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A Travelers’ Inn
The Cotswolds
July 1819



“NO IS THE most valuable word in the English language.” Mia Castellano raised two fingers to her mouth and tried to think of someplace, anyplace on earth, where women were as powerful as men. “Indeed, no is the most valuable word in any language.”

“You cannot mean that,” Miss Cole protested, her sweet face losing much of its charm when she frowned. “Shouldn’t a young lady always be obliging?”

Mia knew she would say that. She just knew it. Mia stood up and walked to the sideboard, drawing in the scent of the rose-filled arrangement. When everything else went awry, the scent of roses always refreshed her heart. She poured herself some tea and offered some to Miss Cole. After serving her, Mia began to put some of the sweet and savory treats on a plate.

She paused, turned back to this chance acquaintance, and looked her straight in the eye. “Of course, one likes to be obliging as often as possible, but think how often we are compelled by good manners to do something we do not truly wish to do.” She could sum up most of her life with that thought, at least until she herself had realized the power of “No.”

“Oh, yes.” Miss Cole’s words echoed with long suffering.

“It is the curse of being a lady, is it not?” Mia continued.

“Even this trip to London,” Miss Cole went on with growing enthusiasm for the subject. “I want nothing more than to start my first Season. I thought we should leave next week after Aunt Marjorie’s birthday, but Warren insisted that he had to be in Town this week.”

“If you had said ‘No’ quite firmly, what would have happened?”

“Why, I do not know.” Miss Cole thought through the conundrum for a moment. “My brother would have gone without me, I expect.”

“Precisely.” Mia set the plate on the table between them.

“You know, I do believe you are right. Mama would have allowed me to stay to help her with her packing and I could have come with her. We would have been very crowded, but I could have sent most of my trunks and even my maid ahead with Warren.”

“That is proof, is it not? No is the most important word in the world.” Despite her initial annoyance at not having privacy, Mia found it rather enlivening to share the inn’s sitting room with a girl as young and unformed as Miss Cole. Someone she could actually help, if not tutor, in ways to make the most of her Season.

“Excuse me,” Mia began as she took her seat again. “But why are you going to London in July? The Season has ended and the new one will not begin until next winter.”

“Yes, I know, but my older sister lives in London and has just given birth. Mama insists that we need six months to prepare for the Season. The truth is she cannot wait to see her first grandchild.”

Miss Cole did not seem to mind that a baby would upstage her Season. What a generous soul.

The two young women sat in companionable silence. Mia considered what to suggest next. It was so much more worthwhile than dwelling on her wounded heart.

The door burst open with a rudeness that matched the manners of the man who entered. Lord David Pennistan came into the parlor with his usual ill humor. He was nothing if not belligerent. Add to that unfriendly, closemouthed, and secretive.

How perfectly awful that Elena’s husband had chosen him to act as her escort. But if she were ever to say “No!” to the Duke of Meryon, it would be over something much more important than the company of a man who regarded her with disgust. She hoped he could feel her disdain. His opinion meant less than nothing to her.

“We will leave now, Miss Castellano.”

Lord David did not bow or in any way acknowledge Miss Cole, manners being completely foreign to him.

“The horses are ready and we have another seventeen miles to cover before we stop for the night.” The clamor of the hectic posting house added to the sense of urgency.

If he had asked politely, Mia might have agreed, but his idea of conversation consisted of a series of commands that would annoy the most amiable of women.

“No, Lord David.” Mia flicked a glance at Miss Cole. “I am not quite ready.”

Lord David gave a curt nod. “Five minutes and we leave.”

He closed the door without waiting for her agreement. That would cost him. “You see how well ‘no’ can work.”

“Yes, but if you will excuse me, how can you say no to such a handsome man?”

“Quite easily.” Oh my, this girl had so much to learn, Mia thought. What a shame that she would not be in London to show her the way. “Yes, his expression is compelling and the broad shoulders impressive.” Blond and handsome could be said of all the Pennistan men, Lord David included. “But he never smiles, has no conversation, and when he does speak it is to tell me to do something that I would rather not, and he is traveling without his valet.”

“Without a valet!”

Mia knew that would shock the proper Miss, and it was so much more polite than the truth.

“Yes, indeed he is. He says that since this trip is so short, it is more efficient to send his valet ahead with his trunks. But, I ask you, how can a man manage alone? He must shave himself and tie his own cravat, not to mention polish his own boots.”

