Danby announced as he stood. “Let’s discuss the reason why I summoned you.”

      Benjamin already had a fairly good idea, but held his tongue. Instead, he watched as his great-uncle strode to the sideboard and poured two glasses of a golden liquid.  Benjamin followed him to the sitting area, hoping he didn’t have to return to his seat before the desk. It was too reminiscent of sitting before the chancellor and waiting to be disciplined. That was many years ago, of course, but that sick feeling he always got in the pit of his stomach returned with a vengeance in these situations. Besides, he was a gentleman of nine and twenty and did not need to be disciplined by his great-uncle like a wayward school boy. They could discuss His Grace’s concerns in the comfort of the chairs or the blue and gold settee arranged before the fireplace.

      Danby turned and handed him a glass before taking a drink of his own and sinking into the well-worn dark leather chair.

      Benjamin sipped slowly and let the liquid roll over his tongue to burn a trail down his throat. No hint of poison could be detected. Not that he expected His Grace to try and kill him, but he wouldn’t put it past the old man to somehow put something in his drink that would render Benjamin unconscious only to wake and find himself married to a lady of the duke’s choice.

      The whisky was excellent, however. Superb in comparison to the others he’d enjoyed over the years, and he took another sip. If anything, His Grace had excellent taste in whisky.

      His great-uncle gestured to the settee and Ben settled into the comfort of the soft cushion.

      “Why haven’t you married?”

      Benjamin practically choked on the whisky. He knew the question was coming but would have preferred if it hadn’t been asked mid-drink or without a more pleasant lead in to the topic.

      “I have not found the right lady.”

      “Have you looked?” Danby demanded.

      “Diligently!” he defended. “For the past five seasons, if you must know.” Benjamin knew he owed a duty to the title. He was an earl and was expected to produce an heir and a spare before his death. As much as he’d like to think he could rely on at least one of his brothers to fill the role should something happen to him, Benjamin did not have the confidence they would. Nathaniel, the spare, was never in England long enough to even discuss the matter, and half the time, Benjamin had no idea where to even find him. Should something happen, he wouldn’t be surprised if Nate faked his own death to get out of those duties, thus foisting them onto his twin, younger by five minutes, Samuel, who had no intention of ever leaving the Caribbean. Sam wouldn’t go so far as Nate to avoid the responsibility. He’d just ignore it as if it didn’t exist and go about planting sugar as if nothing had changed.

      Danby snorted. “You couldn’t find a bride in five years? Where were you looking? The brothels?”

      Benjamin looked his great-uncle in the eye and in all seriousness answered, “In truth, I found many candidates that would suit at Madame Delight’s. Unfortunately, society would frown on a soiled dove becoming my countess.”

      The corner of Danby’s mouth quirked slightly then he frowned again. Had Benjamin not been watching, he would have missed the reaction completely.

      “What’s wrong with the suitable young ladies?”

      “That depends on which lady you are inquiring about.” He had met a number of them, and though none would suit, the reasons varied.

      Danby pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket and unfolded it.

      “Good God, is that list of ladies?”

      “You should have anticipated that I’d be prepared.”

      Benjamin suffered a sigh and stood. He was not going to be allowed to leave until his great-uncle was satisfied, so he poured more whisky into his glass. If he must endure the interrogation, there was no reason why he could not partake of the excellent whisky in the process.

      As His Grace began listing names of the current crop of debutantes and those who had been out for a few years, Benjamin in turn provided one word answers of why he would not consider them, such as: pretentious, unkind, antagonistic, condemnatory, insipid, anxious, conceited, feather-brained, bluestocking and silly.

      Danby folded the list and Benjamin hoped this meeting was concluded.

      “I noticed you used silly several times.”

      “In truth, Your Grace, I do believe those being presented get sillier each and every year.” Ben sat back down, relaxed against the upholstery and crossed his legs, feeling much more at ease. He wasn’t sure if it was because the interrogation was turning into a conversation between gentlemen or the whisky or both, but Ben was glad to no longer be on edge.

      “Yes, I can see where you’d believe so.” He stood and refilled his glass. “A few of your relations fall into that category.” He returned to his chair and took a sip. “Three come to mind immediately,” he grumbled.

      “Three?” Benjamin was not sure which of his relations Danby referred to. There were so many first, second and third removed…unless he referred to the triplets. One of them had caused quite a scene last season.

      “It does not matter,” Danby dismissed. “I’ll deal with them, and their mother.”

      By the austerity in His Grace’s eyes, Benjamin was thankful he was not part of that family, whoever they were.

      “So, you don’t want a silly chit.” He nodded and took a drink. “What of physical characteristics. Are they not pleasant to look upon either?”

      Benjamin chuckled and shook his head. “They are all pretty, some beautiful, but that means little when contemplating a future.”

      Danby frowned at him.

      Ben blew out a sigh. “Of course I wish for an attractive wife, but beauty often diminishes over time. I’d rather have someone I enjoy spending time with, conversing with, than simply looking at.”

      His Grace settled back, studying Ben with shrewd eyes.

      “God willing, I’ll be spending many years with my bride and I’d prefer to like her, even love her, as opposed to a beautiful lady with little substance.”

      For the longest time His Grace said nothing and Ben’s nerves began to resurface. Not for one moment had he forgotten what Danby had done to his own grandchildren to see them married off, and he wasn’t fooling himself by thinking His Grace didn’t have the same plan for him. All he could do was wait for the pronouncement. An order to go find a bride and be quick about it, ignoring what Ben may wish.

      As the silence continued, Ben finished his drink and poured another. He would remain at the castle tonight regardless of how much he wished to be gone, and if Danby was going to issue a dictate that would see his life miserable, he might as well get properly foxed. He stared down into the glass. He was going to be miserable enough on the morrow, perhaps he shouldn’t add a headache and sickness to his misery. Besides, he shouldn’t lose his head now. Not while sitting with Danby. His Grace wouldn’t hesitate to take advantage of the situation and secure an agreement from Benjamin that he would regret for the rest of his life.

      “Very well,” His Grace finally said.

      “Very well, what?”

      “You know what you want. I’m certain you shall find it.”

      Ben eyed him suspiciously. That was too easy.

      “I can see you’ve given this a good deal of thought and am confident you will make the right choice when the time comes.” He finished his drink, set the glass on the table. “Now that the discussion of your future is concluded, I have a request before you return to your mother.”

      Ben set his glass aside, no longer wishing to drink. Apparently His Grace was going to let him plan his own life, much to his relief.

      “I’ve been waiting on a delivery and it hasn’t arrived.”

      “What type of delivery?” He couldn’t imagine anyone would have the daring not to fulfill a request by the Duke of Danby. Well, unless they were dead.

      Danby nodded to the decanter. “The finest whisky ever produced.”

      “Whisky? That’s what you’re waiting on?” Yes, it was a fine whisky, but Ben was just as certain bottles could be procured from other sources if necessary.

      “Two cases of the spirits. I need it before Christmas.”

      “I’m not sure how I can be of assistance.”

      “Dear boy, I wish for you to go and retrieve them.”

      “Spirits for Christmas?” He couldn’t believe this was what was being asked of him, but it was far preferable to a strange bride.

      “Exactly! Christmas Spirits.”

      

      
        Falkirk, Scotland

      

      “Are ya certain Lachlan is no’ goin’ to return for Christmas?” Mary Soares asked her mother, hoping for a different answer this time.

      “Ye ken his wife just had a bairn. They canna travel.”

      “I doona know why she couldn’t have had the babe here like the first one,” Mary grumbled. Had her brother and Madeline just come north for the birthing then she would not be in this predicament.

      “Yer brother had it difficult enough this summer with all the rain, getting’ stuck on the road, the poor barley crop, and bleak skies. He dinna wish to add to his troubles by takin’ his family away from Grosmont for fear they’d get stuck or encounter ice covered roads.”

      “Aye, but the babe was born a month ago. Surely he could come now.”

      “And not make it back in time for Christmas?” her mother scolded. “That would be unfair to Maddie and the children.”

      Mary blew out a breath. Of course her mother was right, but it didn’t help their circumstances at the moment. With a sigh she settled at the scarred table in her work room. Her brother, Lachlan Grant, Marquess of Brachton, was to have seen to the delivery of the mounting orders for whisky. Her sister’s husband, Magnus, was to have helped, but he’d fallen from a ladder nearly a month ago and still couldn’t stand up straight without severe pain.

      “I wish Ian would come home.” Ian was the next oldest, and in charge of the distilling, but he also helped with deliveries on occasion. However, he’d been in Edinburgh for the last fortnight waiting on the ship to take whisky to London. For years Jonathan Bridges had shipped her brother’s whisky to his London warehouse and the ship was to have been here by now, but had been delayed by the weather. At least that was what they all assumed. But, until the ship did dock, Ian had to remain because they trusted nobody else to see to the cargo.

      There were several men and lads who helped with the distilling, but never on the deliveries. It was far too dangerous. She’d never forgive herself if they were caught by the excisemen who were currently in the area looking for smugglers. She’d seen the lights when they appeared on the hillside as soon as the sun set yesterday. A warning to all of them not to take the whisky from hiding until the gougers were gone.

      At the moment, Mary had few options available to her. They could pay the taxes, which were so high that it was impossible to make a profit. Wait until the excisemen were gone. Or, risk moving the whisky. If caught, the whisky would be confiscated. Or worse, someone could be killed. It wasn’t unusual, unfortunately, for fighting to break out between the gougers and the smugglers, especially along the border, often ending with someone’s death. Tensions were high as it was. Crops failed this last year because of the unusually cold weather, and food was scarce in many places. Not only did smugglers need to worry about the excisemen, but thieves as well.

      In the past, only Lachlan or Magnus drove the wagon to the docks in Edinburgh or over the border into England but as neither of them were available, the task would now fall to her.

      She rifled through the orders, setting aside those who would receive a note explaining the delay and held back the most demanding requests. Three letters and all from His Grace, the Duke of Danby.

      If she thought him reasonable, she’d write to him as well and explain the current set of circumstances they found themselves in, but nothing about the Duke of Danby struck her as reasonable. Demanding – yes. Reasonable – no.

      He’d been to her home twice, when once would have been more than enough, to call on her brother. Why His Grace hadn’t called on Lachlan at his estate in Grosmont was beyond Mary’s comprehension. Grosmont was in Yorkshire, Danby Castle was in Yorkshire, so it stood to reason that estate was much more convenient for His Grace than traveling to Falkirk, Scotland.

      He was also their most important customer and one they did not wish anger. Lachlan had reminded her time and time again that whenever His Grace requested a shipment, it was to be sent immediately. Which was all fine and good, until there was no one to make the delivery.

      She needed to find a way to get the whisky to Danby Castle and the rest would just have to wait. Except she had no idea how to go about it.

      Lifting the lamp from the desk, Mary made her way to the stables. She could use the traveling coach, with the Brachton coat of arms, as her brother often did, with the bottles wrapped in wool and hidden in the seats and floor. But, that would require a driver and a maid to accompany her, thus putting three people at risk if they were caught.

      Beside the coach was the wagon Magnus used for deliveries, and above it on wide shelves, the means in which he used to hide the whisky. A smile pulled at her lips. “Of course!” She had driven many wagons in the past and was quite comfortable doing so. Happy with her plan, Mary made her way to the distillery and gave instructions to have the wagon prepared so that she could leave at first light and hope the excisemen were gone. She couldn’t delay longer or His Grace wouldn’t have his whisky in time for Christmas. She wouldn’t be home by Christmas, but at least His Grace would be happy, and that was really all that mattered.
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      Being Danby’s errand boy was certainly more preferable to being married to someone his great-uncle had chosen. However, it also made for a tedious trip. Especially on roads that were either covered in snow, ice, or coated in thick mud, and sometimes a combination of all three. The past summer had been the worst in memory and Benjamin wasn’t even sure if the sun shone once, and the winter promised to be worse. Half of his crops had been lost and his tenants had nothing in their cupboards. Of course, he had seen that they were fed, but it was going to be a long, miserable winter.

      Given he was traveling north, Ben had first stopped at his estate in Northumberland so that he could advise his mother that her fears were for naught and that Danby had no intention of marrying him off to a stranger. However, he had been ordered to bring her and his siblings with him on his return to Danby Castle.

      The only other time he’d seen her turn so pale was when the first letter from the duke had arrived, demanding their presence.

      “But if he isn’t interested in finding you a bride, then he must wish to take my daughters away.”

      “As my sisters are eighteen and twenty, it is time they consider taking husbands.”

      “You can’t mean that,” she cried and threw herself upon the settee. “I’ve already lost my husband, and two of my sons. You can’t wish to take my daughters away too.”

      His mother had always been overly dramatic, and usually Benjamin suffered her emotions, but it was beginning to wear on his nerves. “You have not lost the twins. Nate travels and Samuel resides elsewhere. And there is nothing to keep you from visiting him. I’ve offered several times to purchase your passage but you refuse to go.”

      “Oh, this is just dreadful,” she cried again. “I do not know what is worse. You taking a bride or my daughters being taken away from me,” she said, ignoring his offer once again to ship her to Barbados where he hoped she’d have a long and pleasant stay.

      “How does my marrying affect you? It isn’t as though I’ll be leaving.”

      She gasped. “A bride will usurp me in my own home. Why, she might even insist that I leave.”

      “Oh for the love of ….”

      “Benjamin, I will not tolerate blasphemy in my house.”

      His jaw tightened for a moment as he refrained from reminding her that it was his house. “My wife, if I ever gain one, will not ask you to leave. However, there is a perfectly lovely dower house that you did not hesitate to send my grandmother to when you married Father. I think it might suit you very well.”

      She gasped again. “But my daughters. I’d never see them.”

      He was not about to argue further when they both knew that the distance between the dower house and the manor was nothing more than a vast garden. One his mother made use of often during the summer months. “It does not matter at the moment as I have no plans on marrying anytime soon.” He stood. “As for now, I expect you, my sisters and Peter to be ready to depart when I return from Falkirk.”

      “You are serious?”

      “Very much so, Madam. I have not angered His Grace yet, and I do not wish to do so now.”

      Without a backward glance, Benjamin stormed from his house and launched himself into the carriage. The person who needed to be married off was his mother so she’d have someone else to fixate on instead of trying to keep her family under one roof as if they were still on leading strings. His sisters would need to marry one day and Peter, as well. Then what would she do with herself, except try and run his life, and that of his future wife and children.

