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        Scottish Highlands

        Summer 1825

      

      

      “What is it about a long carriage ride that puts me in that mood?” said Mariana into the crook of Nick’s neck, still panting from that, the hard, steady thud of his pulse beneath her cheek.

      A chuckle rumbled deep in his chest. “Puts you in mind of a different, more satisfying, ride, perhaps?”

      “That must be it,” she said, sliding off and to the side of him, adjusting her skirts so they fell into place.

      He finished buttoning the fall of his trousers, his long, lean body sprawling, his thigh touching hers, the epitome of lordly dishabille and satiety, with a dash of arrogance. He glanced over, his brow lifting in mock outrage, his dark, piercing gaze seeing into her. “Are you simply using me to pass the time? Like a plaything?”

      “You’re not just any plaything, husband. You’re my plaything,” she said, saucy, the way he liked her.

      “Watch yourself, wife. My thing is getting ideas about another round of play.”

      A laugh escaped Mariana. “And your carriage, my lord,” she began, suggestively.

      “What about it?” he asked, a smile curling about his mouth. But she caught flicker of something in his eyes. Interest. An interest only she sparked. “I had this carriage constructed especially for this trip with your every comfort in mind.”

      With its rich mahogany wood, supple leather, and plush saffron and lapis velvets, Mariana doubted it not. They’d journeyed north in nothing short of the height of luxury. “It’s just that your carriage is so…well…sprung.”

      This drew another laugh from her husband. He could be such a serious man—a seriousness that set her thighs ablaze, in truth—that she took it as a personal victory every time she provoked a smile or laugh from him. They’d reunited ten months ago after a ten-year separation, and still he took her breath away every single day.

      He was hers.

      It continued to defy belief.

      And she was his.

      She had been all long, though she hadn’t known it.

      And now here they were, journeying up to Scotland—the children left behind, just the two of them—to the cottage where they’d spent their disastrous first honeymoon.

      But she did have a question to ask of this formerly world-adventuring husband of hers. A question that weighed on her just a little. One that revealed a bit of vulnerability, but here, with him, it was safe to be vulnerable. “Are you ever bored by our life?”

      The humor in his silvery gray eyes faded into seriousness. “Are you regretting your decision to spend your life with me, dear wife? Did you think life with a retired spy would be more exciting?”

      She reached for his hand and threaded her fingers through his. “I wonder if there is enough adventure in our life for you. You’ve traveled to the Americas and seen the world, while I’m quite happy sitting on the board of Lavinia’s school and ensuring Geoffrey’s knife collection doesn’t grow out of hand. I enjoy seeing the world through books and museums.”

      A wry laugh escaped him. “I’m not a complete layabout these days. I still consult Whitehall in matters related to France and Spain. But, Mariana, I learned something all those wasted years we spent apart.”

      “Yes?” she asked, a bit breathless. Oh, how she liked the way he was looking at her. As if she was the only other person who mattered in all the universe.

      “The only adventures in life that hold any meaning at all are the one’s spent with you.”

      “Even when that adventure is us taking Lavinia to Tattersall’s on Saturdays to view horseflesh?”

      “Yes.”

      And she believed him.

      He reached for the pull of the shade. “You might wish to—ahem— cover yourself before I lift this.”

      Mariana glanced down to find a pink nipple peeking over the square neckline of her bodice. It took a moment as her rather generous bosom seemed determined to resist her every effort to bring it under control.

      All the while, Nick watched with no small amount of amusement. “All done?”

      “Quite.”

      He tugged the shade open and in poured the glorious light specific to the Scottish Highlands. Presently, the carriage was driving on a narrow road alongside a rushing stream, the hills of the glen to either side of them, the sky a mix of crisp blue and misty gray that only a Scottish sky could achieve. “It’s almost too beautiful to appreciate,” she said. “Everywhere you look demands to be a painting.” Her gaze met his. “Yet…”

      “Yet?”

      “Tell me again why we’re not on the road to Paris?”

      Nick snorted.

      “It’s just that our first honeymoon to Scotland was beset with one disaster after another. Who’s to say more disaster won’t befall us on this trip?” she asked. It was a perfectly reasonable question. “The slim possibility exists that this country has a deep indisposition to our presence and only wishes to expel us. Like a particularly forceful sneeze.”

      His settled back into leather squabs. “Mariana, don’t you know by now?”

      “Know what?”

      “That I simply won’t let that happen.”

      She couldn’t control the little shake of her head. “Master of the universe, are you?”

      “Do you doubt it?” he asked. The question sounded lazy. It was anything but. Her husband was dead serious.

      “Not at all.”

      Oh, how she loved this utterly arrogant man. He would ever possess a certain untameable quality that would ever drive her wild for him.

      Which didn’t mean she wouldn’t keep him on his toes. “But…” she let trail.

      “But?”

      “We could’ve gone to Paris.”

      She loved Paris.

      “But then you wouldn’t get to see my surprise.”

      “Oh?” she asked. She loved surprises almost as much as she loved this man. “What is it?”

