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         To Scott, my own ridiculously intelligent husband, and Rhys, my remarkably wonderful, curious, and brilliant son. I love you
            both.
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            Why Do Dukes Fall in Love?


         
         
            27. Because it’s better than falling into a muddy ditch.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1


         
         
         1844

         
         The Quality Employment Agency, London

         

         
         “He left you with nothing?”

         
         Edwina glanced to the side of the room, a tactic she knew full well wouldn’t disguise the moisture in her eyes, especially
            not from Carolyn, her oldest and dearest friend. They’d met when Edwina’s late husband had wanted to find a respectable, but
            inexpensive, maidservant, and Carolyn’s agency had found the perfect person. And Edwina had finally found a friend she could
            actually talk to.
         

         
         The room was as familiar to her as her own lodgings—and definitely more welcoming. A kettle was heating up water on the small
            stove, the tea things—the chipped blue cup for Carolyn, the cup with the handle that was always too hot for her—waiting until
            the water boiled.
         

         
         Cozy, comfortable, and everything else she was not.

         
         “No.” She spoke plainly, unable and unwilling to disguise the truth of it.

         
         Eight years of marriage to one of the most boring men of her acquaintance, and he didn’t even have the decency to leave her
            financially comfortable when he died.
         

         
         “I can help you, you know,” Carolyn said in a soft voice. She got up as the kettle began to whistle and started preparing
            the tea.
         

         
         Edwina’s throat tightened. “I won’t take your money.” Fine words for a pauper—they both knew that if the choice came between
            accepting charity and letting her daughter starve, Edwina would take the money. Gertrude sat on the floor, playing with her
            dolls. Was she already getting thinner? Edwina’s heart hurt at the thought, and she had to bite the inside of her cheek not
            to start fretting aloud. That would do nothing but worry her daughter, who wasn’t old enough to understand.
         

         
         Edwina wasn’t entirely certain she was old enough to understand, either.

         
         “I wasn’t offering to give you any money,” Carolyn replied in a dry tone of voice, glancing over her shoulder as she spoke.

         
         Edwina’s gaze met Carolyn’s.

         
         “Well, what then?” she asked in an unsteady voice.

         
         “Employment,” Carolyn replied, returning to her task.

         
         “Employment?” Edwina echoed, an uneasy feeling settling somewhere in her gut. The gut that was remarkably close to her stomach,
            which hadn’t eaten today, and had only had some porridge and some hard cheese yesterday.
         

         
         So the uneasy feeling would have to ease.

         
         “You do know I run an employment agency.” Carolyn gestured to the room they sat in. “Since you have used my services.”

         
         “Yes, back when I could afford them,” Edwina replied in a tone that was both wry and pained.

         
         She took a deep breath, and looked around her. It was undeniably pleasant, if modest. The cozy, comfortable room of the Quality
            Employment Agency, filled with books, papers, mismatched chairs, and an enormous battered desk, where Carolyn normally sat,
            welcomed her, made her feel safe in a way her new lodgings did not.
         

         
         “Yes, but—” and then Edwina felt both foolish and snobby, since the answer was obvious, and yet had not occurred to her because
            of who she was. Who she had been.
         

         
         “But what?” Carolyn picked up the teacups, wincing as she felt the heat from the offending handle. She brought them over to
            where Edwina was seated, placing them on the desk and sitting back down in her usual spot. “You need a job, Edwina. No matter
            who you are. Even ladies—especially ladies, judging from my experience—need to have enough money to eat and to live. Even
            if their husbands were so disappointing as to leave them bereft of anything but their good name.”
         

         
         “And even that was sullied, thanks to George’s entrusting of the accounts to his brother as soon as it seemed the businesses
            were getting profitable, and worthy of notice,” Edwina remarked in a bitter tone. She kept her tone low, so her daughter couldn’t
            hear. “I told him I could handle them, that I had gotten them to the state they were in, not to mention I told him how untrustworthy
            his brother was—and yet he said he’d never ‘let a female deal with important things,’ ” she said in an imitation of her late
            husband.
         