Miss Cole nodded. In truth, Mia agreed that a man could manage for himself for a few days, but the list of what the ton considered essential would convince Miss Cole of Mia’s most important point. “The word no was invented for men like him.”

Mia picked one rose from a small vase on the table, held it to her nose, and then tucked it into the buttonhole of her traveling gown. “I promise you that halfway through your first Season, you will realize that making a match is about more than how a man looks at you and how many flowers and sweets he sends.”

“Yes, I am sure you are right.” Miss Cole spoke as though the conversation made her uncomfortable. That was unfortunate. This subject was too important to ignore.

“Miss Cole, your Season is about finding the right match. And to that end it is in your best interest to collect as many admirers as possible. To make it clear that you have high expectations and more to give than they can even imagine. And I assure you, Miss Cole, men have very good imaginations when it comes to women.”

“You mean I should be a flirt?” Shock echoed in her voice.

“No, I do not. I mean you should charm every man you meet and not stop until all of the ton is at your feet. Then you shall have choices.”

Miss Cole laughed. “I do not see how using the word no will have all of society bowing before me.”

“It will make it clear that you are more woman than girl and that you know your own mind. Men find that very attractive. It implies that you are not constrained by society.” Mia leaned across the table and touched Miss Cole’s hand. “Promise me you will use the word no at least four times today.”

“I shall try.”

Miss Cole agreed easily enough, though Mia would have liked to hear a more determined tone.

“I shall try after we reach London.”

That meant never. “Are you afraid that if you say ‘No’ your brother will abandon you?”

“Not precisely, but if he is irritated he will not give a thought to my comfort and it will be a miserable trip. He is prone to bursts of temper that leave me in tears.”

“But once you see the power in the word, you will not need to cry because he will be doing as you wish.”

Miss Cole bit her lower lip.

Mia wished she could think of a way to convince this girl that future success merited the initial discomfort. She was proof of that. What could be worse than ending an engagement? And yet, after just two months, she was beginning to see that it had all been for the best.

Finally, Miss Cole nodded cautiously. “It seems to me, Miss Castellano, that the tone is as important as the word.”

“Oh, very good.” Hope lived! “Sometimes imperious works best. I pretend I am a queen. Other times my ‘No!’ is a command and I pretend I am Wellington and the word carries all the authority of his rank and success. And there is the ‘No’ that is a contest of wills. I think of a courtesan whose lover is begging for her favors.”

“Oh my. I have never even seen a courtesan, much less heard one speak.”

“Well, you will when you reach London. You will not socialize with them, of course, but you’ll see them in shops and at the theater. Indeed, from my observations I think courtesans have a very advantageous way of life.”

“That cannot be!”

“Think on it.” Mia ticked off the reasons, raising a finger for each one. “They decide with whom they will sleep. They have their own houses. They make the rules. They have control of all their own money, and they can dismiss a lover far more easily than a woman can rid herself of a husband.”

Miss Cole giggled.

The girl showed more embarrassment than intrigue at the frank discussion. Mia reached out and patted her hand again.

“I am sorry if that offends you. There are times when I speak too bluntly and this is one of them. Please, forget I made the comparison. If marriage is what you want, then I encourage you to take your time and consider all your choices. All the possibilities. The Season is ideal for that. I myself am headed in a different direction.”

“You’re not going to London?”

The girl had a brain, Mia could tell that, but she did seem to take everything quite literally. “No, I am going to Derbyshire to see the Duke and Duchess of Meryon.” She picked a small bit of the lemon bar and nibbled, enjoying the sweet tart flavor she loved as she decided how best to explain the visit. “You see, the duke’s wife is my guardian. Indeed, she has been my guardian since long before she married the duke last year. The duke’s brother is escorting me as he has just finished business in the Cotswolds near where I was visiting.”

“A house party. You are going to a house party at the Duke of Meryon’s estate?”

“Yes, yes. It will be grand,” Mia lied. She picked at the rest of the lemon bar on her plate and Miss Cole did the same.

Mia would not call a gathering of family a house party. Especially one where she would have to explain why her engagement had ended. Please, she prayed, not in front of Lord David. But no matter how private the discussion, the facts would dampen everyone’s good spirits. Mia is back and we have no idea what to do with her.

Well, she now had an answer for that. If she did not, never had, fit in anywhere, she would create her own life and live it on her own terms.