      He shook his head. “No spoiling.”

      “Just a hint.”

      “You’ll see,” he said, before adding, “In due time.”

      Mariana angled her body toward him and reached for the loose ends of his white silk cravat. She knew exactly how to extract secrets from this man.

      Or, at least, how to have fun trying.

      She pressed her mouth to his ear. “I want that secret, husband.”
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      Oh, his wife made it hard.

      Well, she made lots of things hard—particularly on his person.

      She made it difficult to keep anything from her.

      The feel of her fingernails lightly scratching along his nape. The touch of her breath on his skin. Her voluptuous curves just within reach…

      He was only a man.

      And didn’t she know it…

      Of a sudden, a low, relentless thrumming pounded through the air, joined by another sound. A sound he would associate with London rather than the Scottish Highlands. It was the sound of…cheering?

      He met Mariana’s gaze. “Do you hear that?”

      She gave a mute nod.

      He peered out the window. They’d come through the glen and had now entered a cleared meadow. Most days of the year, Nick assumed this field would be empty of all but grass, sheep, and the occasional stag. Today, however, it was the site of what appeared to be a great festival, replete with colorful banners held high, flapping in the breeze and drums beating a slow tattoo.

      “I’ll be damned,” he muttered.

      “What is it?” asked Mariana, her nose now pressed to the window.

      “It seems we’ve timed our arrival to coincide with a day of local games.”

      A small squeal of delight escaped Mariana. “Highland games?”

      “Aye.”

      “We must stop, Nick.”

      He reached for her. “You don’t want to keep…playing? I’d like nothing more than to demonstrate for you exactly how well sprung my carriage is.”

      He pulled her closer, his mouth finding the column of her neck and the inch of skin that ever made her knees buckle beneath her. Her eyes drifted shut, and a soft exhale whispered from her parted lips. He nearly had her…

      “Oh, Nick,” she breathed. “You know I only have two weaknesses in this world. Your mouth, and my curiosity. Please don’t make me choose.”

      He pulled back on a laugh. “Never.”

      He gave the roof three sharp raps to pull over. As he and Mariana made themselves presentable enough to be seen in public, he couldn’t help continuing with her line of reflection on this life they led together. After ten years of denial, these last ten months they’d done all they could to make up for them. An impossible task, it turned out. But a most enjoyable one.

      For here was the thing: Viewed from a certain angle, their married life could be seen as having settled into the mundane. But—and this was the shocking part—he enjoyed it for that very reason.

      He couldn’t get enough of his wife. Each day with her offered something new and interesting, and it was exactly where he wanted to be.

      With her.

      He pushed the carriage door open and jumped to the ground before helping Mariana alight. Immediately, they were thrown into the festival happening all around them. Men clad in kilts, either watching the games—the caber toss was happening not thirty feet away—or participating. Women with garlands woven through their hair keeping one eye on the events and the other on the children, who were ribboning in and out of the crowd playing games of their own devising. And all to the beat of drums and the particular blare of bagpipes blasting through the air.

      The biggest smile of Mariana’s life landed on Nick. “This is even better than I’d imagined.”

      As they began drifting through the gathering, they received several questioning glances before an elder couple with no fewer than one hundred and sixty years between them and with matching heads of white hair—his cropped close to his head, hers twisted into a neat bun—approached them. It took only a moment for recognition to strike. Nick stuck out his hand for the other man to shake. “Mr. Budge.”

      The older man took Nick’s in his firm, calloused grip. “Lord Nicholas.”

      Mr. Budge was the groundskeeper for the Asquith estate, which was only an hour’s journey away at this point. It was thanks to the generosity—and the stocked pantry—of Mr. and Mrs. Budge that he and Mariana hadn’t starved to death on their honeymoon some eleven years ago.

      “Oh, Mrs. Budge,” said Mariana, throwing her arms around the woman, who stiffened beneath Mariana’s embrace, but had no choice but to submit. It would soon be over. “How wonderful to see you.”

      “We weren’t too certain we’d be seein’ ye round these parts again, ye know, after the last time,” said Mrs. Budge, a sparkle of curiosity in her blue eyes.

      “Well, there is something about Scotland, isn’t there?” said Mariana diplomatically.

      Nick only just didn’t snort. His wife hadn’t thought she’d be seeing herself round these parts again either.

      “But seein’ as ye’re here, I’m most pleased to have the opportunity to offer my great appreciation for the goose and box of oranges ye send us every year at Christmas time,” said Mrs. Budge with a formality at odds with the gay revelry around them.

      “It’s the least we can do,” said Mariana with a warm smile designed to put Mrs. Budge at ease. Some people would never be comfortable around aristocrats. But that didn’t mean Mariana would ever be anyone other than herself.

      Mr. Budge caught Nick’s gaze. He detected a glint of mischief in there before the older man asked, “And what game will ye be enterin’?”

      Nick understood he was meant to laugh. The Scotsman was having a bit of fun with the sassenach. But as
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