      Perhaps he should just settle on a wife, have an heir and a spare, so his mother would have someone to take care of. Of course, a wife might not appreciate her interference, but he’d worry about that later.

      A better solution would be to marry his sisters off. As soon as they delivered a child or two, his mother would be at their homes. The gentlemen, of course, would need to have an estate further away than Ainwick, where Abigail lived. Mother could visit her oldest daughter during the day and return in time for supper. No, his sisters needed to find husbands who had homes in places like Cornwall or Dover.

      He grinned out at the passing scenery. A trip to the other end of England would mean she would visit for weeks and not just hours. A most excellent idea and when he returned to Danby Castle, he might just ask his great-uncle for assistance in seeing the matter done.

      

      It had been a good plan. It still was a good plan. Well, with the exception of the broken wheel. Mary had traveled two days without incident, and this was the worst location for the wheel to break—right at the border, just inside Scotland. Few miles separated her from England right now and the borders were more heavily patrolled than anywhere else.

      Mary stared at the wagon and tried to determine what to do. She certainly couldn’t fix it herself. Nor could she leave the wagon and horses to walk to the next town.

      She could take the horses with her, riding one, but what of the whisky? If she left it behind, would someone take it?

      Perhaps no one would even look for it. If she came across this wagon, she’d give it a wide berth, but could the same be said for others?

      Well, she couldn’t stay here another night either, and she’d already wasted a good part of the day trying to decide the best course of action. Luckily, a stream was nearby so the horses were able to drink, but there wasn’t much left for them to eat. Her stomach rumbled, reminding her that she could also do with a meal.

      Why did this happen to her now? She’d driven a wagon half way across the Continent, following her late husband, a major with the guards, without one mishap. Not one. Of course, had a wheel broken then, an entire army would have been at her disposal to see it fixed.

      Mary had thought about those soldiers last night as she’d lain under the stars in the back of the wagon. It was a frigid night, but the blankets kept her warm and it was really no different than how she’d slept many a night before she was widowed. On a few occasions, they found inns and were able to stay within. Other times, tents were set. The cots usually no more comfortable than the ground, and she had spent many nights sleeping under the stars beside a low fire. Much like last night, minus the warm fire and hundreds of other people.

      At times she was fearful, being all alone, but she had a pistol, and was proficient in using it. But nobody rode by. Not a single person, unless they had during the few times she’d slept. But nobody had stopped. They probably wouldn’t have even known she was hidden beneath so many blankets.

      The rattle of wheels of an approaching carriage drew her attention. As much as she wanted help, Mary was also a bit wary. She moved her hands over her clothing to make sure all was in place, then made sure her hat was secure and that no hair had escaped. Once certain that her appearance was what it should be, Mary sauntered around the front of the wagon and stood before the horses, hoping the driver of the carriage would stop. Not that they could miss her, the wagon was taking up half of the road.

      Please let it be someone who can help.

      A moment later, a traveling coach came around the curve and began to slow until it stopped right beside the wagon. Two men sat in the driver’s seat and one hopped down, coming toward her.

      “What is amiss, lad?”

      “Broken wheel.”

      The servant walked around the opposite side of the wagon and nodded. “Are you waiting for someone to come back with a new wheel?”

      The door to the traveling coach opened, and a gentleman stepped out and started to come toward them. Mary drew into herself a bit more, thankful that the clothing she wore was large for her frame.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Broken wheel,” the servant called out.

      The gentleman stopped before her and Mary looked up. He had the blondest hair and such soft, warm brown eyes, untouched by pain, horror or suffering. It still shocked her to see painless eyes even though she’d been back in Scotland for over a year.  Then again, she rarely left her family’s land.

      “Is there any way we can be of assistance?”

      She shrugged and concentrated on keeping her voice low. “Unless ye have an extra wheel, I’m no’ sure ye can.”

      The gentleman looked around. “Are you alone out here?”

      Mary’s hand tightened on the pistol in her pocket. “Aye.”

      “When did it break?”

      “Last night.”

      His eyebrows shot up. “You’ve been out here alone this entire time?”

      He was overly alarmed. This was an inconvenience, not a tragedy.

      “How old are you?”

      “Three and twenty.”

      Skepticism shone in his eyes, but the gentleman didn’t argue the point. Why didn’t he believe her? Why would she lie about her age?

      “Your name?”

      “Mar…” Goodness, she almost gave her real name. But what could she say now?  Mary’s brain scrambled, trying to come up with a male name that sound like Mary.  “Maryn. Maryn Grant.” Was Maryn even a name?

      “Benjamin Storm, Earl of Kenley,” he introduced himself.

      And a fine earl he was. Such friendly eyes, strong nose, high cheekbones, firm lips.

      Mary blinked. She shouldn’t be studying his face, nor admiring his features. She was a respectable widow!

      “You’re traveling alone?”

      “Aye. Deliverin’.” She pointed to the wagon behind her, and concentrated on saying as few words as possible.

      Lord Kenley lifted his head and his eyes grew wide again. “A coffin?”

      “Somebody needs ta.”

      “Where’s it going?”

      Mary thought for a moment. She could name her brother’s estate, but that wasn’t where she was truly bound and it was always best to stay as close to the truth when delivering illegal whisky. When your family and ancestors had been smugglers for decades, it unfortunately became natural in situations such as this to tell half-truths. “Danby Castle.” It wasn’t as though Lord Kenley would ask for details. One would not inquire of the Duke of Danby about coffins being delivered. Or, at least, she wouldn’t.

      “Danby Castle?” Kenley asked slowly and with suspicion. “Who died?”

      She hadn’t anticipated this question and once again frantically tried to think of an answer, but no name came to her. “I’m not sure I should be tellin’ ya.”

      “As I am His Grace’s great-nephew I have an interest as to who’s in that coffin.”

      Mary could feel the blood drain from her face. Her cheeks were suddenly colder than they’d ever been last night.

      This trip had gone from bad to…well, much, much worse.

      He tilted his head and looked at her, his eyes narrowed. “As he or she is to be buried in the Whitton cemetery, I believe I have a right to know who met with their demise.”

      Mary swallowed against the lump in her throat. Why hadn’t she named Lachlan’s estate? Her brother would have covered for her if anyone asked. Why did the duke’s great-nephew have to be the one to come across her?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    
    
      Grant was not an uncommon surname in Scotland and Benjamin might not have thought twice about it. However, this pup was delivering a coffin to Danby Castle. If a relative of his had died, no matter how distant the relation, he would have known. Especially since they were to be buried in the Whitton family cemetery. Maryn was so nervous that Benjamin couldn’t help but assume that he’d found his great-uncle’s shipment. “Are you related to Marquess of Brachton by chance?”

      The lad blinked up at him in surprise. “He’s my older brother.”

      He strode past Maryn, to the wagon.

      “What are ye doin’?” Maryn cried.

      “I thought to see which of my relatives has departed as you won’t tell me.” Benjamin jumped up into the wagon.

      “Ye canna look in there.”

      Benjamin reached to open the lid. “Why not?”

      “It isna pretty. Horrible accident.”

      “At least tell me who’s in there.”

      Maryn blinked at him again, but no name came forth. However, he was in a near panic.

      “Just let me look so I know if I’ll need to continue onto Falkirk.”

      “Falkirk.” Maryn’s voice squeaked. It was impossible the lad was above fourteen years by the changes in his voice, and he was much too young to be tasked with smuggling whisky.

      “Yes. Falkirk.”

      “Why would ye be goin’ to Falkirk?”

      Benjamin straightened in the wagon and planted his hands on his hips. “My great-uncle, the Duke of Danby, has been waiting on something to be delivered. As it has not arrived, he sent me to retrieve it.”

      Maryn’s blue eyes grew even wider and his mouth dropped open. “From where in Falkirk?”

      “Marquess of Brachton.”

      “Do ye ken what he was wantin’?,” the lad asked slowly.

      Benjamin bit back a chuckle as he jumped back down to the road and walked over to the boy. “I don’t think you want me actually announcing it, do you?”

      His face grew red. “Nay,” Maryn hastily answered.

      Benjamin grinned. “I’ll just take it off of your hands and deliver it to Danby Castle myself.”

      “Ye canna do that,” Maryn screeched and Benjamin hoped his voice changed soon.

      “Why not?”

      Maryn glanced around; the servants weren’t far away. “Do ye have a place to hide the body if yer stopped?”

      “Hide?”

      “Aye, excisemen are everywhere. Ye doona want to be caught and yer in Scotland now.”

      Benjamin thrust his fingers through his hair. Why hadn’t he thought about that before now? Of course he’d need to hide the whisky.

      “What do you suggest?”

      The lad nodded to the wagon.

      He was right. Nobody was going to search a coffin.

      Benjamin abruptly turned and approached his driver. “I need you to drive to the next town and bring back men to fix this wagon.”

      “Of course, your lordship.”

      The driver hopped up onto the seat and the footman held the door.

      “I’m staying here.”

      The servants shared a look of surprise.

      Benjamin couldn’t leave the lad here alone, especially since he’d already been here overnight. He also didn’t want to task either his driver or footman with remaining behind since what was being transported was highly illegal. It was best he remain with the lad and the whisky. Besides, if the excisemen stopped, he wouldn’t hesitate to explain the situation, using the Duke of Danby if necessary to discourage any further questions or searches.

      “Of course, Lord Kenley.” Reluctantly the servant closed the door and returned to his seat beside the driver.

      “Wait!” Maryn called out. “Do ye have any food in the carriage or oats for the horses?”

      Why hadn’t he thought of that? The lad had been here since last night and it was late afternoon now.  “I have a basket from our last stop.” He walked toward his traveling coach. “We’ll tie the horses to the back of the coach and they can be fed in the next town while my driver finds men to fix the wheel.”

      The lad visibly relaxed. “Thank ye.”

      

      Mary went about gathering sticks and small pieces of wood for a fire. She’d been too afraid to light one last night. But now she had Lord Kenley, should the flames draw any attention. Although, he was an earl, and might not be of any assistance if anyone wished to harm them, he was a deterrent simply by being a man.

      She struck the flint three times before a flame took and then she gently blew on the sparks until the rest of the kindling began to burn.  For a moment, she warmed her hands over the flames, after removing her gloves. They had kept her fingers from being exposed to the elements, but that didn’t mean they were kept warm. Pinpricks stabbed at her fingers as they began to get feeling back into them. Mary hadn’t realized how frozen they were until now.

      Lord Kenley retrieved blankets from the back of the wagon and laid them over a fallen log after scraping the snow off of it and then set the basket on the ground which she eyed in anticipation. At this moment, she didn’t care what foodstuffs were within. She was starving and would eat just about anything.

      Much of her day had been wasted while she tried to determine what to do about the horses, wagon, whisky and broken wheel, but she was glad she’d remained and not gone off for help. Otherwise, she might have missed Lord Kenley. She would have eventually continued onto Danby Castle and delivered the whisky, and Lord Kenley’s trip to Falkirk would have been a waste.

      Lord Kenley took more blankets from the back of the wagon and handed two of them to her, which Mary wrapped around her shoulders and put the other across her lap. The sun was disappearing and the temperature was dropping. Not that it had been warm during the day, but with the sun, it didn’t feel so cold.

      He opened the basket and handed her bread and cold, roasted chicken. Her mouth watered and stomach grumbled. “Thank ye.”

      “How far to the next town?” Lord Kenley asked after pouring ale into a cup and handing it to her.

      “Ten miles, I believe.” The towns were few and far between along this road. Mary had chosen it intentionally because it was less heavily traveled. She was rather surprised Lord Kenley’s driver had taken this road, but she wasn’t going to question her good fortune.

      “By the time my driver reaches the town and gathers the men necessary, they might not return until tomorrow.”

      Mary nodded. Determined, once again, not to speak more than necessary. If she’d remained at the estate, the two of them would have met under different circumstances. However, as they were quite alone in the middle of nowhere and she was a woman, it was best to just let him continue to believe she was a man until they parted ways.

      She was too busy eating to speak anyway. The bread was fresh and the chicken practically dissolved in her mouth. She washed the remains down with a drink of the ale then wiped her mouth with the sleeve of her arm.

      “Thank ye,” she said again.

      “My pleasure.” Lord Kenley smiled. “How long have you been making deliveries for your brother?”

      Mary stretched her legs out, feeling relaxed and almost warm. “This is the first.”

      Shock registered on his face, which Mary wasn’t certain she understood.

      “Why didn’t Brachton do it, or someone older?”

      She stiffened. “I’m old enough.”

      For a moment the corner of his mouth quirked. “Why didn’t Brachton?”

      “He’s in Grosmont.”

      Lord Kenley nodded. “And, there was no one else?”

      Mary wasn’t sure if she was more irritated or insulted. “Not with His Grace insistin’ he wants his order now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    
    
      So, he had his great-uncle to blame for this predicament and the reason a near child was forced into smuggling. His Grace needed to learn a little patience and realize that sometimes his demands might put other people in danger. Such as this circumstance. Maryn was too young to be out here on his own. Anything could have happened to the pup.

      Ben stared at the lad. His blue eyes were full of indignation. Perhaps he wasn’t all that young. His facial features spoke of youth, such as the lack of stubble on his cheeks for having been out here for so long. But there was also a maturity and tiredness in those eyes, as if he’d lived much longer than his fourteen years, which Ben assumed was his actual age.

      Maryn had suffered at one time given the scar he sported. The white line trained from his cheek, over the jaw, across his throat, disappearing into the collar of his shirt. Ben hadn’t even noticed it until Maryn turned his head and it was illuminated by the fire. Whatever had happened to him must have been painful, though Benjamin couldn’t imagine what could have caused such an injury. If it had gone deep enough, it might just have affected Maryn’s voice. Maybe that was why it kept changing. Ben had no way of knowing for certain. He’d never studied anatomy.

      The young man did hold himself to be older. Maybe he had reached his eighteenth year, which could still explain the lack of beard growth.

      Ben forced his eyes away and stood. Taking the basket, he carried it back to the wagon and set it inside. “Would you like another blanket?” If anything, the young man was prepared for the cold. They might need all of the blankets if the temperature dropped once the sun completely set.

      “Nay.”

      The food and ale was gone and most likely they’d be here until morning. Ben leaned into the wagon and lifted the corner of the lid of the coffin. Inside were bottles wrapped in wool. He took one out and returned to the fire. “This might help keep us warm.”

      Maryn eyed it. “That belongs to the Duke of Danby.”

      Ben chuckled. “If my great-uncle complains of one missing bottle, I’ll explain the circumstances.” He took the cork from the bottle. “I’m sure he’ll understand.”