No tears, she commanded herself as she felt them threaten. If you cry people will think William broke your heart.

The door burst open, again, and an even more impatient Lord David leaned into the room. “Miss Castellano, the horses grow restless.”

“No, my lord, I am not yet ready.”

“Yes, you are, Miss Castellano. Now.”

He aggravated her so much that she did not even deign to answer the boor.

Lord David came fully into the room and she could feel his anger. She stood up to face him.

“No, Lord David. We can leave after I have finished this conversation.”

“Miss Castellano, this conversation is finished.” Lord David grabbed her cloak from the hook on the wall, swirled it around her, and then swooped her up in his arms and headed for the door.

Oh my. The sensation of power overwhelmed her even in the arms of a man she detested. A thrill flashed through her and she wanted to struggle against him with the secret hope that he would know her rebuff was really a longing for more. How romantic it would be to be mastered by someone who could read her mind and not take no for an answer when she did not mean it, someone she actually found attractive. Not a man who had witnessed the most hideous moment of her life.

Not Lord David Pennistan.

Mia looked over his shoulder at the shocked Miss Cole and made herself smile. She might have lost the battle but the war had just begun.

The rose crushed between them did little to mask Lord David’s scent. Not cologne. Only a gentleman would use something that refined. His coat smelled of tobacco as well as leather and pine as though he spent a lot of time out-of-doors, in a saddle.

Thinking of herself as an actress on an informal stage, she buried her face in Lord David’s shoulder and trusted that other travelers would think her overcome with fatigue or grief.

Mia decided that, under the right circumstances—that is, with a different man—this could have led to a very interesting adventure.

The way he dumped her into the carriage and slammed the door made it clear that Lord David Pennistan did not share her excellent imagination.


Chapter Two

[image: ]

DAVID SLAMMED THE DOOR and threw the rose she had been wearing to the ground. Crushed between them, its sweet smell had blended with her perfume. The scent lingered, tangy, steeped in spices that reminded him of incense and flowers like carnations and jasmine. A heady mix that aroused him almost as much as her beauty.

Damnation, I have work to do. Work that did not include accompanying a stubborn woman to Pennford.

The cotton mill, he reminded himself. Forget her and think about the mill. He was so close to securing what he needed, so close to success.

Tonight he would complete his presentation for Thomas Sebold. The man’s financial support was as essential as the plans he was going to share for the mill.

David set a pace to match that of the much-too-slowly-moving coach. The letter that made this trip mandatory lay burnt to a cinder in Gabriel’s fireplace in Sussex. David did not need it in front of him to remember the wording.

Since you are coming north, the duchess would appreciate it if you would escort her ward. Since she and Viscount Bendasbrook have ended their engagement, we both feel it would be wise for Miss Castellano to retire from society, for as long as a year, and spend the time at Pennford with us.

David wondered how much the duke and duchess knew about the scandal. The ton lived for details behind the obviously unhappy end of the engagement between Miss Castellano and Lord William Bendasbrook. No doubt someone would have sent the details north to Derbyshire.

Surely Lord Arthur had known she was engaged to the viscount when they kissed. What David had wondered for weeks now was whether Mia Castellano had wanted Lord William to find them in the embrace. Surely she had not expected him to be with William.

God only knew what either Arthur or the girl had been thinking, if they had thought at all. Reasoned thought did not appear to be one of Miss Castellano’s strong points.

Escorting her was not a test of his control, merely a chore he could not refuse. Meryon’s last line made that clear.

If you write to the trustees, I will have the estate’s half of the funds for the support of your first manufacturing effort ready when you arrive.

The duke knew David would balk without the promise of that reward. His brother could have saved ink and paper if he had just written “Bring her and you can have the money.”

David reminded himself of the greater goal. The cotton mill would take him one step closer to financial independence on his own terms. He ignored the irony in the fact it would take his brother’s money to do it. He refused to even consider the truth that he had failed at a bid for independence once before. Only in his nightmares did he consider the consequences of failing again.

Mia Castellano should be the least of his headaches. Would it be better to ignore her antics or force her to accept that he was the one in charge?

“SIGNORINA!” MIA’S MAID grabbed the strap as the coach lurched forward, even before Mia settled on her seat. Losing her balance, Mia fell to the floor and Janina screamed, which did not help at all. Mia should have been the one screaming and Janina should have been helping her up.

