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        Algernon Sweet, Duke of Ravenswood, has a plan. Travel to London. Propose to the rich titled widow who can solve all is financial woes. Easy. Or it would be if he weren’t trapped at a country inn by rising floodwaters where he encounters a childhood friend who once read poetry to his dog and questioned him about everything under the sun. Margaret Black turned grown-up is a distraction, even more a bluestocking, and inconveniently attractive, too. When it becomes clear she needs help to reach her father, he offers a seat in his carriage—purely out of politeness, of course. And not at all because she makes him laugh like no woman ever has.

         

        Maggie Black has never quite belonged—not in drawing rooms, not in London, and certainly not stranded at an inn with a duke. Trading stories about their very different lives and discussing books over bad stew and too much brandy late at night isn’t a good idea for a spinster traveling without a chaperone. But it’s hard to resist a man who’s both familiar and frustratingly handsome—especially when he hangs on her every word as if she were the only woman in the world. Somewhere between road delays, accidental confessions, and a scandalously intimate stop in a bookshop, Maggie finds herself falling for the one man who absolutely cannot be hers. Because dukes don’t marry poor bluestockings with a passion for books and a tendency to argue…or do they?
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      “Now, Jasper. Here is a list of everything I want done while I’m away,” Algernon Sweet murmured. “If the weather permits, get them all done as quickly as possible. Otherwise, some of the more complicated matters can wait until my return.”

      Jasper flicked through the three pages. “Are you sure this is enough for the two weeks you’ll be away?”

      “Well, there are four more pages in my desk drawer if you have too much free time,” he complained.

      Jasper glanced over at his wife, Sophie, who was waiting to bid Algernon goodbye as well, and grinned. “No chance of that happening, now I’m a married man.”

      Algernon laughed at him. Jasper was smitten, and it showed. He had liked his brother’s wife before their marriage, and now even more so.

      Now that his brothers were all together at Ravenswood, it was easy to see that all his siblings were happy in their marriages, albeit in different ways. They hadn’t been in such good spirits since their childhood. But now that his brothers were settled, he had things to do without their involvement.

      He had a woman to woo and marry, expenses to be repaid that were pressing on his conscience, and somewhere in there, he fervently hoped he could find some joy in his endeavors.

      Making a marriage because you are forced to it for the money was quite different from choosing to do so of your own free will. His brothers had been very lucky not to have shared his burden.

      “Your Grace,” Nash called as he ran into the entrance hall. “One quick question. Do you mind if I borrow the globe for the children’s lessons?”

      He sighed in relief that his request was nothing serious. “No, I do not mind.”

      “Good, good. It’ll be back in its place by the time you return, I promise.”

      Algernon highly doubted that. Everything that went through his brother’s new apartment seemed to never come back immediately. There was always some excuse for taking a book from the library again, and some reason for the delay in its return.

      Nash was determined that all of his children were properly educated on every matter under the sun, but thankfully, his wife was prone to ferrying the children outside when something did not come naturally to one of them. The young family played a great deal, for which he was grateful and proud. Algernon had a hand in making Nash and Laura get along again, and much better than before.

      “Your Grace, you are late leaving,” Laura Sweet, his sister-in-law, complained with a smile on her lips and an hourglass in her hand. “Your carriage has been standing outside for the last fifteen minutes, and your men and horses are growing restless out there.”

      Lady Laura Sweet often commented about his tardy behavior, which he probably deserved. He’d harassed her to sit and fix her marriage to Nash, and now she felt justified in bossing him about.

      But she was right. He’d dragged his feet more in the last six months making this decision since inheriting the title than he had in his entire life. He held up his hands in mock surrender rather than admit that out loud. “I’m going, I’m going.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “That is what you said yesterday, and the day before, and the day before that. I’m starting to think you can’t bear to be parted from us.”

      “The London season could arrive before he does, at this rate,” Jasper teased. “Do you want the carriage put away again?”

      “No.”

      “Do you think we should travel with him? Make sure he doesn’t get lost or waylaid,” Stratford asked, adding his voice to the harassment.