      “If ye’ll excuse me.”

      Ben nodded and took a swig of the whisky. He only wished to have it for warmth, nothing more, and suspected Maryn might night need some as well. Besides not being exactly tall, the young man was rather thin. Ben was surprised Maryn hadn’t frozen to death the night before.

      He set the bottle aside and added more wood to the fire. Maryn disappeared into the woods a short time ago, but he couldn’t hear anything. How far had he gone? If he had to relieve himself, it wasn’t really necessary that he go so deep into the woods for privacy. It was only the two of them there.

      Ben leaned back against the log and pulled the blanket over his lap.  A moment later, Maryn returned, settled beside him and wrapped a blanket around his narrow shoulders.

      Whether fourteen or eighteen, he was too young, and slight, to be out there alone. Ben handed him the bottle of whisky and the lad took a swig. When a small bit dribbled out of the corner of his mouth. Maryn wiped it away before it reached his scar.

      “I’ll gather more wood,” he announced.

      Ben should help, but he studied his companion instead. Something was off about Maryn, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. Not just his age, but there was something delicate about the boy.

      Maryn bent, gathering logs, exposing his trouser-clad bum. Odd, he expected it to be bony given his slight frame.

      He shook away the inconsistency. He could be a boy that hadn’t grown into manhood yet and was still losing some of the softness of youth. One thing was for certain, Maryn was not three and twenty.

      Ben snorted and took another drink.

      

      The fire burned low and Mary looked up at him from beneath the rim of her hat. He was staring at her scar again. Instinctively, she raised a hand to cover it.

      “I apologize.” He looked away.

      Mary was used to people staring, but Lord Kenley was the first to ever apologize for doing so.

      “Battle wound,” she finally said with a shrug.

      Kenley chuckled. “You don’t have to tell me. It was rude of me to stare or even notice.”

      “I’d rather have honesty than speculation.” Only her family knew the truth. Everyone else discussed it behind hands or fans and in whispers. Most agreed she deserved whatever had happened because of her own foolishness. Those comments hurt the most. They knew nothing about her life while she was away from Falkirk. That was the main reason she hardly stepped off of her family’s land.

      “What kind of battle?” he asked, as if trying to humor her. “You’re barely old enough to be out of school.”

      Mary tilted her head and looked at him. “How old do ye thin’ I am.”

      This time Kenley really looked at her. “I wouldn’t put you above eighteen or nineteen.”

      Mary snorted and poked the fire with a stick. “I am twenty-three.”

      “Very well.” Kenley shook his head.

      She didn’t really look that young, did she?

      “You are twenty-three with a battle scar.” He chuckled.

      He was simply pacifying her. How dare he!

      “From Toulouse, if you must know.”

      He stilled and studied her. The teasing smirk slowly slipped from his lips and amusement dimmed in his eyes. “You’re serious.”

      “Would I lie about something like this?” She gestured to the scar. Not that anyone ever saw beyond her face and neck because she kept herself covered as much as possible. And she hadn’t looked in a mirror since the last of the bandages were removed. She couldn’t stand to see it herself. “Sabre,” she finally said.

      “How?”

      Mary simply blinked at him, a bit surprised actually. Nobody had ever come right out and asked her before. When her mother first saw her, after she returned from Waterloo, all she did was cry. Mary had wanted to talk about it, but nobody wanted to listen. Well, except her brother, Lachlan, but she rarely saw him anymore and when he did visit, they had little time for conversation between just the two of them.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked,” Kenley said, growing a little uncomfortable.

      “Nay,” she hastened to say. “My family, they doona wish me ta speak of it. I was simply surprised.”

      “You don’t have to tell me. I’m practically a stranger.”

      Mary turned away and stared into the fire, wondering if she could speak of it. She had wanted to so many times, but her mother wished her to forget, which was far easier said than done.

      But, she did want to tell someone besides Lachlan. There was just something about the Earl of Kenley that made her want to tell him everything. Well, almost. There were certain things that must remain a secret, like the fact that she was with her husband. Lord Kenley would find that extremely odd since he believed her to be man.

      “I was helpin’ the surgeons,” she began. “We were tryin’ to get the men and carry them off the field before they were injured further or died.” The day came back vividly, the bodies, screams of pain, cannons booming, gunfire, yells for help. Blood everywhere and the stench of musket fire and death. The ground was soaked and men lay dying from their wounds. They had tried to get to as many as possible, offer comfort, bring them to the surgeon’s tent, but there were so many. “I’d been so intent on keepin’ my head down and tryin’ to help that I never saw the French soldier. As I turned to get up, his sabre slashed out of nowhere.” She frowned recalling that moment. “I remember bein’ stunned because it didn’t really hurt. At least, not at that moment.”

      Mary looked over at Kenley who was watching her with sympathy.

      “When I woke, it was three days later and I had been stitched from here,” she pointed to the beginning of her scar, beneath her left temple, “to here.” She pointed to the center of her right breast. Not that Kenley knew there was a breast under the tight bindings beneath her shirt.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Doona be,” she insisted. “So many men lost their limbs or lives. This is nothin’, and I am very lucky because I’m fairly certain he was tryin’ to take off my head.”
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      Ben’s heart went out to the young man for his loss. Yes, many men returned from the war maimed, but Maryn had a scar to remind him of the horror as well.  As he had been at Toulouse, Maryn might be near the age he claimed.  Ben did a quick calculation in his mind. That battle took place in April 1814, over two and a half years ago. Maryn could have joined young, perhaps as a bugler or drummer. Ben didn’t know much about how the army worked or ages of those who enlisted, but young men, younger than they should be, did find their way onto battlefields.

      “Did you come home right after?” How long had the young man served?

      “Nay. Not till after Waterloo.”

      His blue eyes grew dark with sadness. Why had Brachton even allowed his young brother to join?

      Odd that Maryn was Brachton’s younger brother. They shared similar facial features, but their builds were in complete contrast. Brachton was a tall, muscular man whereas Maryn was slight, barely coming to Ben’s chin. Maybe the lad had gone off to war because he felt the need to prove something. As a younger son, he might not have had another choice.

      Maryn wasn’t saying anything. Just staring into the fire, though he’d glance at Ben from the corner of his eye occasionally. They held such deep sadness. A protective instinct rose up from somewhere Ben. He wanted to shelter the lad for some reason. Erase the horror of the past.

      The lad had the bluest eyes and the darkest, perfectly arched eyebrows. A pert nose with cheeks the color of fresh, pink rosebuds. And the lips. Full, red, slightly parted. Benjamin had never seen anyone so beautiful in his life. Beautiful enough to be a woman, and, if he were honest, feminine. He’d never been drawn to anyone this strongly before. They’d just met, but there was a pull from inside of his chest to know Maryn much better, in almost every way possible.

      Benjamin jumped away before he leaned in.

      What was wrong with him?

      Turning, he stomped away, thrusting his fingers through his hair.  His hands shook and his heart raced. A cold sweat broke out on his brow and he leaned over, bracing his hands on his knees, trying to get a hold of his emotions.

      Had he just almost kissed Maryn?

      No. He felt sorry for him. That was all.

      But Ben had been looking at those lips. And he felt such an irresistible draw to the lad.

      This was wrong. So very wrong. Since when was he attracted to a young man?

      This was his fault for lying to his great-uncle. He’d never stepped foot in Madame Delight’s. As much as he may have wished for a woman, he could not bring himself to go in there even though his friends often ended their nights behind closed doors in that very establishment.

      He wasn’t a prude, not by any stretch of the imagination, he had just wanted it to be with the right woman, at the right time. He’d never found the right woman, or the right time.

      But what if it had all been a lie and it wasn’t women he wanted at all?

      Ben’s chest tightened. It was becoming difficult to breath.

      He could not accept this. Not an attraction to Maryn. Never. They were in a strange circumstance, that was all. He felt sorry for Maryn.

      It was nothing more.

      Ben took a deep breath, stood and glanced over his shoulder. He had nothing to worry about.

      Maryn was looking at him. Those black eyebrows drawn together in concern, lush lips pursed.

      He needed to get back to Danby Castle as soon as possible and demand his uncle find him a bride instantly. He’d do his duty and beget heir, after heir, after heir, and prove to himself that he wanted women.

      The wind picked up and Maryn drew further into himself, wrapping the blankets tightly around his slight body. The wind blew harder and Maryn reached to grab his hat but it was too late and it went flying across the road. Benjamin moved to catch it but stopped as what he was seeing registered in his mind. Maryn’s black as midnight hair was knotted at the back of her head, and several long curls had come loose from the confines and blew on the wind.

      Her eyes grew wide and she slowly came to her feet, backing away.

      Benjamin’s heart stopped just for a moment and then he strode toward her.

      She stared up at him like a caged animal.

      “You’re a woman?”

      She said nothing, just blinked those beautiful eyes at him. Perhaps she was stunned, but he could not be happier.

      “What is your real name?”

      “Ma…ma…Mary.”

      Benjamin laughed. Relief flowed through him and he grabbed Mary about the waist and lifted her in the air, whirling her around before setting her feet back on the ground.

      “Lord Kenley?”

      He brought his hands up to her face, cradling those soft cheeks in the palm of his hands. “You have no idea how happy I am that you are Mary.”

      “I doona understand.”

      “No, you wouldn’t.” He chuckled, shaking his head. “Suffice it to say that I am very pleased to know that the person I thought to possess the most beautiful face I’ve ever seen does, indeed, belong to a woman.”

      “Beautiful?” Her eyes widened and she took a step back. “Ye’re mad.”

      Benjamin laughed again. “No. I thought I might be but I’m so relieved to know that I’m not.”

      “Ye’re very strange, Lord Kenley.”

      “Perhaps, lass. Perhaps.”

      

      Lord Kenley was grinning at her as if someone had just delivered the best news anyone could ever hear.

      Mary took a step back. Should she be concerned for his sanity?

      One moment they were talking and she was glad to have told someone about her injury, even if it had brought up painful memories. There had been sympathy in his eyes, but it was different than what she’d seen in others. Of course, a man with a scar such as hers was rarely remarked upon. On a lady, it was an entirely different matter.

      Then he had leaned in close, almost too close—the way her husband had when they were first married—before he jumped away.

      She thought he was about to panic, or lose his mind.

      Now, he was laughing and grinning.

      Mary stepped away again and glanced at the bottle of whisky. Neither one of them had drunk much, but perhaps he didn’t have a tolerance for it. “I doona understand,” she said slowly.

      “It’s not important.” He was shaking his head. “Come. Sit back by the fire.”

      Mary slowly walked to where she’d left her blankets and grabbed them before moving further away. “I’ll stay here, and you stay there.”

      Lord Kenley said nothing, just continued to chuckle as he settled back into the place he was originally seated.  With a shake of his head, he picked up the bottle of whisky.

      “I think ye’ve had enough.”

      His eyes met hers from across the fire. “Perhaps.” He set it back down then stood. “I’ll gather more wood so we have enough to see us through the night.

      Mary watched him go and pulled the blanket tight. The sun was gone now and she hoped he wouldn’t get lost, but she was glad to be alone, to gather her thoughts.

      He’d called her beautiful. Nobody had done that. At least not since before she’d followed the drum and certainly not after Toulouse.

      Until he began acting oddly, Mary had like him. Really liked him. He was unlike anyone she’d ever met. She’d met other peers, the one time she’d gone to London with Lachlan. For the most part they were a pretentious and condescending lot. They thought her accent sweet and believed her ignorant. After a month, Mary had wanted to go home.

      She’d had such hopes of enjoying a season, meeting new and interesting people outside of Falkirk, and it was all a disappointment until she met Major Philip Soares. So handsome in his regimental red uniform, he nearly took her breath away. Almost instantly she’d fallen in love. She was only seventeen and he eight-and-twenty and new to his rank. That’s when she decided she’d rather have an honorable soldier over a peer of the realm. They married after two months, but only because he was being sent to the Continent, and thus began Mary’s life of following the drum.

      Lord Kenley emerged from the darkness, his arms loaded with wood, which he dropped in a pile with the rest that had been gathered.  He built the fire up, stirring the embers and the flames grew brighter, putting off more heat.

      No, he was not like any of the lords she’d met in London. They could barely light their own cheroot, let alone a fire to keep them from freezing during the night.

      “You should sleep.  My driver may return early.”

      Lord Kenley was correct, and she was tired since she hadn’t slept well the night before. But did she dare? He was a stranger, with changing moods. What if he grew angry for no reason or thought to take advantage of her and the situation?

      Mary bunched a blanket to use as a pillow and lay down on the cold ground. If he was going to harm her, he would have already. Or, at least she assumed he would have. She slipped her hand into her pocket and slowly drew her pistol out. It was too difficult to retrieve within the layers of blankets if she needed it suddenly.

      While Lord Kenley made up his own bed, she slipped the gun beneath her makeshift pillow and settled down. She may be tired, but there was no way she was going to sleep tonight. In fact, she might not sleep again until she was home.

      Odd, she thought that once she returned to Scotland she’d no longer need to sleep with a pistol beneath her pillow. But here she was—under the clouds, before the fire, laying on the hard ground with her hand on a pistol, just like she spent many nights for nearly four years.
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      Ben settled back against the log and watched her sleep. For the longest time Mary had lain there silently, simply staring at the fire and he’d been unable to take his eyes off her. Slowly her body relaxed and her eyes grew heavy. She’d open them, they’d drift shut again, until they finally remained closed. Now, her breaths were deep and even.  He kept the fire high so that she was not chilled more than necessary and the light danced across her face, highlighting the beauty and shadowing the hollows of her cheeks and hiding her neck.

      To think, he’d been so afraid he was attracted to…No. He couldn’t even finish the thought, and he would never think on it again.

      Mary was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. One he also admired. She wasn’t like anyone he’d met before. He knew of no woman who would dress as a man and drive a wagon filled with whisky that had been hidden in a coffin across town, let alone from Falkirk to Danby Castle.

      Did Brachton know what she was about? Surely, he would not approve.

      Once again, Ben reminded himself to have a talk with His Grace about making unreasonable demands. Anything could have happened to her. If anyone had seen through her disguise, it could have gone very badly. Or, what if excisemen had decided to search the coffin. She’d be in jail, possibly sent all the way to Newgate.

      She shivered in her sleep and Ben rose to drag another blanket from the back of the wagon, but they were all gone. Instead, he grabbed the one he had been using and placed it over her. After a moment, she seemed to relax and he returned to his spot against the log. The ground was colder against his backside without the thick wool.  Soon, it began sinking into his skin through his trousers.