Mia stayed on the floor. It smelled of dirt and brandy, but that did not bother her as much as the fact that she would have bruises tonight.

Once the coach settled into a more comfortable rhythm, Mia found her way from the floor onto the seat. Her skirt had a tear at the seam, easy enough to fix if Janina had brought her sewing kit. Her hair felt all in a tangle and she reached into her reticule for the traveling set that Elena had given her last Christmas. Mia pulled the combs out of her hair. They had taken so long to fix properly. She began to ruthlessly work the knots out.

Without a word, Janina sat beside her and took the comb in hand. “More gently, Mia. Your hair deserves the same kindness you give the rest of your body.”

Mia smiled. Sometimes Janina’s English made for very interesting mental pictures. The feel of Nina gently combing her hair helped Mia relax. Someday her lover would do this for her, and as relaxing as it might feel, she knew it would be as erotic as a kiss.

Mia drew a deep breath and closed her eyes. Not that she could rest. When Janina held a comb she felt it an invitation to speak.

“Oh, Mia, I told Romero this trip would be horrible, but now I fear it is ill-fated.”

“Because Lord David is in as bad a mood as I am or because you had to leave Sussex and Romero?”

“Well, both,” Janina admitted honestly. “But once we are settled Romero can come to me and he will find work wherever we live.”

“He told you this?”

“Yes, he promised. Since he will travel in his work as a master gardener, he can make his home anywhere that I am, because you know, Mia, that if he works with a great landscape architect there will be much demand for his presence at each site to install what the architect devises.”

While Janina chattered on, Mia wondered if she should tell Janina of the risks of having a beau or even a husband who traveled so much of the time. A vow of fidelity came easily when you rested in your lover’s arms but proved much harder when miles separated you.

Mia had seen that firsthand the one time she had traveled with her father and the other musicians. She had spent her days with the courtesans who flocked around them. The women were like a gathering of peacocks after the time Mia had spent with the mother hens of her home, her aunt and her governess.

The lively group of cyprians had laughed and played with her as though she were a treasure they had discovered. Her “unseemly fascination,” as her aunt called it, had begun then. She watched for courtesans in the theater and when they were out shopping, and knew by the way they smiled which one her father was the patron of.

Courtesans were only one way a man could be tempted. Janina herself was proof of that.

Ah, well, Mia knew better than to give advice to someone as lovesick as Nina. Besides, she and Romero were nowhere near married yet, despite the fact that by the time Janina had refreshed her hair the girl had already named their first child.

They sat back and Mia did her best to find a spot that would induce sleep or at least a light doze. She tried to let herself be soothed by the sway of the carriage and the warmth of the noontime sun. But the road had so many ruts and bumps that the carriage could not settle into a rhythm.

And how could she forget that as soon as Janina did not have a distraction the travel sickness would start? Her maid’s dislike of travel counted as another reason why this trip could prove less than pleasant. “Janina, you must let me know if you are going to be unwell.”

“Oh, I will be fine.” The young woman waved her hand as though carriage travel was not, for her, a preview of hell.

“I wonder why you do not travel well. Papa and I never had a problem with it, except on very rough seas. And you have as much of his blood as I do.”

“Oh, please, Mia, do not remind me of that crossing when I finally came to England. It is so much better that you were not with me.”

“And I am so happy you finally agreed to brave the crossing. I missed you so much last year.”

“And I you. Do you know how I sneeze around cats?”

“Yes.”

“I think that and travel sickness come from my mother.” She rummaged through her bag.

“More than that. Your beautiful smile and delicate hands.” Mia looked at Janina’s hands. “What is that? Are you sure you should eat it?”

“Oh yes.” She took a bite and then another of the sweet that she took from the box in her bag. “Romero gave me these. His mother made them and he says they are made especially to soothe a nervous traveler, but they taste like ordinary lemon bars. Sprinkled with some nut crumbs, I think.” She closed the lid on the box, then used a cloth and some water from the bottle strapped to the carriage wall to clean her fingers.

“They smell like lemon with lots and lots of honey.”

“Oh, would you like one?” Janina said as an afterthought.

“No, no, thank you. I ate quite enough lemon bars at the posting house.”

Janina pressed the box to her heart before putting it back into the traveling bag next to her.

“Would you like to lie down and rest?”

“You are too kind, Mia. But no, thank you, if we talk I will not even think about vomiting. So tell me if Lord William will follow you. It would be so romantic.”