         
         “More fool he,” Carolyn remarked. “If he had allowed you to continue to oversee the finances you wouldn’t be in this situation
            now, would you?”
         

         
         It was a well-worn discussion, but one that still made Edwina angry. George had been so blind to her attributes he hadn’t
            seen she was skilled at maths, far better than anyone in his own family, especially his debt-beleaguered younger brother.
            He had been fine when she oversaw the accounts when they weren’t important—but ironically, as soon as her skill had yielded
            results, he took them away from her and handed them to a man. Simply because he was a man, and his brother, and not a woman,
            and his wife.
         

         
         And now she and little Gertrude were being made to suffer for it. George’s brother hadn’t done more than shrug when Edwina
            had told him how George had left her. He already had a wife, he said, and he couldn’t afford to take her in, although he had
            offered a place to his niece.
         

         
         But Edwina couldn’t bear the thought of being separated from her daughter; she was the only thing keeping Edwina from stepping
            in front of an oxcart one day. That she and Gertrude might starve to death was not something she wanted to contemplate—what
            reasonable person would?—even though she had to.
         

         
         Which brought her back to why she was currently sitting with her closest friend in said closest friend’s employment agency,
            realizing that perhaps she had to consider employment herself.
         

         
         “What can I do?” she said at last, hating how pathetic and needy she sounded. Better pathetic and needy than dead, a voice said inside her head.
         

         
         Carolyn chuckled, taking a sip of her tea. “What can’t you do? You can balance accounts, drive hard bargains with tradesmen,
            oversee skittish maids, sort out the temperamental discord among upper-class servants, and keep an older husband relatively
            comfortable in illness. Not to mention you are extremely well-read—there are benefits to having a neglectful husband—and your
            parents ensured you had all the education you’d need to be an adept wife, whether you married a politician, a solicitor, or
            even a lord.”
         

         
         “Or a businessman with lofty pretensions,” Edwina added. “They thought they had taken care of me. I wish they were still here.”
            She shook her head. “I do not wish to be married again, if that is the employment you are suggesting.” Once was enough, and
            she would have said never would have been enough if it weren’t for Gertrude. And it is not as though she had any other family
            to resort to; her parents had both been only children, and she had no relatives that she knew of.
         

         
         “I am not in a husband acquisition business, Edwina,” Carolyn replied in a mocking tone. “If I were, don’t you think I could
            afford a better office?”
         

         
         They both glanced around at the tidy but shabby room. “Excellent point,” Edwina replied with a grin, picking up the cup with
            the still-hot handle and taking a welcome sip of tea. “So what do you have in mind?”
         

         
          

         “Thank you for your time.” Michael picked up the bell on his desk and rang it once. “The type of secretary I require will
            need more skills than you appear to possess. You may go.”
         

         
         The door opened to let his butler in as Michael was sitting back down, not even bothering to watch as the candidate left,
            still expostulating as Hawkins led him out.
         

         
         That made fourteen candidates he’d seen, and none of them would suffice.

         
         “How difficult is it to find someone who is reasonably intelligent, organized, and doesn’t make me want to fling heavy objects
            at his head?” This he addressed to his dog, Chester, who lay on the floor to the right of the desk.
         

         
         Chester had no reply. Not unsurprising, since he was fast asleep, his limbs splayed out on the floor.

         
         Well, he could now come closer to answering that even if Chester wouldn’t, and the answer would have to be Very hard. If not impossible. Even his dog would have to agree.
         

         
         If he didn’t find someone soon, he would have to take on the task himself, since Chester had already tacitly declined the
            position, and while he wasn’t averse to hard work, he was averse to doing things that someone else could be doing. It wasn’t
            the sensible thing to do, and Michael was nothing if not sensible.
         