      Before long, he was shivering.  Even a few drinks of the whisky didn’t warm him anywhere besides his belly.

      He’d freeze with no blankets and he’d be no assistance to Mary when she woke to find him frozen solid.

      After tossing more wood on the fire, Ben made his way to her side. Doing his best not to disturb her, he slid beneath the blankets and snuggled as close as he dare without waking her.

      Slowly he began to warm and relax. The only sound was the fire as flames cracked and burnt limbs fell and settled, and he was almost asleep when he heard the distinct click of a gun.

      His stilled as Mary rolled to her back and pointed a pistol at his head.

      

      She should have known Lord Kenley would try to get beneath the covers with her. All men were the same. At least they were when it was too dark to see her scars.

      His hands came up defensively and he rolled away from her.  “You were freezing.”

      “I’m fine,” she bit out.

      “Maybe I’m cold,” he answered with indignation.

      “Move closer to the fire.”

      “You have all of the blankets,” he pointed out.

      She did feel warmer and the covers upon her were heavier than before. “Take them.”

      “I’m not going to let you freeze,” he argued.

      Mary snorted. Body warmth. She had heard that before. “I will be fine.”

      “Well, I won’t,” he argued.

      Mary didn’t exactly care how cold he was at that moment. “As we are alone ye thought to slip beneath the blankets, perhaps suggest other ways to stay warm?”

      Lord Kenley’s eyes widened as shock registered on his face. “I would not! You’re a woman. I’m only concerned that you don’t catch your death.”

      He was a man. And he had been acting strangely. At this moment she wasn’t sure what to make of him.

      “Mary, it’s cold,” he pleaded with her. “There aren’t enough blankets to keep us both warm separately.”

      He was correct. Not that it meant she’d sleep with him.

      “I swear, I will simply lay beside you, share the blankets and not even touch you.”

      Even though he had rolled away from her, she could still feel the heat coming off of his body, trapped beneath their covers.

      “You may keep your gun.”

      As though she would give it up!

      Last night had been bitterly cold. So far, Lord Kenley had behaved like a gentleman toward her. Well, except when he picked her up and whirled her about, and she still didn’t understand why. But even when he thought she was a lad of fourteen, he’d been considerate. He hadn’t even needed to remain behind when his men went to get a wheel. Kenley could have left one of them as he went ahead in the comfort of his traveling coach, having no idea at the time she was a woman.

      “You willna touch me,” she warned.

      “I promise. I only want to keep us both warm.”

      She stared into his light brown eyes. There was sincerity in his depths. And it was frightfully cold. “Just stay there.” With that, she rolled back onto her side, facing the fire and tucked the pistol back beneath the waded up blanket she was using as a pillow.  It was warmer with him beside her. However, if he attempted to move even an inch closer, he would be sorry the thought ever came to him.
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      What were those noises and why was it so bright? He snuggled closer to the woman in his arms, her hair tickling his nose. Though the ground was hard and there was a chill in the air, this was the most comfortably he had slept in a very long time. Mary lay on her side and he was curled around her, holding her close.

      Ben’s eyes popped open. He was holding her? Touching her? She was going to kill him.

      Quickly, he got out from under the blankets, tucked them around her and backed away before blowing out a breath. It was a very pleasant way to wake, and thankfully he’d survived.

      “Good morning, Lord Kenley.”

      He whipped around to find his traveling coach approaching, his driver in the seat and Gaylord beside him, exactly as they had left. Each glanced at him, then the blankets and back at him again, with odd looks on their faces.

      The horses and coach must have woken him. Thank goodness he did wake because he would hate for them to arrive while he and Mary still slept in one another’s embrace.

      Behind the coach was a similar wagon to the one Mary had been driving, with four men. Ben assumed a wagon wheel and the necessary tools were within.

      The coach stopped and his servant jumped from the seat. “We’ve brought food and drink,” the man said brightly. A little too brightly, as his eyes kept shifting from Ben to Mary and back.

      “Please, do be quiet. We don’t wish to wake…”

      “Maryn,” his coachman supplied slowly.

      “Yes, Maryn.” He glanced back to Mary, who appeared to be sound asleep. The blanket was over her head at the moment, and her hat was nowhere to be found. He had started to go after it last night, but the shock of her being a woman had wiped the thought completely from his mind. Turning, he searched the area for the brown leather, much too large for her head, but it was nowhere to be seen.

      Well, it wasn’t up to him to correct his staff. She could explain when she woke.

      “I’m going to get more wood for the fire,” Ben announced quietly. “Please try not to disturb…” He gestured back to Mary.

      “Maryn,” his coachman supplied again.

      “I’ll be happy to gather wood, Lord Kenley.” The footman hurried to offer.

      He shook his head. He needed a few moments to himself. There were too many thoughts in his mind right now and he needed to sort them out. Without a backward glance he stepped through the bushes and trees, leaving everyone behind, and went about gathering more sticks.

      He had slept with Mary in his arms last night, and lived to tell the tale. Not that he would ever breathe a word of what had transpired. He wouldn’t ever shame her in such a way.

      But he knew. And he could still smell the sweet lavender scent of her hair, and remembered how it tickled his nose, and the softness of her curves against his.

      He’d never slept with a woman before. He’d never even been in bed with one. Not that they were in a proper bed, but that didn’t matter. It was still pleasant. More than pleasant.

      Still, she’d nearly killed him last night when she’d drawn her pistol. No woman that he knew possessed one, or knew how to use it. Had Maryn pulled the gun, Ben would have been confident that man could kill him on the spot if he so chose, given he’d been in the army.  Mary holding the pistol scared him. What if it had gone off? Did she even know how to load it properly, let alone shoot? He’d never been as relieved as when she put it back beneath her makeshift pillow.

      He came to stop at a clearing beside the stream and settled onto a log.

      What to make of Mary Grant.

      As Maryn she claimed to be twenty-three. He still wasn’t so certain, but it was far more believable that Mary was that age than Maryn. Besides, why would she lie about her age?

      However, where had she come up with the tale of how she received that narrow scar? He had believed every word Maryn said.  But as she was really Mary, he wasn’t so certain.

      Well, he certainly was not going to ask. It was bad enough he had been so rude in staring at it last night and in discussing it when he thought she was a man. Now knowing that she was a woman, he most certainly couldn’t remark upon it. Not that he wasn’t desperately curious. It did look as if it could have come from a sabre as she claimed, but he would not mention it again. He may not know much about women, but he was aware that they could be highly sensitive, especially when it came to their appearance. Not that it detracted from her beauty. No, never that. She was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen and hoped to come to know her better as they traveled on to Danby Caste.

      

      Mary shivered in her blankets. She’d been warm earlier, when she briefly woke to find Lord Kenley curled around her. She should have made issue of it, but as he was sound asleep, he was probably unaware that he was touching her, which she’d forbidden him to do. She could have woken him and pushed him away, but his body radiated so much heat that she was loathe to relinquish it. So, she let him slumber and drifted back into oblivion herself. But the warmth at her back was gone and from beneath the blankets she heard a number of voices. They were talking quietly, but she heard them all the same. Slowly she pulled the blankets down and peeked out. The traveling coach had returned, the driver and Kenley’s servant were beside the fire, and other men were removing the broken wheel from the wagon.  She glanced around, but Kenley wasn’t where she could see him.

      Six strange men were going about their business as she lay here sleeping. Perhaps other women would be shocked, but Mary smiled. She’d awoken many mornings like this in the four years she’d followed her husband. Rarely was there any privacy, especially when forced to sleep out in the open, and many mornings she woke to several men sitting about the fire, drinking coffee and talking quietly.

      But these men were not soldiers and she shouldn’t laze about. Pushing the blankets aside she stood. The driver and footman gaped at her. Mary quickly straightened her clothing and smoothed her hair, not that she had much success in doing so since most of it had fallen from the pins at the back of her head. She must look a fright.

      “You’re a woman?” the coachman asked with wide-eyed surprise.

      “I’m so glad,” the footman said.

      “Aye, as am I,” the footman breathed out.

      Why were they so relieved she was a woman?

      “Ah, you’re awake,” Kenley said as he emerged from the wooded path. “I hope you slept well.”

      Her face heated, remembering how well she had slept and how nice it had been to have his arms around her. She had nothing to be embarrassed about. Well, except that others had seen them. Or, so she assumed. It wasn’t as if she could be ruined. She was a widow.

      “Yes, and you?”

      “I did.” He nodded and dropped more wood beside their dwindling fire. His footman hurried to build it up and the driver took a basket from the coach.

      “Why don’t you break your fast while the wheel is fixed?” he said.

      Mary’s stomach grumbled. She was starving, but waited because the footman was now bustling around, straightening a blanket and placing plates, utensils, and mugs for her and Kenley before the food. Mary bit her lip to keep from chuckling. One would think they were on a lovely summer picnic, by the way the footman was making sure everything was just right. Then again, he was a servant to an earl and her brother’s footman would do no differently.

      Once he was finished, Kenley waited for her to take a seat and the footman filled a plate for each of them. Really, this wasn’t necessary. Until she returned from the Continent she’d never had a servant and was well used to doing things for herself.

      Even though her brother was an earl, he hadn’t inherited the title until two and a half years ago. By then, she’d been married and gone from Scotland. Of course, her brother had always lived somewhat with privilege, being her uncle’s heir. He saw that Lachlan was educated and learned to manage the estates. Lachlan wanted for nothing while the rest of her family fairly starved, not that Mary or the rest of them ever resented Lachlan for his good fortune. He was to be the heir after their uncle passed, so it was only natural that he learn what was to be his. Of course, they all knew their uncle hoped Lachlan made better choices than his younger brother, and would take a proper English bride for his wife. They were the poor relations, whom her uncle resented, having never approved of the woman his younger brother married.

      Lachlan tried to make things easier for the family when he could, and sent all quarterlies to them. Once he inherited, everything changed. Her brother became a wealthy man and his first priority was seeing that their manor was repaired, the barley crop plentiful, and increased their distillery and warehouse.

      When she first returned home, it had been a shock to see the difference from what she’d left, from a moldering house in need of repair to a pristine manor, filled with servants to do anything she may wish. Though she tried to adjust to this new way of life, Mary found it impossible to live a life of leisure. With Lachlan and Ian gone most of the time, she slowly took over the management of their illegal smuggling business. She could read and write as well as her brothers and it freed them to see to other matters.

      She spooned the porridge into her mouth, surprised to find it still warm. Perhaps the town hadn’t been as far back as she realized. The bread was warm as well, though the meats were cold. Not that it mattered. The meal was filling, and good.

      “The men have finished, Lord Kenley,” the driver announced.

      Mary turned to see the new wheel was indeed in place and the broken one gone.

      Kenley walked forward and thanked the men, then pulled a small purse from his pocket and pressed coins into the palm of one. They nodded and loaded back into the wagon they’d arrived in and drove away.

      The footman quickly cleaned up the remains of their meal and Mary went about folding the blankets they had used last night and put them beside the coffin as the coachmen hitched her horses back to her wagon. As they would soon be traveling again, she ducked into the woods to take care of private matters and let the men tend to putting out the fire. When she emerged, the footman was seated on the wagon.

      “Gaylord will be driving the wagon and you shall ride in the coach with me.”

      She looked at the young man and then at Kenley, who waited by the open door.

      She could argue and insist that it was her wagon and she’d drive it, but any such argument would be futile. These were Englishmen who now knew she was a woman. In the end, despite any argument, she would end up in his coach anyway.

      “I just need to retrieve some things,” Mary announced, going to the back of the wagon. If she were going to be in the back of the coach, she might as well make use of the comfort and repair some of the damage to her person.

      “I can get it, Miss.” Gaylord jumped from his seat.

      “That isna necessary,” Mary answered and lifted her leg to get into the back of the wagon, but stopped suddenly when her trousers tore out at the seam. Her face heated immediately and she lowered her leg. None of the men could see anything, but it was still embarrassing.

      Gaylord came around and hopped into the back of the wagon and she did her best to keep her backside away from him.

      “By the head of the coffin is a portmanteau. Could ye hand it to me, please?”

      He nodded and quickly grabbed it, then jumped to the ground.

      “I hope you have a change of clothing inside,” Kenley said in a serious tone even though there was a quirk to his lips and his light brown eyes danced with humor.

      “Luckily, I do.” If she weren’t so embarrassed, she might laugh as well.

      “Where would you like the case, Miss?”

      Mary looked around. The coach was the most private place to change, but with the shades drawn it would be too dark to see anything. The woods would have to do. “Over there, please.”

      She watched as he carried it behind some bushes and then reemerged.

      “Please turn your back.” She didn’t want any of them to see her exposed backside. Though she wasn’t sure how bad the tear was, the air was cold enough on her upper legs that she was afraid the trousers were truly ruined for good.

      Kenley and his servants turned around and she darted behind the bushes and opened her case. Inside was another set of male clothing, but she wished to save those for when she had to return the wagon.  In addition were three dresses, in the event she needed them, and her other costume. Not that when it was originally worn it had been a costume, and given they were traveling with a coffin it was perfect for her purpose. She he lifted the dress and shook it out.

      “I’ll be out shortly,” she called as she pulled her shirt over her head and loosened the bindings across her breast.  Mary took a deep breath and blew it out. It felt good to fully breathe again.
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      Had the same happened to him, Benjamin would be horrified at his trousers splitting down the back. Yet, he found it quite humorous when it happened to Mary. Or, perhaps it was the stunned expression on her lovely face that produced the laughter he tried desperately to suppress.

      All thoughts left him when she emerged from behind the bushes. He had hoped she’d change into a dress, but feared it would be another set of men’s clothing. What he had not expected was for her to be wearing widow’s weeds. She was clad from her chin to her booted feet in black. Even her gloves were black, as were the hat and veil that she carried along with a small case.

      Mary grinned at him. “As we are accompanying a coffin, I thought this appropriate.”

      Benjamin barked out laughter, he couldn’t help it. Mary Grant was the most unusual woman he had ever met. He couldn’t wait to share his traveling coach with her and for the first time he hoped the roads were not in their favor so that he could spend as much time with her as possible. He no longer cared if Danby got his whisky in time.

      Gaylord rushed past him to retrieve her portmanteau and loaded it onto the coach. Ben opened the door when she reached him. “After you.”

      Mary settled onto the seat and he took the one across from her for the single purpose that he’d be able to look at her.