“No, he will not. I am the one who broke the engagement.”

“Oh, that is what must be said when an engagement ends.”

“Yes, but his lack of trust insulted me so that I insisted that we part.”

“Mia, we both know that he thought your flirtation with the Duke of Hale’s son too intimate. And, cara, we both know it was.”

“In light of what happened I suppose you are right.” Mia closed her eyes. “I will never forget how William looked when he found us together. Honestly, Nina, we were only kissing. Nothing more.”

“He could not believe you would kiss someone else when you were engaged to him. It was not unreasonable for him to be hurt.”

“But all I wanted was to make him a little jealous. Who knows what would have happened if Lord David had not been with William.”

“You think it was Lord David who convinced him to cast you off.”

“No, no, not at all. But if you could have seen the way Lord David looked at Lord Arthur—as though he was on the verge of a challenge, and then suddenly remembered that I was not his fiancée.”

He had ignored her but it was clear that her stock could not be much lower in his eyes. Being around him made her feel the worst slut in the world, when all she had wanted that evening was proof William loved her with a passion that would last forever.

“I only wanted to make him a little jealous,” she said again. “Just a little. So he would stop treating me like one of his madcap friends and more like his future wife.”

“But the viscount would dance with you and escort you to dinner and to any shop you wished to visit. He would play cards with you and he took you to Astley’s and insisted that your skill on horseback exceeded the talent of anyone there.” Janina might as well have said, “Only you could want more than that.”

“I wanted him to kiss me with something that felt like more than two lips pressed to mine.” Janina was in love. Surely she should understand. “I wanted him to show me the passion that is as much a part of him as being Italian is a part of me. That was all it would have taken to convince me that I had found a place in life where I truly belonged.”

She stopped and bit her lip. William did not love her. Not enough. Which was exactly what he had accused her of. Not accused so much as gently suggested. So gently that she picked up a book and threw it at him so that he would do something besides smile at her as though his heart could not stand any more pain.

She wanted William to sweep her into his arms and show her passion. Instead he had suggested that they end their ill-advised engagement. What else could she do but pretend she wanted that more than he did?

“Romero thinks he will come after you and beg you to take him back.”

“And you told him to stop spouting nonsense. You are so practical, Janina.”

“Yes.” Janina nodded with conviction. “I think Lord William is too short to be your husband.”

“That is unkind. William Bendasbrook is a gentleman in every way, and manly in all the ways one could want from a husband. His height is nothing more than a distraction.”

“Then you did love him!”

That question lay at the heart of the matter. In truth, Mia feared she was the one who had not loved enough. And if she did not love someone as ideally suited to her as William, was she even capable of love, fidelity, or finding someone to share her life with?

While she considered what to tell Janina, Mia heard the sound of hooves pounding along the dry road and nearly swooned at the idea that Romero understood the situation better than she did and that Lord William was almost upon them.


Chapter Three
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THE RIDER PASSED and called a halt to the carriage. Even through the dust his thoughtless gallop had raised, Mia could tell that it was not Lord William. This man did not have nearly the command of his horse that William did.

“A highwayman!” Janina yelped. “Help us!”

“It is not a highwayman. Will you stop shouting, Nina.”

The gentleman stayed at the head of the team and waited for Lord David to ride back from some little way ahead. Not a thief, but he definitely wanted them to stop.

Dear God, she hoped nothing had happened to the duke or duchess.

Mia opened the door and jumped down, not waiting for the grooms to lower the steps. She almost fell, the drop steeper than she expected, but she found her footing and hurried to where Lord David and the rider were talking. They stood in the shade at the side of the road, beyond the hearing of the coachman and servants.

Lord David did not appear particularly interested in the stranger’s words. He was scowling. That and exasperated summed up his usual expression.

“Is it Elena or the duke?” Mia stopped a moment to control her breathing. “Has the baby come early?” Please, please let Elena be safe. It would be more than she could bear to lose someone else she loved.

“Miss Castellano, rest easy. I am sure everything is as it should be at Pennford.” Lord David settled his horse as he spoke.

Rest easy might be another command, but he spoke in such a matter-of-fact manner that she felt relief instantaneously. Mia relaxed her hands, not sure whether she had been praying or despairing. She stepped into the shade, and while she waited for an explanation she stared at the ever-changing patterns in the shadows as the tree branches swayed in the lightest of breezes. If fairies lived in these woods, this would be where they came to dance at twilight.