      “Yes, all right, I am going today. I’ll be back in exactly two weeks.”

      Laura drew close and gently laid her hand on his sleeve. “We’d come with you for moral support if you want us to, you know.”

      “I know.” If his family came with him to London now, though, he might as well ring every bell in London to announce that the Duke of Ravenswood was in pursuit of a bride. “I can do this alone.”

      “As you wish, but remember we’re only a letter and a fast horse away,” Laura promised, patting his arm. “We’ll prepare the duchess’ chambers discreetly while you are gone as well, so don’t worry about that.”

      Algernon may be a duke, but in a house full of women, he had discovered that he rarely had to worry about the running of his home. This was, perhaps, a kind of preparation for the day when he was a married man. His wife would rule the roost, and he would not even be told of what she might do. His duchess would make all the decisions for the household in the future.

      Nash returned, baby Isabelle in his arms and his sons hard on his heels. “Aunt Violet wishes to speak with you before you leave.”

      “Again? Damn her. What now?”

      “It’s your own fault for trying to keep this trip a secret from her,” Nash explained.

      “Seymour probably told her. There will be no secrets left in this household soon,” he complained. But Algernon squared his shoulders. “Best see what the old dragon wants before I go.”

      The last time he’d been summoned like this, the dragon had insisted he make haste to marry. He fully intended to if he could ever leave the estate.

      He found Aunt Violet in the morning room, tea, a London newspaper, a pile of fresh correspondence at her elbow, and his butler waiting to do her bidding.

      She squinted at Algernon. “About time, boy.”

      “You wanted to see me, Aunt?”

      “Yes,” she said, and then glanced at the butler pointedly.

      She did not tell him to leave, but it was clear she wished to have a private word without the butler listening in. “Seymour, would you be so kind as to have the coachman walk the horses again? I will be there as soon as I can, and we can be on our way.”

      When he was gone, he glanced at his aunt with a brow raised. “We’re alone now.”

      She gulped. “I have a favor to ask of you.”

      “Beyond giving our butler an assistant of his own?”

      “I should like you to dismiss him from your service,” she announced. “Dismiss Seymour today, before you leave.”

      Algernon gaped. “I cannot dismiss him. Seymour is essential to the running of the estate, especially when I am away. I thought you liked him.”

      She huffed. “Oh, I do. Just not as a servant.”

      Algernon stared at her in confusion. Her expression seemed vexed, and then he noticed her cheeks turning red. Embarrassment? The suspicions about his aunt and butler suddenly had her request making a strange sort of sense. “You like my butler, but not as a butler.”

      Her eyes flashed with an emotion he’d never seen there before. Fear.

      He and his aunt were not close. She criticized him and how he ran the estate constantly since her return. However, he was not her enemy, and Algernon debated how to reassure her of that. “What can I do?”

      “Do what I want.”

      “I cannot, but perhaps I could simplify matters upon my return.” He paused. “I will be making a call to the Archbishop of Canterbury to obtain a special license to marry Lady Kent while I am in London. Perhaps I could secure a second for you.”

      Her eyes widened. “Yes, that is what I want most of all.”

      He nodded. “Consider it done, Aunt.”

      She let out a shuddering breath and smiled hesitantly. “Safe journey, boy, and a fast return.”

      He bowed and swept from her presence, bemused that he was about to play matchmaker again when he returned to Ravenswood. A marriage to a butler for a noble-born lady was bound to make waves in society and in the family. But if he approved, others would not be difficult.

      Surely, having two very old people marry respectably was better than sneaking around after dark to see each other and risking broken bones.

      He found everyone waiting at the front door still, even his butler. He gave the older man additional instructions. “Keep a close eye on my aunt.”

      “Yes, of course,” Seymour promised.

      “Make sure she doesn’t become too tired with the children sitting on her knee,” he warned. “Shoo them away and lock the door.”

      “There is no stopping her when it comes to the young ones,” Seymour told him.

      “Find a way to keep her happy until I come back,” he insisted.

      Algernon nodded to everyone else, took one last glance around him, and sighed heavily. There was nothing left to keep him from his duty now. No reason to delay in the hope of a last-minute rescue from marriage. All his instructions had been delivered and would be executed in his absence.