      “Ah. This is nice.” She sighed, relaxing against the squabs. She set her case on the seat beside her and opened it before she started pulling pins from her hair and dropping them inside. Bit by bit, black curls tumbled down, and he was in awe.

      Her blue eyes blinked up at him. “Have ye never seen a woman brush her hair before?”

      His mouth had grown dry and Ben had to clear his throat. “Um, no.” Not even his sisters. They prepared for the day in the privacy of their chambers. He hadn’t even seen them in night clothing since they were children.

      Mary’s face colored. “I hope ye doona mind, but I need to brush the tangles out.”

      He quickly shook his head. “Of course not.” Her head was a halo of black curls, framing her delicate features, and slowly, with each stroke of the brush she tamed them. It was sad, actually. He rather liked the dishevelment of her hair. It fit the Mary he’d come to know. Not that she was wild, but self-sufficient. And while she might be delicate, she could take care of herself. At least for the most part, from what he’d observed, except when it came to a broken wagon wheel.

      “You have beautiful hair,” he said to cover the silence in the carriage.

      Her smile softened. “Thank ye.”

      She had pulled it over one shoulder and was brushing the ends, having worked her way from the crown of her head. Was that how all women brushed their hair?

      When she finished, Mary set the brush aside and started twisting her hair, then pulled it behind her head, holding it there with one hand while she reached inside her case with the other.

      “Must you put it up?” He had seen women with their hair down, of course, but it was usually just in the back and arranged in perfect curls. He much preferred Mary’s hair to be loose and flowing.

      “It is proper for a widow to have her hair up.”

      Ah, so she was going to claim to be a widow if anyone asked. “Why not a younger sister? It is a shame to hide your hair.”

      “Because I am a widow,” she proclaimed. “It’s always best to stick as close to the truth as possible whenever smuggling.”

      Widow? Not possible. She went by the last name of Grant and claimed Brachton was her older brother.

      “Doona looked too shocked, Lord Kenley.” She chuckled. “I’ve been a widow since Waterloo, and have become used to the title.”

      “Waterloo?” His brain could not catch up to the words she was saying.

      “Aye,” she answered sadly. “Me husband was a major.”

      A widow who lost her husband at Waterloo. Ben could hardly come to terms with what she was saying. First she was a lad, then a young man, then a young woman, and now a widow. She was too young to be alone and perhaps that was why she was so self-sufficient.  If her husband had been gone most of the time, she probably did have to make do on her own. Maybe she only returned to her family home when she was widowed. Of course, he wouldn’t ask, but it explained the maturity he found lacking in the ladies he’d met in society.

      It took her no time at all before her hair was pinned neatly behind her head, much to his disappointment. If anything, she was efficient.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” he finally said, for lack of better words.

      “Thank you.” She closed her case and relaxed back against the squabs again. “Many women lost husbands, brothers and sons that day.”

      “I should not be calling you Miss Grant, but…”

      “Mary,” she answered.

      “No, Mrs...?”

      “Soares. Mrs. Philip Soares. But I’d be pleased if ye called me Mary.”

      “You live with your own family and not the major’s?”

      “He has no family that I’m aware of. At least I never met them and Phil made no mention of anyone.” She smoothed her black skirt over her legs and shrugged. “So, when my husband was killed, some Gordon Highlanders saw that I was returned to my family before they continued onto their homes.”

      He heard what she was saying, understood the words, but it was not making much sense. “Why would Gordon Highlanders accompany you home?” At the question a sick suspicion settled into the pit of this stomach. He remembered Gordon Highlanders from the Duchess of Richmond’s ball. They had danced a reel, and were quite loud and boisterous. “Were you at Waterloo?”

      “Aye.” She frowned at him. “I followed the drum, Lord Kinley. I assumed you understood after I told ye of Toulouse.”

      He pushed his fingers through his hair. He had barely believed the story when he thought her a young man. It was even harder to believe it now. “I assumed, I suppose, that you told me the story so I’d believe your age, and gender.”

      She smiled at him. “Distillin’ and harvestin’ whisky aren’t so dangerous I’d be scarred like this.” Mary gestured to the line that ran down the side of her face.

      “You could have been killed,” he finally said as it settled around him that this beautiful, delicate woman had been in the middle of a battlefield in France while he’d been comfortably settled in his home.

      Mary arched a brow at him. “I nearly was.” Then she smiled softly. “It was a long time ago.”

      Not so long that he didn’t remember reading reports of the battle. He read about all of them because that was where his brother, Nathaniel, was. “You really were on the field?” he asked, unable to grasp the idea. “Why not safely back at camp?”

      She folded her hands on her lap and stared at him. Her blue eyes bore into his and she no longer smiled. Perhaps he shouldn’t have asked. He’d heard how some soldiers didn’t wish to speak of their experiences when they returned. His brother being one of them. Why would he think it was different for Mary? “I’m sorry. Forget I said anything, Mrs. Soares.”

      This time she frowned at him. “Mary. I wish for ye to call me Mary. It is my name.”

      “Ben or Benjamin, if you prefer,” he returned.

      “I canna. Ye’re an earl.”

      “And your brother is a marquess,” he reminded her. “We will be in this coach a few more days—we might as well address each other less formally.”

      “Very well, Benjamin.”

      She smiled at his name and his heart heated in his chest.

      “And I doona mind speakin’ of the battle, or the time I was on the Continent. I am grateful ye asked, actually.”

      “Grateful? Why?” It might take the entire trip to understand Mary, let alone come to know her better. She was unlike anyone he’d ever met, which was why he was probably so drawn to her. She fascinated him. Ben couldn’t remember the last time he was fascinated by anyone.

      “Because my family wishes I’d forget, as if it never happened. I doona wish to. I hate havin’ to pretend I dinna follow the drum for four years.”

      “Four years.”

      

      “Aye.” Mary wasn’t certain if he really wished to hear or was simply being polite. But she did wish to talk about those years. To tell someone of her experiences. Not pretend like it never happened.  “It was as I said. We tried to move the men from harm’s way, when it was possible. Many times women rushed to the fields, looking for their husband.” She sighed and removed her gloves, setting them aside. She hadn’t been one of those women. If she came upon Phil, she would have nursed him best she could, but she wasn’t one who could rush past a young man, injured and possibly dying, to look for a husband who may be uninjured. “Sometimes that was the worst part. The not knowin’, but as soon as the injured arrived, or I saw a man fall, I reached him as quickly as I could, as soon as I thought danger had passed.”

      “I understand why women would seek their husbands, but weren’t there others to carry the wounded from the fields?”

      “Aye, but when a battle rages, there are few who can because they are too busy fightin’. It wasna unusual to help carry and deliver men to the surgeon.” She turned to stare out the window. “Or sit with a young man who ye kent wouldna make it.”

      “In the middle of the field?” he asked quietly.

      “Aye,” she answered. “That was the hardest, I suppose. Holdin’ their hand, makin’ promises to tell a wife or betrothed that his last thoughts were of them.” Tears filled her eyes. Yes, she wished to talk of her life. However, she didn’t wish to cry over it. “I’d committed their names to memory, and the names they’d said, and penned notes as soon as I could so that I dinna forget. It’s the reason I carried a small book and pencil in my pocket. I did the same for the men waitin’ for the doctor, even though I kent the doctors couldna take time from those they could save for ones they couldna.” She looked back at Ben. “When the night settled, I’d write the letters. It was important to me. I made the promise to tell them and I had to.”

      “Of course.”

      Ben’s brown eyes were filled with compassion, which was nearly her undoing. “It was their dying wish. I would have done the same,” he added.

      “Most were under my husband, so it was easy to see that my note was included in any dispatch home. For those who were with another regiment, I had to find someone to have it delivered. I dinna ken anyone’s direction.” She chuckled to herself thinking how odd it would have been to inquire where she should have the letter sent as they took their dying breath. It wasn’t funny. Not at all. But sometimes the absurdity of a thought was what got you through the more difficult times and memories.

      Mary looked down at her hands and realized she was clenching them. She slowly stretched and flexed her fingers trying to relax them. “The only time I didn’t send any letters was when we were in Toulouse.”

      “You were injured. You couldn’t.”

      Of course she knew that, but she had made the promise. But by the time she woke, she couldn’t remember their names or those of their loved ones. The book had been taken from her pocket and nobody knew where it was. Her heart had ached over not seeing the letters sent.

      “It took weeks until the doctor would let me up and about again. I hated takin’ up a sick bed when it was needed for others. Not to mention they had to set up a special tent just for me, as I was the only female who was injured.”

      “Well, they couldn’t put you with the men.”

      “I could have recovered in the tent I shared with my husband, but the doctor dinna want me so far away in case of infection.” She had hated those endless days of not being able to leave her bed, alone in the tent, except for when a doctor or one of the other women visited.

      “Were you at least able to return home after Napoleon was sent to Elba?”

      Many of the regiments had returned to England, but not all. “Nay. My husband’s regiment was to remain, and I stayed with him.”

      “At least there was some peace for some time.”

      “Aye.” She smiled. “While the men drilled, women did laundry and cooked. It was all very peaceful until Napoleon returned to France.”
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      Simply put, Mary Grant Soares was an amazing woman. Every other female he’d met when searching for a wife paled in comparison. He’d known her a day, but one thing was for certain, he did not want to go another day without her. She was warm, kind, gentle, yet strong, capable, independent. Beautiful, desirable and wonderful. How could any gentleman, after meeting her, wish for someone else? Impossible!

      Ah, if only he’d met her before she married the major. He could have shielded her from so much pain, heartache and loss. A lady didn’t belong anywhere near a battlefield. Yet, would she be the same person today had she not been there?

      What was she like before she married, when all she’d known was a home in Falkirk with a family who illegally distilled whisky and smuggled it to England? He would have loved to have known her then, but he felt incredibly fortunate that he had met her now.

      The carriage slowed and Ben glanced out the window. They’d arrived at a coaching inn. One he recognized. How could they have traveled so far already? Had the coach sprouted wings and carried them on the wind?

      Of course, when they’d begun their travel to Falkirk, Danby gave him the route to use because he would be more likely to encounter Brachton there than on the main roads if the whisky was in route. Since they now had whisky in hand, his driver must have decided to take the well-traveled, and safer roads, and the far quicker route back to Danby Castle.

      In less than a day they’d be at his estate and he’d no longer have Mary to himself.

      As much as he loved his family, this was not an intrusion he wished for. All too soon they’d arrive at Danby Castle and he’d have to share her with everyone else. Until that time, Ben intended to keep Mary all to himself.

      She slid the black gloves over her hands and then placed the hat upon her head, dropping the veil to cover her lovely features. He wished to rip it from the rim, but did not. After they’d eaten and returned to the coach, she’d remove it again so that he could gaze upon her.

      They stepped into the taproom, overflowing with people. Travelers like themselves. Several people glanced in their direction, sympathy flooded the eyes of those who spotted Mary.  Her gloved hand slipped behind the veil and she ran her fingers along the scar.

      “Does it pain you?” He’d be surprised if it did, though who knew how deeply the sabre had gone. But now, it was a very thin, white line that was barely noticeable. He might not have noticed it last night had her head not been turned just right and her face illuminated by the fire.

      She shook her head.

      The proprietor came forward and Ben asked for a private dining room as he placed a hand at the small of Mary’s back. She shrank against him and lowered her head. Perhaps she was simply assuming the role of a mourning spouse, but his gut told him it was more.

      “Right this way.” The man turned and led them down a short corridor and opened the door to a small dining room.

      Mary sighed and settled into a chair before removing her hat. Ben relaxed. No longer were her face and those intense blue eyes hidden from him.  A moment later the maid came in, carrying a pitcher and two mugs. Mary turned her head away and looked across the room.

      Did she not like other people?

      Why was she acting so strange? She’d been quite comfortable with him last night. Well, except when she pulled her pistol on him, but that was an entirely different matter. After traveling with the regiment, had she not had her husband by her side, she probably would have pulled it on men daily. Who could remain away from her?

      “I’ll bring the stew and bread as soon as the plates are prepared,” the maid said before quitting the room.

      Mary did not turn and look at him until the door clicked shut.

      Very odd.

      He poured her a mug of ale and then one for himself.

      There was a quiet scratch at the door and Ben called for them to enter.

      “We should reach Kenley Manor by nightfall,” his coachman said from the threshold.

      Mary’s brows drew together. “Your home?”

      “Yes. I am to take my mother, younger brother and sisters to Danby Castle upon my return.”

      “There is no’ enough room,” she said. “I’ll change and drive the wagon.”

      “You will do no such thing.”

      “But yer family.”

      “Can take another carriage.” He turned back to his driver. “Please bring me paper and a quill.”

      The man ducked out of the room.

      “I’m going to send a message to my mother and tell her to ready the second coach and to meet us at the castle.”

      Mary worried her lush lip, then looked away. “I understand.”

      “Understand?”

      “If we keep travlin’, the quicker we’ll arrive and less chance of being stopped.”

      There was that, but the true reason was that he wished to be alone with her. In fact, if they were delayed into the next year, Ben would have no objection whatsoever.

      

      Mary picked at her stew. When they first arrived, she’d been famished, but after Benjamin decided to avoid his family, her appetite disappeared.

      It was silly, of course. She barely knew the gentleman. They’d met just yesterday, but she was drawn to him. She’d never felt this comfortable with anyone in her life. Not even her late-husband.

      Ben had the warmest eyes and kindest smile. And he listened to her. He understood. Or at least tried to understand. Nobody had ever done that before. Her family only wished to hear about the pleasantness of her travels, as her mother referred to them. Yes, Mary saw a good deal of the Continent, but it wasn’t like she was on some grand tour that young gentlemen take.

      For the first time, in a really long time, she had begun to hope that a gentleman would want her, regardless of the scar.

      But Ben wished to avoid his family, which meant he had no desire to introduce her to them.

      The longer they were together, the more she wanted to be with him. It was silly, of course and she should have known that he would not want her. Not the way she wanted him. Her heart had closed after Toulouse. Not immediately, but over time, and she’d kept it firmly shut. Then Ben came along, and despite knowing better, she let it open just a crack.

      Then he secured a private dining chamber. She was grateful, of course, because she was painfully aware that people could not help but stare at her scar. If the sympathy in the patrons’ eyes at her widow’s weeds were any indication, then once they saw her face, it would be even worse. After the horror crossed their features, they’d turn away.