“Miss Castellano.”

She started. Mia hated the way Lord David began every sentence with her name as though he had to remind himself who she was.

“This is Mr. Warren Cole.” He made the introduction with the most perfunctory of good manners.

“Mr. Cole.” The name had a familiar ring, but she could not place him. She closed her eyes for a moment and recalled her friend from the posting house. “Ah yes, Miss Cole’s brother, who is escorting his sister to London. How do you do, sir.” She curtsied and waited.

“Miss,” Mr. Cole responded. He did not dismount and gave her no more than an insincere bow from his neck. “My sister insisted that I bring you your hat and your fan. She said that you were compelled to leave quickly and would not want to be without them.”

Mr. Cole handed her the items, the hat crushed and without its feathers.

The young man gave his full attention to Lord David. “I am using the return of these fripperies as an excuse to speak with you about the behavior of this young woman in your charge.”

Miss Cole had not mentioned that her brother was a pompous fool.

“I am Miss Castellano’s escort, not her brother or husband. Speak to her directly.”

Mr. Cole looked surprised, but did as he was told, looking down on Mia from atop his horse. “What in the world possessed you to fill my sister’s head with such vulgar ideas?”

“Vulgar ideas—I did no such thing!” Mia looked at Lord David for support, hoping he would dismiss the man for his rudeness, but the dolt sat his horse, staring off into the trees as if he had more important things to think about than protecting her.

“You told her that she should say ‘No!’ more often, that the Season exists to buy and sell young women for a bride price, that a woman would have more control over her life if she went into trade.”

What a shame, Mia thought, that she had not told Miss Cole to hold their conversation in confidence. It was such a basic idea that she had not thought it necessary.

“I never said that last, Mr. Cole. But the rest is true and you know it. I would call my conversation with your sister frank, not vulgar.” She had to crane her neck to look him directly in the eye. The sun near blinded her and made it impossible to see his expression. “I did not suggest that she go into trade. Not at all. But I did discuss with her that courtesans have more control over their lives than married women do.”

“Your words are offensive, even to me, a gentleman and, I assure you, a man of the world. To use such a term in my sister’s hearing, much less discuss the advantages of a whore’s life, is beyond vulgar and makes me question whether you are indeed a lady yourself.”

Mia took a step back, his use of the word whore making her feel as though he had punched her in the heart. She raised a hand to her chest to ease the pain.

“That is more than enough, sir.” Lord David edged his horse close to Mr. Cole’s, making both the man and his mount nervous.

Lord David dismounted and stood beside her. “I will not tolerate insults to the lady.”

Thank the saints Lord David had been listening. Mia turned her back on both men and pretended to be overcome with tears. She fumbled in her reticule for a handkerchief, but apparently Janina had not thought to put one in. A hand appeared over her shoulder with a handkerchief and she nodded thanks as she took it and dabbed at her eyes.

“You had best keep an eye on your relation, Lord David, or she will ruin you and your house.”

Only a nodcock would threaten a Pennistan. Their tempers were as well known as the family’s rank.

“That’s true—if fools like you must announce wild stories. Listen to me, Cole. Keep this to yourself or you will regret it.”

“Are you threatening me?”

“Oh, no,” Lord David said with a laugh. “If I threatened you there would be no need to ask.”

Lord David had his back to her and she could not see his expression. Mia could imagine it easily enough. A stare that would have unmanned a pirate. A mouth no more than a thin line of disgust. She was relieved that for now it was aimed at someone else.

“When I see you in London, my lord, I will give you the cut direct.”

Mia pressed her lips together to keep from laughing out loud at the pathetic threat, even as she wondered if this confrontation would come to blows.

“Cole, you had best research my connections before you think to do that or you will be the one on the outs with the ton.”

She turned around in time to see Lord David slap the rump of Mr. Cole’s horse. The next thing she saw was Mr. Cole on his way back from whence he had come on a horse not entirely in his control.

“Thank you, Lord David.” Mia tried for meekness and kept her eyes down.

“Look at me.”

With a grimace she raised her eyes to his and he shook his head.

“Your eyes are twinkling. You enjoyed every moment of that.” He made it sound like a grievous sin—and besides, it was not true.

“No, I did not enjoy it. No one likes to be insulted. But I did admire your rescue.”