      Algernon climbed into his carriage, resigned to leave at last. Sims, his valet, was there already. Once Algernon was settled, he waved to his family, and the driver set off for their destination.

      A stack of papers was immediately passed to him—a first draft of a marriage contract between himself and Lady Stephanie Kent to review.

      He was sure she would say yes. He was certain he would get the money he needed from her. And he was also positive that she would have a great many demands and would want changes made to the contract, despite his diligence.

      He went through each page for at least half an hour each, studying them intently, willing the time he needed to spend in the carriage to fly by.

      The fastest he had ever traveled to London was four days and four nights, stopping at coaching inns, hotels, or the homes of friends along the way. This time, he intended to make the journey nonstop, changing horses at each posting house before proceeding on.

      It was an insane rush, but given how much he had left behind at home to do, he still needed time to woo Lady Kent when he got there.

      “I don’t like the look of that,” his valet mumbled, breaking into his gloomy thoughts sometime later.

      Algernon glanced at the man opposite and noticed the direction of his gaze. His valet’s face was fixed toward the horizon. Algernon looked too and saw dark clouds in the distance. Perfect.

      He hated traveling in the rain. He hoped those clouds stayed far away.

      But within an hour, the carriage and horses were pelted by a heavy fall, and their speed slowed as the horses struggled with the suddenly slick roadway.

      Algernon and his valet had to brace themselves as they careened down a steep hill that led to a crossing. The banks were already licking at the roadway as they crossed, but they made it through without incident and pressed on to the next posting house. Knowing that the bad weather could change to good in an instant, he resumed his study of his papers.

      But just as they reached a small village, the rain came down even harder still. The inn was shut up against the wild weather, and they pressed on for the next bridge.

      “It’s getting bad out here for the men and horses, Your Grace,” the coachman called down.

      He checked his pocket watch. They hadn’t traveled nearly far enough for the first day, but there was no excuse for mistreating horses or men.

      “Keep going,” Algernon shouted up to the coachman. “If we can clear the next bridge, we’ll stop for the night at the first village after that.”

      “Right you are, Your Grace,” the coachman answered, cracking a whip over the horses’ heads.

      The next bridge was old, made of stone but low. They should have no trouble crossing it in normal conditions, but the carriage pulled to a rough halt.

      “It’s underwater,” the coachman called.

      Algernon poked his head out the door, cursing as he was instantly soaked. The chill seeped quickly through his shirt to his skin. “How deep do you think?” he yelled, to be heard over the drumming on the carriage roof.

      “Above the axle.”

      That wasn’t good for the horses. They were already struggling, and the water would be bitterly cold this close to winter. Losing even one horse would be disastrous for his plans.

      Suddenly, there was a great blinding crack of lightning, and the horses jerked the carriage sideways, tossing Algernon out the doorway. He landed face-first in a river of cold mud and muck.

      He cried out an oath and sprang to his feet, but the horses, spooked by a lightning strike, plunged toward the bridge, dragging the broken carriage—and his men—along with them.
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      “Good day to you, sir,” Maggie Black called, pushing her way to the front of the line of travel-weary people so the innkeeper at the Stag noticed her. “Excuse me, I require a room for the night.”

      “You and everyone else, stranded because of this accursed bad weather,” he complained. He looked her up and down, frowning, and then peered past her, searching the crowd. “I’ll speak to your husband first.”

      Maggie had no husband, no companion, either. “Sir, I can pay you well and want only a small room and bed,” she promised, raising her chin. She shifted her traveling trunk slightly behind her, so he wouldn’t notice the shabby state of it.

      Maggie could not help the lack of a husband. But her aloneness was a situation that had made other innkeepers nervous along the way, and, oddly, her traveling companions found it disagreeable, too.

      They also seemed to believe her untrustworthy, since she enjoyed a good argument.

      She could not help her journey, as she was traveling to meet her papa, not that it was anyone’s business but her own. The last she’d heard, her father had taken up a new position near London, but she hadn’t heard from him since. That had been months ago.