      Of course Ben wished to dine in private. He was a gentleman and didn’t wish for others to see the face of the woman he was accompanying.  If there was one thing she learned while traveling with her husband, gentlemen had their pride and it ran deep. No gentleman wanted to be seen with a woman that looked like her.

      Mary bit into the buttered bread and slammed the door on her heart. Never again would she allow it to open. She would be happy that he was friendly and kind and that he made a delightful traveling companion, but she wouldn’t again fool herself into hoping there could ever be more.
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      For as much as they talked in the carriage before they arrived at the coaching inn, Mary was unusually quiet. Not only that, she picked at her food.

      “Are you not hungry?”

      She smiled up at him, but it did not meet her eyes. “Not as much as I thought.”

      “I can order something else.” He set his spoon on the plate. “It isn’t the best meal I’ve ever tasted.”

      This time she did laugh. “It is delicious,” she assured him. “I’m simply not hungry.”

      He nodded and excused himself. Perhaps she was tired. She’d slept two nights on the side of a road, and he didn’t even know how many days she’d driven the wagon. By his estimation it could have been two. What Mary needed was a good night’s sleep in a real bed. Besides, as much as he wished to spend every moment with Mary, they all needed rest and he couldn’t ask his coachman or footman to drive through the night.

      Ben located the proprietor in the dining room. “I’d like two rooms for the night.”

      “I’m sorry, but we don’t have any.”

      Ben studied the room. It was crowded. Perhaps they’d have better luck at another one. Turning, he strode outside and located his coachman. “We’ll travel until we find another inn.”

      “We don’t need to stop.”

      The man had been driving all day, as had Gaylord. They both needed rest for the final part of their journey.

      “We’ll drive as late as you can drive, but we will stop.”

      “Yes, my lord.”

      When he returned to the private dining room, Mary was standing, looking out a window.

      “The inn is full so we are going to continue on.”

      All she did was nod, then put on that blasted black hat and veil before she allowed Ben to escort her back to the coach.  Unlike earlier, Mary made no conversation. In fact, she was unusually quiet, her focus intent on the passing scenery out the window.

      Had he upset her? Had someone said something? Was she simply tired? Maybe they should stop soon. He shouldn’t tax her.

      Conversation wasn’t really necessary. Not when he could simply watch her.

      What would his mother think of Mary? Surely she’d approve, and Mary seemed to have a temperament to get on with his mother. If she didn’t, then the dower house was perfectly suitable for the woman.

      A grin pulled at his lips. Yes, having his mother under another roof would be quite pleasant indeed.

      As the coach rumbled along, Mary’s eyes grew heavier and heavier. A few times her head dropped. She was fighting sleep as he had done the night before. Why? If she was tired, she could lay her head back and relax.

      Ben pulled the pocket watch from inside his coat and checked the time in the moonlight as the coach began to slow.  It was nearing midnight and past the time they should have stopped. He didn’t wait for the door to be opened, but jumped down and hurried into the establishment.  The taproom was full of men drinking and Ben found the proprietor within moments.

      “I’d like two rooms please.”

      “We have only one.”

      Well, he’d slept in the coach before. He could do so tonight. “I’ll like it.”

      “Very good, my lord.”

      He returned to find Mary standing by the coach, hat in hand.

      “I’ve secured a room for you.”

      She turned, blinking at him. “What of you?”

      “They have only one. I’ll sleep in the coach.”

      “I canna have ye doin’ so. Ye’re an earl. I’ll sleep in the coach. The cushions are quite comfortable.

      Unable to stop himself, he grasped her arms. “Mary, you are no longer following the drum, or driving whisky across the country. You are a lady, and you will sleep in the bed.”

      Her blue eyes blinked up at him and her mouth dropped open. It was all he could do not to lean in and kiss her, but he was afraid of where that would lead. Once he kissed Mary, he knew he’d never be able to stop, then he’d take her upstairs and they’d be alone in a room with a bed.

      Taking a deep breath, he stepped back.  “Gaylord, follow me with Mrs. Soares’ portmanteau.”

      The footman lifted it from the back of the coach while Mary secured her hat. He was beginning to hate that bonnet.

      They’d been given the first room at the top of the stairs, and Ben escorted her inside. Gaylord left the case just inside the door and disappeared.

      “I shall see you in the morning.” He bowed, quit the room and shut the door behind him.

      His heart beat heavy in his chest and his feet felt like dead weights as he trudged down the stairs. At the bottom, he stopped and glanced into the taproom. Perhaps more ale before he retired for the night. He would sleep better, but what if Mary needed him? No, he needed to remain sober for her.

      He glanced around to the men sitting at the tables and bar. The hair stood up on the back of his neck as two men talked quietly and nodded up the stairs. If he left, they’d know Mary was up there alone. Of course she locked the door. Or he assumed she had even if he hadn’t told her too. Mary was a smart woman.

      But it wasn’t as if those locks were any real deterrent.

      If he were sleeping in the carriage and someone tried to get into her room, he wouldn’t even be able to hear her scream.

      He couldn’t leave her alone in a strange inn that had a taproom of men deep in their cups.

      Turning, he strode back up the stairs and knocked on her door. Mary opened it a moment later, holding a dressing robe against her.

      “I’m sleeping on the floor.”

      Her eyes grew wide. “What?”

      “I won’t leave you unprotected. I’m sleeping on the floor.”

      She laughed and opened the door further. “I can protect myself.” She gestured to the pistol sitting on the small table not far from the bed.

      “I’d feel better if you weren’t alone.”

      “Very well, but ye aren’t sleepin’ on the floor.”

      If she was going to make an idiotic suggestion that she would, he’d take her to task.

      “We can share the bed, just like we slept last night.”

      If he didn’t know she was a widow, he’d think Mary to be the most innocent and naive girl to walk this Earth.

      “I cannot share a bed with you. It’s wrong.”

      “No more wrong than last night.” She walked over to the bed and pulled back the covers on one side. “Besides, I’m not worried that ye’d wish for…” she trailed off, her cheeks turning pink. “I’m safe with you.” Then she grinned. “And my pistol is within reach.”

      

      His only objection was to the priority of the situation, which she well understood. Benjamin was a gentleman and didn’t wish to upset her sensibilities. But it was ridiculous that he’d sleep on the floor. It had been even worse that he was going to sleep in the coach. At least he had sense to change his mind about that.

      Of course she felt safe with him. It wasn’t as if he was going to try and seduce her. He wasn’t like that. In fact, she couldn’t remember the last time any man had attempted to even steal a kiss.

      Besides, she wanted to sleep with him. She’d forgotten the warmth and closeness of someone else in the bed. She’d slept so deeply last night. Deeper than she had since before the first battle she’d witnessed. And she’d forgotten how much she missed being touched. Waking up in his arms had been pure heaven. Though she’d slept with her husband, he never held her, always slept away from her. In fact, he rarely touched her except on those occasions he wished her to fulfill her wifely duties. But beyond that, he wasn’t an affectionate man.

      Benjamin was different. His wife, whoever he married, would be the luckiest woman alive. Though he hadn’t shown Mary affection, it was there in the small things. Even tonight, he’d placed a hand at the small of her back. The heat of his palm warmed her all the way to her spine. And he’d hold his wife while she slept, making her feel secure, as Mary had felt last night.

      She slipped into the bed, keeping the wrapper tight around her body. She did wear a nightrail beneath, but Mary didn’t wish to make Benjamin feel uncomfortable by wearing too little clothing.

      He shrugged out of his coat and waistcoat and removed the cravat that had long ago lost any of its starch, before removing his boots and crawling in beside her.

      Mary turned the lamp down and rolled onto her side, away from Ben. A smile pulled at her lips. It wasn’t much, but he was in bed beside her. She felt safe again.

      Tears stung her eyes. If only it could be like this always.
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      That was the longest and the shortest night of his life. Ben woke more times than he could count, always with his arms around Mary, holding her close, wishing they could be closer. Of course, she was a lady and he had no right to take liberties, and as uncomfortable as it left him physically, he pulled away and returned to his own side of the bed. Eventually he’d fall asleep again, only to wake, with his arms wrapped around her. And so it continued until the dawn streaked the sky.

      Not once did she wake, for which he was grateful, but he’d never met anyone who could sleep so soundly. The pistol rested within her reach so he should be thankful she had or things would not have ended well for him.

      Quickly and quietly so as not to disturb Mary, Ben pulled himself from the bed and dressed for the day.

      Tomorrow was the ball and even though he never thought it possible that he could retrieve the whisky and return on time, he just might. Not that he cared one way of the other if Danby got his Christmas spirits. But he did care about attending the ball. It hadn’t interested him before, but now that he’d met Mary…He could not wait to see her in a ball gown and out of that horrifying black ensemble. He wouldn’t mind twirling her about the floor in a waltz, either.

      He glanced over to the bed. She lay curled on her side, a smile on her lips, and he couldn’t help but wonder what she dreamed of.

      Mary was a lady who should be gracing ballrooms in the finest gowns money could buy, with jewels dangling from her ears and around her neck. Not dressing as a man, driving a wagon across the country or on a battlefield.

      Maybe she’d never gotten the opportunity.

      Not that it mattered. She would be his tomorrow night, if only for one night, and he would dance with her and they’d drink champagne. And maybe, just maybe, she’d grant him her heart and they’d never need to part again.

      Once she was his, he’d never need to roll away from her again, but would have the honor of holding her through the night.

      Mary rolled onto her back and blinked her eyes open.

      “Ye’re awake.” She sat up quickly. “I’ll hurry so that we can be on our way.”

      Ben chuckled. “Take your time. I’ll see to a meal and have the coach readied.”

      Mary was down in the taproom when he returned from outside and he was surprised to find her standing and waiting. He hadn’t been gone all that long—he’d fully expected to wait. He’d traveled with his mother and sisters and usually “shortly” meant at least an hour.

      As she had the night before, Mary ate little but she was more at ease, it seemed. Perhaps she’d just needed a good night’s sleep.

      Once the coach was on the way, he settled back in his seat and waited. Finally, she removed that horrible hat and veil.

      “That’s better.”

      “What?”

      “I cannot see you through that veil.”

      “It’s what most people prefer.”

      What did she mean by that?  Mary often had strange notions, such as driving wagons and sharing beds or sleeping in coaches, so he decided not to question her further. Instead, he turned his mind to the ball, which sparked another wayward thought. “You were not at the Duchess of Richmond’s ball.”

      “Nay, I was not.” She chuckled, then blinked at him. “How would ye ken?”

      “Because I was.”

      

      Only two and a half years ago, in another country, few miles separated them. “There were many people, I understand. Even if I had attended, I doubt we would’ve met.”

      “No. I would have remembered you.”

      He was staring into her eyes, but they both knew why he would have remembered her. “Why were ye there? Were ye a soldier?”

      “No.” He shook his head. “I was visiting my younger brother who was assigned to the Duke of Richmond’s reserve force to help protect Brussels if Napoleon made it that far.”

      She nodded.

      “He was reassigned there after Napoleon was sent to Elba. At the time I left London, I was aware Boney had escaped to France. I just had no idea that my visit was probably at the most inopportune time.

      This time she smiled.  “How could ye have kenned the ball would be held on the eve of the battle to bring him to an end?”

      “Why weren’t you there?” he asked.

      Mary looked into his eyes. He wasn’t teasing or being cruel. He really didn’t understand. “Somewhere between Toulouse and Brussels I lost my trunk containing all of my ball gowns.” She shrugged. “I had absolutely nothin’ to wear.”

      He didn’t return her smile. “Did your husband attend?”

      “Of course.” Her husband wasn’t about to miss the event for the world. “He was a major, it was required.”

      “And he allowed you to remain back at camp?” Benjamin was shaking his head as if he didn’t understand, or approve.

      “I dinna wish to go,” Mary insisted.

      “Why? It was a grand ball. What lady wouldn’t wish to attend one given by Her Grace?”

      He truly didn’t understand and it warmed her heart. Benjamin was too kind by half. “I simply dinna wish to.”

      “Do you avoid all balls or was it just this one in particular.”

      She couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m not exactly on guest lists, Benjamin. I live in Falkirk on a barley farm.”

      “You are still a lady.”

      He said the words so softly that her heart nearly ached. Yes, she was a lady in that her brother was a marquess but that didn’t mean she should attend the same functions as Lachlan and his wife. Or even be in public for that matter.  It was easier to just be on her own. She may have forgotten that lesson, but this trip had reminded her. She’d be alone forever, and it only hurt to wish for things she could not have. Once she returned home, she’d forget about Benjamin, how he made her feel, how it felt to sleep in his arms.

      “Were ye able to visit with yer brother long?” Mary wished to take the words back as soon as she spoke them. What if he’d been killed?

      “For three days. It was good to spend time with Nathaniel again.”

      The name tickled through her brain. Was it possible? The two had the same kind eyes. “Nathaniel Storm?” she said slowly. “Nate Storm?” She grinned. It was a name very familiar and held only fond memories.

      “Yes!” Benjamin leaned forward. “You knew my brother?”

      “Aye. He saved my life.”

      Benjamin chuckled.

      “No, honestly. It was Nate who carried me from the battlefield and delivered me to the surgeon in Toulouse.”

      The smile fell from Benjamin’s face. “He never said anything to me.”

      Mary laughed. “Why would he? I’m sure it was an inconsequential incident to him.” Though it meant the world to her. She was unconscious, bleeding and any number of things could have happened had he not rescued her. “How is he?”

      His smile was long gone now. “I don’t know. Nathaniel came back a changed man.”

      Sadness ripped through her.

      “He couldn’t stand to be home and has been traveling since.” Benjamin pushed his fingers through his hair. “I’ve not seen him in a year. I worry about him.”

      “The demons are chasin’,” she finally said. “It’s happened with others. The memories. Guilt for livin’ when so many others died.”

      Benjamin nodded. “He seemed fine at first, but as the days stretched, Nate became more and more restless, until he up and left.”

      She knew the feeling well. After years of preparing for battles and then being a part of them, it was difficult to return home and resume her former life as if nothing had ever changed. That she hadn’t changed.

      Mary leaned forward and took Benjamin’s hands in hers. “He’ll come back. In time, he’ll come back.”

      Ben’s brown eyes met hers. “I hope so.”

      Mary let go of his hands and sat back, wishing she could ease Benjamin’s aching heart and hoping Nathaniel did return to his family.

      “Why did my brother transfer?” Benjamin asked after some moments.