“Miss Castellano, climb back into the carriage, like the little piece of baggage you are. I have no doubt Mr. Cole told the truth, with the exception of his last crude comment. Our last meeting showed just how wild you can be. I can see that you have learned very little from the experience and are still a hellion.”

“And you are a pedantic bore.” She hated his patronizing tone, his implication that she was too wild when all she wanted was a little bit of adventure. “You know as much about having fun as I know about boxing. Which is to say nothing at all.” She folded her arms to keep from throwing his handkerchief at him.

“Do not provoke me,” he said in a threatening tone. “I assure you that Lord William is ten times the gentleman I am.” He leaned closer to her. “I do not treat women gently.”

Mia could not look away from him. His eyes held hers. Dark blue eyes that sent a tingle from her heart to her toes.

“Signorina.”

Janina’s voice sounded unusually timid and Mia turned around, welcoming the chance to end the competition without actually losing, no matter that she was not sure what a loss would mean.

She didn’t look at Lord David again, but allowed him to lower the carriage steps so she could climb inside more easily.

“I am not feeling well. If we move there will be a breeze and I am sure that will help.”

“Yes, Janina.” Mia settled herself on the seat and handed her maid Lord David’s unused handkerchief. “Wet this. If you press it against your forehead it will help, I am sure.”

“It is not my forehead that hurts.”

As the carriage moved forward Janina moaned and Mia reached for her hat.

“Here. Please, please use this if you are going to be ill and we cannot stop the carriage quickly enough.”

“Oh, but it would ruin your beautiful hat. This is the one that you were wearing when Lord William proposed.”

“Yes, well, it’s already ruined and it is no longer one of my favorites.” Mia reached for the bottle strapped to the wall as Janina rapped for the carriage to stop, practically leaped from the steps, and was sick before she reached the side of the road.

DAVID PENNISTAN PUSHED HIS HORSE into a canter and then a gallop. The horse needed the freedom as much as he did. Run as he might, David’s mind could not lose the image of Mia’s expression in that moment before her maid had called to her.

He’d meant to discourage her; instead, he’d seen awareness and challenge in her eyes. It fired the lust he’d done his best to ignore.

Bending low, David took off into the woods, following an old deer track he knew would lead to the same ford as the road. He had to concentrate to keep his seat. Just what he needed to dispel thought of trouble in a lilac dress.

The trees rushed by him, the occasional branch snagging his coat, bruising his hat. The horse knew what David wanted and gave it to him. They were both on the edge of losing control, close to catastrophe but so aware of life in them, around them, they were at one with it.

This was the way it felt to be in the top mast, watching the play of the sea all around him, no land in sight, just miles and miles of rolling blue waves, the deck a thousand miles below. When one misstep would mean death. His short career in the navy had been headed for failure even before the shipwreck, but when he thought about those months, the highlight would be his time on top of the world when he felt the same elation he felt now.

David slowed Cruces about a quarter mile from the ford that crossed some nameless tributary of the Severn and waited for the carriage to catch up with him. Finally he saw it coming around the last bend, moving so slowly that he would have to revise their travel time.

The carriage passed him and the coachman raised a hand to his forelock. David gave a jerk of his head in response. He nodded to Miss Castellano, who raised her hand to knock on the roof of the carriage. It slowed to a stop, which only took a moment since they were hardly moving anyway.

She did not lean out the window so he came closer to hear her latest demand.

“My lord, the coachman must be allowed to drive more slowly. My maid is unwell.”

“He will drive at the usual pace or we will arrive in the dark.”

“No! There is a full moon and two grooms besides you to protect us.”

David heard the maid moaning. He could see that the servant rested her head in Miss Castellano’s lap while her mistress waved a fan to cool her. These two behaved more like sisters than maid and mistress.

“My lord, if we move as fast as you would like then the inside of the carriage will not be fit for travel.”

“We will stop a moment after we ford the stream.”

With a nod to John Coachman, who had heard the conversation, David rode ahead to test the ford.

Miss Castellano must have learned her peculiar attitude toward servants from her guardian.

It had taken them all a while to realize that the new duchess truly cared about the servants’ wives and children, and whether the basket weighed too much to carry easily or the schedule for beating the rugs rushed them too much. Even the duke called it unconventional.

David put Mia Castellano out of his mind, or at least banished her to a quiet corner, and gave the ford and his horse his complete attention.