      As usual, he’d gone to work for a wealthy family, and what funds she had scrounged together for the journey to find him had to be carefully doled out until he gave her more.

      She haggled lightly with the innkeeper for the cost of a room only. But it was more than she’d expected to pay in the end. Her money would not last long at this rate, but every innkeeper on this road seemed willing to rob their customers blind, and unless she wished to sleep in the stables, she had to pay what they thought was fair.

      Maggie could have given her father up as a lost cause long ago, but she had never quite been able to. She’d made a foolish promise to her mother as a girl that she would always, always, heed her father’s wise words and do as he said. But that had become hard, since he gave back so little warmth in return.

      She placed money on her side of the counter and waited impatiently for the man to make his decision and accept her coin. She hoped he would assume her to be an irritable sort of female and agree just to be rid of her.

      He looked her up and down and nodded, and she pushed the money the rest of the way toward him. He pocketed it quickly. “You can wait in the private dining room where it’s warm and dry until your room is ready,” he offered.

      Maggie was relieved. “Thank you, sir.”

      He immediately started speaking to the next person in line, and Maggie fled. A dry, comfortable night was all she required, and she hurried into the private dining room, glad for a few moments of peace and solitude after the difficulties of the day.

      She headed toward the rain-splattered window to look out, and noticed that the bad weather was not letting up. Thunder rolled overhead and lightning flashed, blinding her temporarily. Maggie drew back from the window and blinked until her vision cleared. She’d overheard the inn’s servants warning other guests that the storm could worsen tonight. That seemed very likely, too. The road beyond the front of the inn was a quagmire of mud and filth.

      She’d heard enough complaints upon her arrival to know that more road-weary travelers could be expected soon. The roads surrounding the village were known to flood because all rivers and streams nearby tended to break their banks all at once. So she was lucky to have secured a room for tonight. But she could be here for days if the bad weather continued, and she hoped her funds did not run out.

      She worried even more about anyone still out there in the storm when another crack of lightning shook the ground the little inn stood upon.

      She had just pulled out a book from her pocket to check its condition when a married couple entered the dining room with a flurry of anxious words and reassurances that the storm would pass. The pair glanced her way, commented upon the foul weather, but kept a distance, hovering near the fire instead, flicking water off their traveling cloaks.

      Maggie observed the pair discreetly. She could tell they loved each other deeply by the way they fussed. Love, patience, and consideration were writ large over their faces, and she envied them such a settled life.

      Maggie checked her own attire discreetly. She was not so much wet as damp all over. During her journey today, she’d invited a young child to perch on her lap to spare a tired mother juggling two. The mother had been grateful, and for that short time, Maggie had pretended that the child was really hers. But when they were gone, she’d buried the yearning for motherhood and a family as usual because it hurt too much to think she might never have that.

      She would have to wait until she had the privacy of a bedchamber before she attempted to dry her gown, cloak, and boots. She had been unlucky to be given a carriage seat on the edge of the bench and had traveled by the door, where the bad weather and rain had seeped through.

      She devoted her attention to her book again, and let the couple converse with each other.

      As half an hour passed in waiting, Maggie fretted that the innkeeper had given her room away, and fought a shiver. When he finally arrived, all gruff and apologetic about the wait, he took the married couple away first, promising to return momentarily for Maggie.

      She walked to the fire, holding her hands out to the warmth of the flames, slightly disappointed since she’d been first to wait for her room. But as she stood there fighting her impatience, she became aware of raised voices beyond the private dining room.

      Curiosity drove her across the chamber to the door to see what the commotion in the taproom was all about.

      When she opened the door a crack and put her eye to the gap, she instantly spotted a new group of men standing about, dripping water all over the taproom floor.

      They were cross and road-weary, and obviously caught out by the storm. The leader was arguing with a servant, demanding rooms and food for them all immediately.

      Maggie could feel the man’s frustration from where she stood, sensed too that he was used to getting exactly what he wanted, when he demanded it, and it had better be the best on offer. Likely a wealthy man, unused to the hardship of difficult travel, despite his bedraggled appearance.