      “He got into a terrible row with my husband, if ye must ken.” She grinned. “Neither would tell me what it was about, but within a day, Nate was gone.” She sighed. “I missed him. He was a good man.”
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      Ben studied Mary. They may not have told her what the row was about, but Ben could guess. Nate could never resist a beautiful woman. Perhaps he’d been overly friendly and Mary’s husband didn’t like it. Nate would never go so far as to seduce another gentleman’s wife, but he saw no harm in flirtation. The major probably had enough and got rid of him.

      “Were you and my brother close?” He needed to know. Was it mild flirtation or more? And he wanted to know more about Nate’s life then.

      “We visited, as I did with many of the men.” She smiled. “He was happy, for the most part, and outrageous in his flirtations.”

      “That does not surprise me,” Ben said dryly. Now he was convinced he knew why the major had gotten rid of him.

      “He was helpful too. Many of them were.”

      “How so?”

      “Helpin’ carry the laundry from the river and streams. Haulin’ buckets of water for us.”

      “Us?”

      “The other wives and me.”

      That sounded much like his brother.

      “He liked my cooking as well.” She smiled at the memory. “Said he wished he’d met me before my husband.” She laughed quietly and turned to look out the window.

      Had Nate been in love with Mary? He seemed to have done quite a lot for her when it wasn’t required.

      Benjamin studied her profile. So perfect with the way the sun shone on her face through the window.

      If Nate knew Mary was a widow, would he return home?

      His gut tightened. Of course he wanted his brother back, but would it be because Mary was free?  And would she return Nate’s affection? They had a history. She thought fondly of Nate. Could he stand to watch the two of them happy? She deserved happiness and a man who loved her. But Ben wanted that man to be him, not his brother. Yet, if it brought his brother home...

      Unless Ben somehow managed to marry her first. But if Nate was in love with her, he might leave again, and that would never do.

      No, Nate deserved love and happiness more than Ben. If he wished to be with Mary and her with him, Ben would not stand in the way. But first, he’d need to write to his brother and hope somebody knew his location.

      

      It was good to think of the happier times, and the soldiers she’d come to know. She should have made the connection between Benjamin and Nate. Many of their features were similar, but it never occurred to her that they were brothers.

      Ah, she remembered the stories Nate had told her of his family and the ones she had shared of her own. So often they walked in the evenings and simply talked. The world disappeared and she nearly forgot she was with a regiment in the middle of France, or wherever they happened to be. Most of the time she wasn’t aware they’d even moved from one country to the next. But Nate and a few others made the more difficult times easy.

      He’d been a good friend and she missed him.

      Mary looked over to Ben, another gentlemen she’d like to think of as friend. Yes, she had hoped for more, but it was not to be and it made her heart ache all the more. After her husband was gone, Mary hadn’t wanted anyone. She knew several soldiers, and many offered for her, even a few of the Scots Fusilier Guards as they traveled home. But Mary had no desire to be married again. Besides, they were not asking out of love. She was familiar and they got on well. Many of them had homes they needed someone to tend. And as much as she wished for a home of her own, she didn’t want to be a wife to a man who didn’t love her.

      Benjamin was the first gentleman who made her wish for marriage, home and children again. A wish she must suppress because it would never be. Fine gentlemen like Benjamin Storm, Earl of Kenley, did not marry women like her.

      “He spoke of ye, and the rest of his family.”

      Benjamin smiled. “I hope they were tales I wouldn’t mind others knowing.”

      She laughed. “I’m sure there were a few that ye’d rather he didn’t tell me.”

      “I’m almost afraid to ask.” His face grew a bit pink and an easiness settled around them, each sharing stories of their families and childhood.

      By the time they pulled into the coaching inn that night, Mary had laughed more than she probably had since she returned home. It felt good and she was genuinely happy, and very glad she’d encountered Benjamin.

      She waited while he went inside and returned to advise her there was only one room. It was what she’d hoped for. Even if he could never be hers, she’d still have one more night of sleeping in his arms.
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      It was wrong of him to be glad there was only one room. But Ben couldn’t be happier. One more night with Mary. Tomorrow was the ball and he’d be sending a letter to his brother, hoping somebody knew where Nate was. He was certain Danby knew and as soon as he had a moment alone with His Grace and explained what he believed, that Nate and Mary should be married, the duke would see that Nate was returned home immediately. Nate might ignore Ben’s requests, but he wouldn’t ignore Danby’s.

      “We should arrive at Danby Castle tomorrow afternoon.”

      Mary nodded. “Would it be possible to bathe this evening or in the morning and wash my hair?” Her face turned crimson. “I’ve been on the road for days and doona wish to see His Grace in this state.”

      Benjamin grinned. “Of course, though there is nothing wrong with your appearance.”

      Sadness flickered in her eyes. “Ye are very kind, Benjamin.”

      He was not being kind but speaking the truth.

      They retired much as they had the nights before, except this time Benjamin lay awake. As soon as he was certain Mary was in a deep sleep, he rolled towards her and wrapped her in his arms. Her hair was still damp from her bath and she had braided it down her back so that it wouldn’t tangle. Usually he enjoyed the scent of her hair, but with it braided, the soft, delicate curve of her neck was exposed and it took everything in his power not to place a kiss upon her skin.

      Instead, he closed his eyes and reminded himself that Mary didn’t belong to him and probably never would. She was meant for Nate.

      When he woke, sunlight was streaming into the room and he was alone in the bed. He sat up and glanced about to find Mary sitting in a chair already dressed for the day. Thank goodness she was no longer wearing the same black gown, but clothed in a modest, charcoal gray one. She was watching him, the pistol on her lap.

      “Ye are lucky I dinna shoot ye, Benjamin.”

      “What? Why?”

      “When I woke ye were touchin’ me.”

      His face heated. He didn’t deny the fact, and he couldn’t blame it on sleep since he’d intentionally pulled her close.

      He studied her further. Mary wasn’t angry. Her lips were firm, but mischief danced in her eyes.

      “It’s a good thin’ I like ye, and doona think it appropriate for ye to die on Christmas Eve.”

      Ben blew out a sigh of relief. He’d hate for her to suddenly dislike or distrust him after spending so many days together.

      “I shall leave ye to prepare for the day.” She stood and pocketed her pistol.

      

      The coach began to slow and Mary’s gut tightened. All she needed to do was deliver the whisky, put her male clothing back on and drive the wagon back to Falkirk. It was for the best. And hopefully, with each mile she put behind her, memories of Benjamin would fade from her mind.

      The castle loomed before them as the coach rolled to a stop. After the footman opened the door, Benjamin helped her step from the carriage. Two gentlemen stood in the shadows but came forward. As they stepped into the sunlight she recognized them immediately and was about to give one of them a piece of her mind when the other spoke.

      “Who passed?”

      “My Uncle Barley. He was mashed.” Perhaps it was because they arrived without incident, she wasn’t sure, but Mary couldn’t help but giggle at her joke.

      “Mary!” Lachlan exclaimed. “Why dinna Ian or Magnus bring our uncle?”

      She quickly explained and his eyes grew dark. “I’m sorry. Was it a difficult trip?”

      “Nay. Just unusual.” She linked her arm with her brother’s, turned to Benjamin and quickly made the introductions, only to learn that the two were already acquainted and that John Trent, Lachlan’s brother-in-law also already knew Benjamin.

      “Our mother and the others are inside,” Lachlan said.

      Mary took a step back. “Mother? Why? How did she get here?”

      “She told me ye preferred to remain at home. She never told me ye were deliverin’ the whisky.”

      Another carriage pulled into the long drive.

      “We should probably deliver Uncle Barley around back before anyone becomes alarmed,” John said before giving direction to Gaylord.

      “She must have left right after me,” Mary mused, though she had no idea her mother and family even planned on coming to the castle.

      “Well, at least we will all be together for Christmas.”

      “Maddie is with ye?”

      “Yes.”

      Her heart warmed. She hadn’t yet seen her newest niece and would take time to do just that before leaving. “I am no’ stayin’, Lachlan. Surely ye ken I canna.”

      His face hardened, like it so often did when she wished to avoid people. “I ken no such thin’. Ye are stayin’.” With that, he practically pushed her through the door.

      “Thank heavens ye made it,” her mother gushed coming forward. “I was beginnin’ to fear something had happened.”

      “Mother, what are ye doin’ here?”

      “Well, dear, we did receive an invitation to the ball. I kept it from ye because I kenned ye wouldna wish to attend but insist the rest of us do so. As I would not be parted from ye at Christmas, I decided to decline the offer. Then, well, ye insisted on deliverin’ the whisky yourself…”

      “I should have known there was more to this when ye barely offered an objection.”

      Her mother’s face colored. Why hadn’t she realized it before now? Her mother never allowed her to make deliveries. It was too dangerous and she constantly reminded Mary that she was a lady, not a soldier. Mary had just assumed that because the whisky was for the Duke of Danby, her mother knew the importance of seeing it done.

      She turned on her brother. “And ye? Ye couldna come home to help with deliveries yet ye can attend a ball?”

      “It is but a short distance,” he argued. “Besides, I couldna ignore this missive from His Grace. I only received it three days ago. I had no idea there was an issue with his delivery,” Lachlan defended.

      This was all too much. She was not going to stand in the middle of the foyer of Danby Castle and argue with both her mother and brother, even if she were thoroughly vexed with them at the moment. She had to get out of here. There were people everywhere. She couldn’t take the pitying stares. Not now. Not when her heart ached for Benjamin.

      “Come along, dear.” Her mother linked her arm with Mary’s. “Let’s get ye upstairs and settled.”
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      Were all of Mary’s siblings at the castle? After listening to her stories yesterday, Ben would like to meet them.

      “I’ve brought a gown that ye’ll be comfortable in,” Mrs. Grant was saying quietly.

      At least he’d have tonight and, for a short bit, pretend she was his.

      “What do ye mean, comfortable?” Brachton narrowed his eyes on his mother.

      Ben had assumed it meant something that fit, unlike her widow’s weeds, her current dress or the men’s trousers since they had all been a bit large for her, and covered far too much skin.

      “Ye ken,” Mrs. Grant said quietly. “The one that comes to her chin.” Then she faced her daughter and began messing with her hair. “If we arrange it just so, we should be able to hide most of the damage and maybe people willna stare.”

      Then it hit him. Her mother wished to hide Mary’s scar. He hadn’t even noticed it after she told him how it came about. “You will do no such thing.”

      The family turned and stared at him.

      “Please, Benjamin,” Mary whispered as her eyes filled with tears.

      “No. Is this why you don’t wish to go to the ball, to be around people?”

      Her chin dropped to her chest. “It makes others uncomfortable.”

      “Because of a thin line?”

      She didn’t say anything.

      Ben lifted her chin and stared into those pain-filled, blue eyes, his heart aching for her. Had she had to listen to these disparaging comments from her mother since she returned home? No wonder she insisted on wearing that blasted hat and veil in public. “You will not hide that scar,” he insisted. “Besides being barely noticeable, it is a sign of your courage and bravery. You’ve done what many men would not. Wear it with honor, Mary. Do not hide it.”

      Her eyes grew wide and her mouth opened, as if stunned.

      “But people will stare,” Mrs. Grant whispered.

      Ben shot her a look. “Let them.”

      “Hello, brother.”

      Ben jerked and then turned. Lounging in the doorway was his brother, Nathaniel. Ben’s heart lodged in his throat. His time with Mary was done and he wasn’t ready to let her go. He never would be.

      

      He didn’t wish for her to hide her scar? She should display it like a badge of honor? Had Ben lost his mind? It was far more than a thin line. She had eyes in her head. She’d seen it after the bandages were removed. As usual, Ben was just being kind.

      As he turned toward the voice, so did she. Nate had returned. A smile pulled at her lips. All would be well now. Ben had his brother back and hopefully, Nate had finally faced his demons. He looked well.

      “Nathaniel,” Ben said and went forward, meeting his brother halfway before they embraced. It warmed her heart to see the two of them together.

      “How have you been?” he finally asked.

      “I was doing well until our great-uncle threatened to do irreparable harm if I did not return for Christmas.”

      The brothers laughed.

      Nate looked up, meeting Mary’s eyes. “And you’ve brought a very special lady with you, I see.”

      “How are ye, Captain Storm?”

      “Nate isn’t good enough anymore?” He winked at her.

      Her face heated. Nate Storm would always be a flirt, if not a bit of a rogue. It was one of the things she adored about him. “We are in yer great-uncle’s home.”

      He grinned and shook his head. “It is good to see you again, Mary.” He came forward, taking her hands in his and bent to kiss her cheek. “When I think of those dark days, you are the one thing that shines that I can hold onto. To remind me that there is still goodness in the world.”

      “It is good to see ye, as well.” Tears misted her eyes and she quickly swept them away. “Ye’re part of some of my happier memories as well.”

      Nate looked her over from head to toe. “Are you are still mourning, the bast…”

      Mary narrowed her eyes on Nate and he didn’t finish his sentence. “There is a reason for dressing this way, which I don’t think should be explained where so many can hear.”

      “As long as it isn’t for him.”

      Nate hated her husband, and she was very much aware of why. However, she didn’t need those reasons announced, nor was it anyone’s business. It was the past and should remain there.

      “Save a waltz for me.”

      “I’m not sure I should attend.”

      “Did you not listen to my older and wiser brother?” Nate grinned. “I’ve never seen you dressed in fine clothing, Mary.”

      “Aye, but ye imagined it. We attended some fine balls once upon a time.” The more she stood with Nate Storm, the more she remembered the many times they’d talked, wondering who was attending balls back home, not that she really knew anyone, but he painted lovely pictures.

      “And you were always in lavender.”

      “Aye,” she whispered. For some reason Nate always insisted she would be wearing a lavender gown and be the one whose dance card filled the quickest.

      It was all very silly, of course, but it helped to pass those long, dark and cold evenings when it was nearly impossible to sleep.

      “I’ve missed you, Mary.”

      “And I, ye, Nate.”

      “Good, everyone has arrived,” the Duke of Danby announced as he came into the foyer brandishing his cane. “John, find a suitable ball gown for Mrs. Soares.”

      “Your Grace, I brought my daughter an appropriate gown,” her mother insisted.

      “Bah. You’d cover her in sackcloth. Did you not hear what Kenley said?” He turned to John. “I’m sure someone in this house is about her size. Get a dress.”  John nodded and went off toward the voices coming from further way.

      “You,” he pointed to Mary’s mother with his cane. “Take her upstairs. A maid waits with a bath and will help her prepare for tonight.”