Cruces made his way across the natural ford without hesitation. The horse stepped onto the bank and responded instantly when David urged him back into the water.

David stopped to speak to the coachman, well aware that Miss Castellano was leaning out the window so she would not miss a word.

“The only spot that is less than calm is about five yards before the opposite bank,” he called out.

“Aye, my lord,” John Coachman said. “I remember it from the crossing coming south. A right bit higher the water was and still the horses had no complaint.”

“The bigger problem is the underwater moss—algae, my brother Gabriel would call it. Whatever the word, it will be slippery and I do not think you can avoid it. It’s in the shade right where the ford ends.”

“Aye.” The coachman climbed down from his seat and went back to talk to the grooms.

Lord David rode up to the coach door.

“Will it be dangerous?” Miss Castellano asked, as though it were her fondest wish.

“Not really, but in the interests of safety I will take you across with me on my horse. I do not expect any mishap, but you are too valuable to risk.”

“Nonsense.” She pushed open the door and stood on the edge. “If you truly were concerned for items of value, you would take my trunks with you. I would be desolate if they were lost.”

He had no time for her version of flirting. He would not beg her to let him carry her across. Touching her at all was unwise.

She waited for one of the grooms to lower the steps and announced, “I want to ride on top while we cross the river. It will be much more fun that way.”

“You cannot. There is no way for you to climb up to the seat. And I will not lift you.” He should never have phrased it that way. David knew it the minute the words left his mouth.

“Of course I can do it.” She laughed at his concern. Pulling her skirts up to a most unladylike height above her ankles, Miss Castellano climbed, with casual grace, up into the driver’s seat, then straightened her skirts and sat with the demeanor of a grand dame.

“Cor, look at that,” one of the grooms said to the other. “I never even seen circus women who could move like that.”

Lord David turned his head and stared at the boy who had spoken. He did not have to say a word for the two grooms to be reminded of their positions. The young men hurried to their spots at the back of the carriage where they would see nothing of the crossing, only the trunks stored between them and the riding compartment.

The boy was right, David thought, as he rode around the carriage, inspecting the wheels and the frame of the conveyance. Not about the show of ankle so much as her amazing agility. That made the mind wander.

As he came up to the driver’s box he noticed that she had put her hat on, ruined as it was. Still, the light breeze caught her curls, their color between brown and gold. She did not seem to mind the disarray of either her hair or her hat. He watched as she pressed her lips together, barely able to contain her excitement.

“My lord, you must smile more. You look so much friendlier when you do.”

David bit back his smile. He didn’t want her to see him as anything more than an irritated protector. “Sit still. Do not distract the driver. Listen to me. The river is higher than usual but it should be an uneventful crossing.”

She nodded, pretending to be as serious as he was. But he could see the devilment in her eyes.

“If you do anything to upset the crossing you will have to fend for yourself.”

She nodded, her eyes growing more severe. “I am not a fool, Lord David. I think you prefer to take the fun out of everything. This may not be dangerous but it will be an adventure. Stop trying to spoil it.”

“If it were dangerous or if I trusted John Coachman less I would drag you from that seat no matter what you wished.”

I’d like to see you try. She did not have to say the words; her expression spoke volumes.

“Now you look like a petulant schoolgirl.”

She gave him that look from beneath her lashes that made him think she might welcome a masterful hand. But only on her terms. If he tried to total the number of times she had said “No” on this trip, David expected he would lose count somewhere in the hundreds.

He gave her a discouraging scowl, aimed as much at his thoughts as at her. Falling in behind the conveyance, he stayed on the right side where he could see if she caused any trouble or panicked. Though he did not think her flaws included panic, not when she so valued “adventure.”

The coachman set out slowly. Mia turned her head this way and that, looking down into the water as if trying to find fish, stretching out a little, apparently to watch the horses’ footing.

All went well and David breathed a sigh of relief—a moment too soon. The back right wheel caught the moss just as the horses pulled up onto dry land. He watched, powerless, as the wheel slid into the water, coming to rest at an awkward angle.

At his nudge, Cruces stepped into the deeper water, so David could circle the carriage and take a good look at their predicament. He stared at it, ignoring the cries and commotion from the others. It would require brute strength to right the carriage without upset, but on the list of possible disasters it ranked fairly low.

First he faced a bigger challenge, figuring out how to calm a hysterical woman.
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