      But whoever he was, he was in for a very, very rough night. Maggie suspected the inn would not have enough rooms for everyone in need who stopped here. It was not that large an establishment.

      The fellow started toward her.

      “Sir, please, you can’t go in there. There’s a lady inside. She should not be disturbed by men in such a state.”

      Maggie froze, her eye still peeking through the gap as attention turned toward the private dining room door. The tallest among them glared in her direction, clearly seeing her silhouette through the partly open door. He muttered something she could not hear but instinctively understood. He had cursed—and Maggie opened the door wider, incensed by his lack of manners and rude speech.

      They stared at each other for a long moment. But then…something about his curse, the mud on him, the shape of the jawline under that drooping felt hat, tweaked her memory.

      She concentrated only on the taller fellow of the group as he continued to glare, compelled to challenge him for some reason.

      She felt she knew him. From where, she could not say yet. He was not a recent acquaintance but someone from her past, someone from long ago.

      Maggie had met many young men as her father practiced his profession. Of course, if it were long ago, he would have been a great deal shorter, but he had been equally filthy, wearing mud and muck, and in a temper then, too.

      Maggie stifled a laugh as his identity became clear.

      Dear God, she had stumbled upon Algernon Sweet, up to no good. Covered in mud and just as cross about it again.

      It had been such a long time since she’d seen her father’s old pupil, or seen him in such a disgraceful condition. Of course, the last time had been entirely the fault of his ego, but given the weather today, she did not think he was entirely to blame for his current state.

      He took a pace toward her, eyes flashing anger, but it seemed very likely he had not recognized her. That was a great disappointment, because Algernon had been unforgettable…and her only friend once.

      She became aware of the innkeeper speaking to her.

      “I beg your pardon,” Maggie murmured, turning her attention to the man.

      The innkeeper looked between her and Algernon, frowning severely.

      But even before he opened his mouth, she knew what he wanted from her. To leave the taproom and his patrons immediately. The taproom was no place for a proper lady.

      “I trust my room has been made ready, sir,” she said with a haughty tilt of her head.

      “It is. If you will follow Mrs. Roper now,” he said firmly, glancing into the taproom once again.

      She nodded, her eyes returning to Algernon once more. She seemed to have captured his interest now, because a small smile was playing over his lips.

      She winked at him. “Well, I had best depart so these road-weary travelers can claim the private dining room.”

      “Thank you,” the innkeeper said, as his wife arrived looking harried and tired.

      She escorted Maggie away into a hall and toward the staircase leading to the upper floors.

      Mrs. Roper stopped and faced Maggie. “I apologize for my husband’s surly manners just now. We get all sorts here, but I can see you’ll be no trouble.”

      “Of course not.”

      “I also hope you were not offended by the gentleman’s boldness in the taproom, either. It’s been a terrible day, and everyone is in a bit of a temper over the lack of accommodation.”

      “I do understand, and I’d advise you leave your husband to deal with that particular gentleman, if I were you,” Maggie said—and then gasped and looked around, “Oh, one moment please!”

      Maggie dashed back into the private dining room, glad the room was still unoccupied, to where she had left her travel case and snatched it up.

      She rushed back out of the room as she heard the heavy tread of boots approaching. She slipped back into the hall unseen, but paused to listen to her once-upon-a-time friend take possession of the chamber and start giving out orders.

      She noticed his voice was deeper, but he complained a lot more about the bad weather than he used to at twelve. As he urged his men to dry off, a shiver raced over her skin that had nothing to do with being damp and cold, or his concern for his servants. “Make sure the horses are rubbed down and have the carriage wheel looked at. I hope to be away from here at first light.”

      She grinned. Algernon had been in a tearing hurry every day that she’d known him, except when he was reading a book in the library with her. She had often teased him that he’d miss something important if he did not slow down.

      But she would do no teasing of him anymore. He was important, and she was no longer a child of his tutor’s, running nearly wild through a grand house and on the manicured grounds with him. Algernon was wealthy and destined for a dukedom, being the oldest son and heir, and Maggie might have become a dutiful wife at best, had her father provided a dowry for a woman at her advanced age of six and twenty.