      “But, Your Grace, I am not stayin’,” Mary objected. She didn’t want to be here. She did not want to stand by and watch as Benjamin danced with debutants. He may have said the words that warmed her heart about not covering her injury, but that didn’t mean he cared for her. Not like she did for him.

      “Yes, you are!” The duke thumped his cane and she took a step back. Suddenly, her fear of His Grace overrode her heartache.

      “You three,” he pointed to Lachlan, Benjamin and Nathaniel, “will join me in the library, now.”  His Grace didn’t wait for them to respond but turned and walked away. Of course, when you are the Duke of Danby, you expect others to follow, and they did.
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      His heart was shredded in his chest. His younger brother and Mary were in love. Anyone could see it by the way the two greeted each other, the tender way they held hands… their hushed voices as they spoke. Ben had finally found the woman he’d been waiting for. A woman that he loved, and now he’d spend the rest of his life watching her be happy with someone else. His brother, of all the blasted people.

      Thank goodness they brought all of that whisky because Ben was certain he’d need every last drop.

      “Well,” His Grace said with a thump of his cane. “Let’s get to it then.”

      “Get to what, Your Grace?” Brachton asked.

      “The marriage settlement, of course.”

      “Marriage settlement?” Nate asked. “Who’s getting married?”

      The Duke of Danby looked at Ben’s brother as if he were daft. “You, of course.”

      Nate was shaking his head and backing away. “I’m not marrying anyone.”

      “Come now,” Danby appeased. A tone Ben had never heard from His Grace before. “You need to be home. You are one of the few people Mary has talked of often to her brother. I saw you in the foyer. You are in love with her so let’s be done with it.”

      “That’s why you sent for me?” His brother’s mouth dropped open.

      Ben thought he’d be happy. He was certain that at any moment it would sink in and Nate would be celebrating. Something Ben could not stomach, even though it meant Nate would be happy and remain home. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t get foxed. Ben strode to the sidebar and poured a healthy glass of whisky. Hopefully he’d be pleasantly numb by the time the vows were repeated. Knowing Danby, there was already a special license with Nate’s name on it somewhere in his desk. All they’d need was the bride and the deed would be done.

      “Mrs. Soares is a fine woman and you need a wife. Why else would I send Ben to fetch her?”

      His Grace’s words sank into Ben’s brain and he turned. “You sent me to fetch whisky,” he reminded His Grace.

      “Bah, I have twice as much as I sent you for. Plenty to get me through the winter.”

      Ben stilled. His trip had been for naught? Mary had traveled alone, in a wagon, smuggling whisky just so His Grace could match her with his brother? “Do you know how dangerous it was for her?” He set his glass down. “The wheel broke on her wagon and she was stuck, out in the middle of nowhere, with only a coffin and two horses. She could have frozen to death if we had not come across her.”

      “But you did.” His Grace dismissed Ben with a wave of his hand. “If anyone can take care of herself, it is Mrs. Soares—that’s why she is perfect for Nathaniel.”

      “Me?” His brother’s voice practically squeaked and he looked around the room, as if looking for an escape.

      “You like adventures. She’s no wilting violet and is used to travel,” His Grace began to explain. “You love her. She loves you. It’s settled.”

      “Yes, I love her. But not as a wife.”

      Ben looked at his brother. Had he gone mad after all? How could he not love her enough to marry her? Any man in this right mind would want her forever.

      “Bah! I saw the two of you in the foyer, holding hands, gazing into each other’s eyes.” He waved Nate away and turned to Ben. “Pour me a drink.”

      “You misunderstand,” Nate argued. “I love her like a sister, or aunt, or mother even.”

      “Brachton, talk sense into the man.”

      Brachton held up is hands. “I already told ye that I’ll do what Mary wishes. If she wants Nathaniel, then I’ll give my agreement.”

      “You have all seemed to have forgotten that Mary is a widow of three and twenty and can decide for herself who she wishes to marry,” Ben reminded them. At the way Nate was balking, perhaps he still stood a chance. He’d just need to convince Mary. How he was going to was beyond him, since she did love his brother. But maybe somehow he could convince Mary to be his because just as he was certain His Grace had a special license for Nate, Ben was equally confident there was one for him as well.

      He wouldn’t be surprised if His Grace had a printer’s press hidden somewhere in the castle and managed to successfully forge the Archbishop’s signature just to save time in these matters.

      “Brachton told me of the tales Mary used to tell him, and one thing was consistent. Yer name was always mentioned, Nathaniel,” Danby pointed out.

      “He could have just been telling you those stories because I’m your great-nephew,” he argued. Nate whipped around on Brachton, in a near panic. “Tell him, Brachton. I’m sure she talked of others.”

      Mary’s brother shrugged. “She mentioned you more than anyone.”

      Ben’s gut tightened again. Even if he somehow convinced Mary to be his wife, would she always love Nate more?

      “The two of you spent a good deal of time together, or so I understand.” Brachton shrugged.

      “That’s because her husband was an ass.”

      The room suddenly quieted and Ben set his glass aside. “She never said anything disparaging against him.”

      “Of course not. Mary probably wouldn’t speak ill of anyone.”

      “Explain ass,” Brachton demanded.

      “Did you know nothing about the man your sister married?” Nate countered.

      “They met in London, she fell in love and he appeared equally smitten.”

      Nate rolled his eyes and strode toward the sidebar to pour himself a glass. “The major had added his name to a lottery. Only a few men could take wives on the campaign. He didn’t have one, but still won the lottery, taking a spot from someone who actually did have a wife he didn’t wish to be parted from. The major lied and said he was betrothed and would marry before we left for the continent. So, he set out to find the prettiest, sweetest and most naive girl he could find.”

      Nate laughed dryly and took a drink before continuing. “He thought it a lark that he had a wife who would do his cooking, cleaning and warm his bed at night while the rest of us had to make do on our own.”

      “He didn’t love her?” Brachton asked, and the cold tone made the hair stand up on Ben’s neck. If the major weren’t already dead, Brachton would probably murder him on the spot.

      “In his own way, if it was in the major to love anyone but himself.” Nate shrugged. “After Mary was injured, he was done with her. Couldn’t stand to look upon her. That’s when we became close. While the major was entertaining camp followers, Mary and I visited.” He took another drink. “And it wasn’t just me. Many soldiers cared for her and spent time in her company, while we all wished the major would disappear. He didn’t deserve such a kind and sweet woman.”

      “Did she know?” Ben found himself asking.

      “Of course!” Nate yelled. “The major brought them to his tent. She was there.”

      Ben fisted his hands, wishing the major was here right now so he could wrap them around the man’s neck and choke the very life from him.

      “That’s when we started walking at night. Whenever we learned the major was going to be entertaining, one of us took Mary for a walk so she didn’t have to witness her husband’s activities.”

      This time Brachton poured a glass of whisky, tossed it back, and then another. The rage in his eyes chilled Ben to the bone.

      “He offered to sell her to me.”

      “What?” Danby demanded.

      “Occasionally, soldiers sold their wives.”

      “What did you do?” Ben asked slowly. Did Nate somehow own Mary now?

      “I broke his nose.” This time Nate grinned. “It felt good, but also got me transferred. I hated leaving her behind, but there were others to watch out for Mary.” He turned to Ben. “Do you remember the Richmond Ball?”

      Ben nodded.

      “It was the major who insisted she not attend. He didn’t want her ruining his perfect evening because she was no longer the perfect woman he’d married.”

      “She told me she didn’t wish to go.” Though Ben had a hard time believing a lady wouldn’t wish to attend such a grand event. Especially after following the drum. Now he understood and it sickened him.

      “After the battle,” Nate continued, “do you remember when I asked you to come with me to meet someone?”

      He had forgotten about it until now. He nodded.

      “I knew the major had been killed and the rules were that if a wife did not marry in three days, she had to return home. I wanted you to take Mary back to Scotland. To her family, so that she wouldn’t have to find a way on her own.”

      “She was already gone,” Ben muttered, recalling that day and the woman who had already left with a few of the Gordon Highlanders. To think, had they been earlier, he might have met Mary a year and a half ago. He would have escorted her back to Scotland for his brother. They might have grown close and perhaps already married. He knew then that Nate hadn’t loved that Mary. Ben had asked him pointedly.  Nate just wanted her home where she was safe. Ben just hadn’t realized that they were the same Mary. Her name wasn’t unusual and Nate had never told Ben how he knew her.

      Everything fell into place and if he had just asked the right questions, he would have known immediately who she was and what she meant to Nate.

      “Well, it sounds to me like she’s someone you should marry, Nathaniel,” His Grace announced.

      “No,” Ben and Nate said at the same time.

      The Duke of Danby looked from one brother to the other. “You dare to defy my dictate?”

      “Yes,” they both said.

      “I don’t love her the way a man should love his wife,” Nate began to explain.

      “But I do,” Ben announced.

      

      Mary waited as patiently as she could while the maid arranged her hair, but she was anxious to be away from here. Then she tried on the gowns. Five had been delivered to her chamber but only one fit, though she wasn’t so certain it actually did. The bodice was low, except the maid assured her that it was not. Perhaps it wasn’t but Mary felt nearly naked. Since the war and coming home, her chest was never exposed and rarely her neck. In this gown, her breasts were practically on display.

      “Is there something I can cover myself with?” She put a hand over her chest.

      “You are lovely, Mrs. Soares, and I assure you, others will be far more exposed than you.” The maid smiled. “What you are wearing is modest by the standards, so I’m assuming it belonged to one of the younger girls.”

      The maid stepped back. “Would you like to see?” She gestured to the mirror.

      She’d avoided mirrors for years—since the bandages were first removed and never looked at herself again. Did she really wish to see herself now, and how much of her was exposed, and the scar that slashed across her chest? “No.”

      “But you look lovely,” the maid insisted.

      “I’ll take your word for it.” Mary moved towards the door.

      “But the ball isn’t ready to start.” The maid rushed after her. “You are ready long before I expected.”

      “Perfect, I need to speak with someone.”

      She didn’t have the heart to tell the maid that all of her work was for naught because Mary had no intention of attending the ball. If she could find Lachlan, surely he would understand and help her leave. She might not make it back to Falkirk, but she could leave for his estate and be there by tomorrow.

      Mary paused at the door. “Do ye ken where Lord Brachton might be?”

      “He was with His Grace in the library.”

      She nodded and made her way through the castle, after asking the direction of the library, and stopped just outside the door to listen before she knocked.

      There were four men inside and it wasn’t long before she heard her brother. But why was he with Benjamin, Nate and His Grace?  Mary stepped closer to the crack in the door, intent on listening and then suddenly wished she hadn’t.

      Tears sprang to her eyes. Why had Nate told him what happened? Her deep humiliation sent tears scolding down her cheeks. She wanted to run, hide, and get away from here. How could she face Benjamin or her brother again? That was the past and she wished nobody knew of it, but now they did.

      All the more reason to be gone from here. As soon as Lachlan emerged, she would demand he take her to his estate. From there, she’d use one of his carriages to return to Falkirk, and never leave again. Never!

      She nearly groaned out loud when His Grace announced that Nathaniel should marry her. He didn’t have the right to interfere in her life, even if he was the Duke of Danby.

      “But I do,” Ben announced.

      Mary stilled. Surely she misunderstood. Ben was speaking of something else. Surely not her.

      “Ye barely ken her,” Lachlan argued.

      “I know her enough,” Ben declared. “I believe I fell in love with her that very first night.”

      He’d fallen in love with her? Mary’s heart soared, but she quickly shut it down. They could be talking of someone else. She needed to be certain.

      “When she pointed a pistol at me when I lay down beside her.”

      “Ye slept with my sister?” Lachlan demanded.

      “We were outside and had few blankets,” Ben argued.

      Mary put a hand over her mouth to hide the smile, not that anyone was around to see her.

      “The pistol was deterrent enough—I kept my distance. We only shared the blankets.”

      “That was one night. Ye’ve been traveling for days.”

      Oh dear, Lachlan was getting angry. She was a widow. What difference did it make if Ben had touched her?

      “And we’ve shared a bed,” he announced.

      Perhaps she should be embarrassed. She knew what her brother, Nate and His Grace were thinking, which was far from the truth.

      “You’re still a virgin,” Nate announced then laughed.

      Mary’s eyes blinked open. Virgin? After being with the regiment for four years and overhearing conversations she probably shouldn’t have, Mary had been convinced no man was a virgin past the age of six and ten.

      Silence prevailed and she wished someone would answer.

      “I couldn’t have heard that correctly,” Lachlan said in disbelief.

      “Nor I,” His Grace grumbled. “Though it explains much.”

      “I’ve been waiting for the right woman, if you must know,” Benjamin defended. “It just didn’t seem right to well, share something so personal, with someone that was …”

      Laughter bled through the crack in the door, and indignation flowed through her. How dare they laugh at Benjamin?

      Without thought she pushed the door open and stomped inside. “Well, it’s better than tossin’ up the skirts of any willin’ lass whenever the mood strikes ye.”

      Stunned silence followed and Mary realized they were staring at her. Suddenly she was very self-conscious of her appearance and brought a hand up to cover her chest.

      “I always knew you should wear a lavender gown,” Nate said quietly. His voice was warm and deep.

      “Aye, Mary, it’s been too long since I’ve see ye dressed so fine,” Lachlan said and for a moment, she thought there were tears in his eyes, but in a blink they were gone.

      Ben simply stared at her, his brown eyes full of love. “You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever had the honor of knowing.”

      His words warmed her more than any declaration of love and she removed her hand from her chest, allowing the horrendous scar to be on view. “Truly?”

      “Yes.” He smiled.

      “Did ye mean what ye said? About love?”

      His face colored. “Yes, Mary. I’m in love with you. I think I’ve waited my whole life to find you.”

      This time when her heart tried to soar, she let it and freed all of her emotions. “And, I love ye.”

      The smile on his face was her undoing and for the first time, in a very long time, the tears that fell from her eyes were from happiness.

      “Will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

      “Aye,” she cried and rushed across the room.

      Ben opened his arms and grabbed her close, before lowering his lips to hers. The moment they touched, everything in her melted. She was home. Finally home where she belonged. She’d been searching for a very long time, not knowing what she needed, but now she’d found it and she wasn’t going to ever let him go.

      The Duke of Danby cleared his throat, loudly. Benjamin broke the kiss and Mary pulled away, her face heated with embarrassment.

      “Well, this isn’t exactly what I had planned, but at least one of my grand-nephews is doing his duty.” He glared at Nate. “But don’t think for one moment I’ve forgotten about you.”
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