         
         He knew full well that people who didn’t like him—which seemed to be most of the people who met him—would also add he was
            arrogant, opinionated, plainspoken, and condescending. He could now put fourteen more people on the list of people who didn’t
            like him. Not that he cared. He never had.
         

         
         He’d only rarely felt the pangs of—of something, of wanting something more. But the pangs usually ebbed when he thought about
            having to tolerate having that intangible something in his life that could likely be as frustrating and inadequate as everything
            he’d encountered before.
         

         
         He just needed to find a secretary. Not have to endure something that would inevitably end in disappointment.

         
         Actually, he’d endure a secretary who didn’t like him if the man could do the job.

         
         His standards were getting lower, it seemed. He felt his lips twist into a rare smile at the thought, and he drew another
            applicant’s letter from the stack on his desk.
         

         
         There had to be somebody who would suit.

         
          

         “Another applicant is here, Your Grace.” Hawkins cleared his throat, something he did only when he had bad news to give. The
            last time had been three and a half years ago, when a fire had ravaged Michael’s stables. Michael had helped drag out all
            but three of the horses, leaving him with scarring on his hands and a profound dislike of his butler’s throat clearing.
         

         
         “What is it?” Michael said in a snappish tone. Because unless the applicant was on fire himself, he didn’t see the point of
            Hawkins being so diffident.
         

         
         “It is not a man, Your Grace.” Another throat clearing. “It is a woman.” A pause. “A young woman.”

         
         Michael’s brow rose. “And? The applicant is female, is that the cause of your distress?”

         
         Hawkins bowed. “Precisely, Your Grace. The Quality Employment Agency assured us in their correspondence that the candidate
            was fully adept in all ways, but the agency did not see fit to inform us of the candidate’s gender.” Left unspoken, to Michael,
            was that Hawkins hadn’t done sufficient investigation to discover just what type of agency he was dealing with. Another example
            of why he needed a secretary.
         

         
         Michael refrained from shouting in reply. Really, people should give him a lot more credit than they did. There were so many
            remarkably slow people, many of whom were in his employ, it was a wonder he wasn’t constantly yelling. Instead, he drew a
            deep breath. “Send the candidate in, then.”
         

         
         Hawkins knew Michael well enough not to say anything more, thankfully. “Excellent, Your Grace,” he said, bowing.

         
         “A woman, Chester,” Michael said. This time, Chester was awake, but showed no interest in conversing. Perhaps if the candidate
            had been a juicy steak Chester would have had something to say.
         

         
         Michael sat down at his desk, reviewing the information about the candidate that nonetheless neglected to mention she was
            a woman.
         

         
         She did indeed have everything he required, because he didn’t believe a secretary in his employ necessarily had to be the
            same sex as he was. Despite what his butler and likely everyone else in the world believed.
         

         
         If she was the best man for the job, he’d hire her. That was the sensible thing to do. And not only that, it wasn’t as though
            there were very many places he could continue his search—clearly, if the current candidate was female, he had reached the
            limits of possible options. He hoped she would be a viable choice.
         

         
         “Mrs. Cheltam, Your Grace.”

         
         Michael raised his eyes to where she stood in the doorway. Hawkins had seen fit to mention that she was a woman, but not that
            she was a wickedly, gloriously beautiful woman.
         

         
         Not that that would matter any more than that she was female in the first place. Not to Michael.

         
         She strode into the room and he appraised her as he would any work of art: thick, lustrous hair drawn back into a severe hairstyle,
            highlighting her remarkable cheekbones. Large, dark eyes fringed with long lashes. A nose that was strong and straight, not
            one of those namby-pamby retroussé noses most people found appealing.
         

         
         A lush, full mouth with a beauty mark just to the left.

         
         And that wasn’t even accounting for her figure, which—like a truly skilled appraiser—he could see was curved in all the right
            places, her demure clothing only serving to hint more broadly at what might lie beneath.
         