      She climbed the stairs, following the innkeeper’s wife, glad to know her old friend was still largely as she remembered. But Algernon might not want to see her again. Not after the trouble she’d caused him that last day at Ravenswood. Now that she was older, she understood better the scandal that could have erupted over her growing friendship with a duke’s son and heir.

      Their stations in life had been extraordinarily different, as were the expectations for their futures and behavior. The laughing boy she’d known, Algernon, had been destined for greatness, while Maggie’s station in life continued to sink lower.

      She entered her rented room and withheld a sigh. Barely a closet with only a small window set in the wall. There was no fire, but the room felt surprisingly warm. Besides a single bed—a plain wooden box—an aged mirror hanging on the wall, and a pair of candlesticks, it was bereft of embellishment.

      “You’re against the chimney from the kitchen, so you should be right cozy in here tonight. Hang up your wet things on the pegs on that wall and they could be dry by morning,” the woman promised. “There’s another pair of blankets in that box at the foot of the bed, and I’ll send up something warm for your supper later.”

      “I did not pay for supper,” Maggie confessed, wincing.

      “I can see you’ve fallen on hard times, love, and it’s all right. My husband will never know.”

      Although she was surprised by the offer of charity, she wasn’t so proud as to refuse a meal. But all she really wanted was to dry her clothing and sleep the night away.

      The innkeeper’s wife rushed off, promising to send up warm water to wash with in the morning, and then left Maggie to deal with the remaining travelers downstairs.

      Maggie locked the door and began to remove her damp outer garments, eager to be rid of them. She hung her cloak and gown on the pegs and pressed her hands against the warm brickwork. With luck, her clothing might be dry enough to put back on before the promised dinner tray arrived.

      Maggie removed her footwear and wrapped a blanket around herself before going to the tiny window. Her chamber overlooked the road, and the river that wound around through the small hamlet could be seen and also offered her a glimpse of those who arrived. She craned her neck to look farther afield. There was not much to see until a carriage being pushed and shoved came into view. It was being directed toward the side of the inn, where the stables were likely situated.

      The carriage was clearly damaged as it was listing to one side rather badly, held up by a handful of struggling men. She winced as she thought of the dripping-wet lord downstairs, a viscount when she knew him, and how his poor servants fared, too. Algernon’s carriage must have broken down on his journey to somewhere important. He was either coming from London or going to it, similar to her situation, she supposed, and that was unfortunate. It seemed like the worst luck to be traveling the same road this week.

      She turned from the window and considered getting into bed and staying there. But as she caught sight of her reflection in the square of mirrored glass hanging crookedly on the wall, she nearly died of embarrassment on the spot.

      Her bonnet was a limp wreck, she had a black smudge on her cheek and nose, and some of her dark hair had escaped its moorings on one side of her head. Worst of all, the damp weather had made it stick straight out.

      She was the most bedraggled woman in existence, and so embarrassed. No wonder the married couple had kept a distance, or that Algernon hadn’t recognized her. Maggie looked like she was headed for Bedlam.
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      Algernon glared out the front door of the taproom. “Would you look at that? Would you just look at that? Will this infernal rain never end?”

      “Not according to the innkeeper,” his valet warned, shivering beside the taproom fire, unwilling to give up his spot.

      The rain had been coming down hard since yesterday, great sheets of it, obliterating the view and turning the road into a never-ending stream.

      Algernon was irritated. He was still damp, and he was tired, having not slept well last night due to the lack of available rooms. A chair in the dining room was all very well for a light doze, no more than an hour, but it was a soft bed he craved under him at night.

      At least he was clean again, and more presentable.

      But with the rain coming down and the roadways flooded, there was no chance of any room becoming available anytime soon. The other guests could hardly leave, or want to share their chamber and bed with a stranger.

      Although if that pretty woman from yesterday showed her face again, he might be in luck. He’d been hoping to spot her again, but she’d taken supper in her chambers last night and, to his disappointment, remained abovestairs still.

      He turned back to the taproom. The locals had gathered around the room and were silently sipping ale and talking amongst themselves. Algernon listened discreetly, thankfully ignored for now.

      “This is nothing compared to the flood of seventy-four,” an old man said.

      “Oh, the one of eighty-eight was much worse,” another argued. “Trapped for nearly a month that time.”

      Algernon tried not to groan.

      Sims leaned toward them. “Did the bridge wash away completely?”

      “No, not the bridge. The roads that led up to it washed away, though. Took forever to get our side done, and then the other side took their sweet time, too.”

      “Brilliant,” Algernon said under his breath. “That’s all I need to hear.”

      He might never reach London at this rate, and he might not be able to return home by Christmas, either.

      Another fellow came in, and Algernon realized, judging by the way he looked around, that he was not a local but one of the few guests who had secured a room upstairs.

      The man came his way. “Dashed nuisance, all this rain, isn’t it? The name is Keane, Charles Keane.”

      “Allan Sweet. Yes, a great nuisance indeed,” Algernon agreed.

      “Ah, well. Glad I’ve got my wife with me for company.” The man chuckled. “It would be a dull few days without the conversation of my family, wouldn’t it, sir?”

      Algernon agreed with him. When he traveled, he usually had a brother with him. Most often Nash, but he would go nowhere without his wife and children these days. Jasper was needed to run the estate in his absence, and Stratford, while Algernon adored him, would have blathered the whole way to London. He had his valet, of course, but traveling with a servant paid to agree with you was not the same at all.

      Algernon normally preferred to travel light and as inconspicuously as possible anyway, without using his title, but he regretted that now. A duke could have commanded the best room in the inn, had he looked like one upon his arrival.

      “And the other woman traveling with you is comfortable upstairs, too, I suppose?”

      “Other woman? I have no—oh, you’re talking about the young lady in the chamber beside ours, aren’t you? Yes, yes. You must be. Quite a retiring little thing, but handsome. Haven’t seen a peep of her since we first arrived, though.”

      “I saw only a glimpse,” he said, hiding the truth. Algernon had been unable to tear his eyes from her face.

      “A widow, I suspect,” Keane continued. “My wife is very disapproving of her staying in her room so much. Barely spoke a word to us yesterday, and the woman kept her nose in a book the entire time. My wife prefers conversation to reading when we travel.”

      Algernon’s hopes soared. An amenable widow traveling alone might be interested in a gentleman’s company after dark. And bookish women had always appealed to him. “I have yet to meet this particular lady.”

      “Hasn’t she come down yet again?”

      “Not that I’ve seen.” And he’d been looking for her, too, and anything else to divert his attention on such a gloomy, damp day.

      “This bodes well for a lively dinner this evening, then.” Keane grinned. “You’ll have to tell me what you make of her after your first meeting.”

      “Perhaps,” Algernon said, but he usually guarded his opinions of others for those who deserved to hear them.

      “Now, I know I should go up and check on my beloved wife soon, but I think an ale is in order first. Will you join me?”

      “Indeed.” Algernon ordered an ale for them both and sat with his back to the view of the road, deciding that as long as he could hear the rain, there was nothing else to see outside.

      He was nearly done with his first tankard when a small figure appeared in the distant dining room, whose doors had been left open to allow others to freely use the space to stretch their legs. She paused in the doorway and looked out into the taproom, and their eyes met again.

      Algernon felt a jolt of recognition. The same as he had yesterday. But he couldn’t imagine why he thought he knew her.

      He leaned across to the other guest and asked, “What was the lady’s name?”

      “I don’t know that I ever heard it. We were in a bit of a state yesterday and eager to reach our room. Introductions were not performed, I’m afraid.” He shrugged. “Perhaps my wife could find out for you. I could go upstairs and ask her.”

      The woman suddenly beckoned him to join her in the dining room.

      “No, that’s quite all right,” Algernon said quickly, immediately rising to his feet, irrationally compelled by that small, demanding hand to obey. “Do excuse me, Keane.”

      The fellow muttered something in response, but Algernon’s whole body was fixed on meeting the bookish widow who could hopefully enliven his day.

      He hurried towards the dining room, entered the space and, on instinct, shut the door behind him.
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