         
         He remained seated. She was here for a position; he didn’t see the point of treating her like a usual woman, since he’d already
            established—in his mind, at least—that it didn’t matter if she was a female or not.
         

         
         Her expression flickered for a moment, then she smoothed her features and took the seat in front of his desk, settling herself
            into a perfect pose of politeness.
         

         
         “I understand you are interested in taking employment as a secretary.” Michael tapped the paper listing her qualifications.
            “I see you have some experience with what I need taken care of. But I would like to hear from you why you are the best choice
            for the job.” At this rate, the only choice, given that the remainder of the applicants looked even worse than his last secretary,
            who’d made a muddle of everything, which Michael hadn’t noticed until it was almost too late. That still made him furiously
            angry. Not at Mr. Crear; the man was an idiot, he couldn’t help it that he didn’t understand, but at himself for not assessing
            the situation earlier. He wouldn’t make that mistake again.
         

         
         “Of course, Your Grace.” She visibly swallowed, then let out a soft exhale. “I have experience in accounting, keeping engagements,
            managing a household, and I have excellent penmanship and correspondence skills.” She met his gaze squarely, raising her chin
            as she spoke. “I hope you will take all of my qualifications into consideration and not focus on the fact that I am a female.”
         

         
         He raised his eyebrows. “I have not made mention of it, have I?” He spread his hands out. “And yet it is patently obvious.”
            Especially because she was such a beautiful female. There would be no mistaking this woman for anything but a woman. “So in
            drawing attention to it yourself, that would suggest to me that you are considering it, and yet wish me not to.”
         

         
         Her mouth tightened, and she glanced away. A faint flush stained her cheeks. “Yes. I wish you not to.” She looked back at
            him. “Although perhaps you should, when you consider that as a woman in a position usually reserved for a man, the woman has
            to be better than any man would be.” She lifted her chin. “I will be, Your Grace, you have my word on it.” She didn’t speak,
            just held his gaze for a few more moments, the faint flush on her cheeks intensifying as she kept her eyes steady.
         

         
         He didn’t stop looking at her, nor did he speak, at least not for a few moments. She was truly his last chance at finding
            someone to work for him, he’d already ruled out all the previous candidates, and she seemed moderately intelligent. He liked
            that she didn’t drop her gaze. Perhaps she would be someone he could work with. At the very least, he could try.
         

         
         “Agreed,” he said in a short tone of voice. He saw her shift out of the corner of his eye. He’d startled her; he tended to
            have that effect on people, he had no idea why. Perhaps it had something to do with his utter lack of interest in them or
            their problems or his refusal to put up with idiots. Or maybe that was just his assessment. Maybe they just were intimidated.
            He glanced down at her written qualifications. “And where did you receive this wealth of experience?” He needed to make certain,
            even though he’d already made up his mind.
         

         
         “I am a widow,” she began, her words speeding up to avoid—perhaps—the inevitable words of condolence.

         
         Although Michael never said the polite thing, so she needn’t have worried. He just didn’t see the point of it. It wasted time,
            he’d be lying, and he didn’t care anyway. He did know that few people thought as he did, but for the life of him, he couldn’t
            figure out just why they were so determined to do things that were just not logical.
         

         
         If he had ever had sympathy for anyone, he would express it. It just hadn’t happened yet. Thankfully—at least according to
            him—he wasn’t close with the few members of his family whom he acknowledged.
         

         
         “And my late husband owned several businesses, and had interest in more ventures. I oversaw many of his business dealings
            until the year before his death.”
         

         
         He looked up, once again appraising her beauty. Not that it would bother him working in close quarters with her. “And why
            is that?”
         

         
         Her chin went up again in what Michael now recognized as her preparing to say something perhaps the listener might not want
            to hear. He was familiar with that—he seldom said things anybody wished to hear. Which was why the list of people who disliked
            him was so long.
         

         
         “My husband decided to entrust everything to his brother when the business began to do well.” She spoke in a flat tone, but
            he knew firsthand what it sounded like when one was hiding one’s emotions, and she was. She was practically roiling in emotion,
            only it was neither his place nor his business to inquire further. And usually he wouldn’t care—he never did—but he did find
            himself mildly intrigued.
         

         
         Interesting. He would have to examine that further, later on.

         
         “So you were part of the business’s success, and yet you are here now, which implies that the business was not that successful.”

         
         Her expression got fierce, and he found himself admiring her spirit. “Precisely, Your Grace. That is why I am here. After
            I was—after I was not overseeing things, the business faltered.” She shrugged, as though it didn’t matter, which Michael could
            tell was an absolute lie. She was here, wasn’t she? “My husband’s death has made it essential that I find suitable work.”
         

         
         Michael leaned back in his chair, steepling his fingers. Might as well tell her his decision. He loathed it when people danced
            around a question. “You are hired.”
         

         
         Her face brightened, and he, stoic though he was, felt the impact of her beauty all over again. He could not get distracted
            by that, just as he could not accommodate the fact that she was a woman. “You will reside here; there is much work to be done.”
         

         
         And just like that, her face fell. He felt a twinge of something in his chest, but he couldn’t identify the emotion. Likely
            because it was emotion. “No, Your Grace, I cannot.” She rose. “I wish I could accept the position,” and at this she met his
            gaze and her lips curled up into a rueful smile. “I truly wish I could, but I cannot live here.”
         

         
         Michael had never been told no before. It was a new experience, another one he’d have to examine later. But right now, he
            had more important things to concentrate on. Namely not being told no after all.
         

         
         “Why not? Are you concerned about gossip? I assure you, I have no designs upon your person, despite the fact that you are
            a woman.” It wasn’t at all logical to embark on anything personal with her, despite her gender and general attractiveness—Michael
            despised complications, and emotions, and he knew any kind of personal relationship would result in many complicated emotions.
            All of them hers.
         

         
         She shook her head. “It is not that, Your Grace.” She swallowed and lifted her chin. “I have a daughter, and I will not be
            separated from her.” She glanced away. “I appreciate your time.”
         

         
         She smoothed her skirts, which didn’t seem to need smoothing, and turned to leave.

         
         Michael didn’t think anyone had ever left his presence before without being dismissed. Even more intriguing.

         
         “Wait,” he said as she was halfway to the door. She paused and turned to look at him. “Why cannot your daughter live here
            also?”
         

         
         Her expression was taken aback. “Why would you do that? Why would you hire someone who had additional encumbrances when you
            could hire a man who would live here without any such requirements?”
         

         
         He could have said, Because all the men I’ve met with haven’t been nearly as qualified or clearly intelligent as you. But he didn’t. Instead, he raised an eyebrow. “Are you questioning my judgment, Mrs. Cheltam? If you wish to take the position,
            and it is a requirement of you doing so that your daughter reside here as well, then that is what will happen. What do you
            say?”
         

         
         She blinked as she considered it, then nodded, and he felt the relief through his entire body. Finally, the search was over,
            and he could get down to the business of getting his accounts straightened. His life back to the way he wanted it. The way
            he required it.
         

         
         “Thank you, Your Grace. Then I accept.”

         
         “You will move here immediately,” he continued. “I’ll send two of my footmen with you to collect your and your daughter’s
            things from wherever you are living. I will expect you back here within a few hours, and we will review what your duties will
            be.”
         

         
         He sat back down, feeling a slight smile twist his lips as he felt her irritation at his high-handedness wage war with her
            need for a position.
         

         
         At last, she spoke. “There is no need to send any footmen with me, Your Grace. My daughter and I have very few possessions.
            I will see you in three hours.”
         

         
         “Make it two,” he said, not looking back up at her.

         
         “Two,” she replied as she turned back around to walk out the door.
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            59. Because someone has to find a way to humble a duke.
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         Edwina was shaking as she left the duke’s town house, letting herself emit an enormous sigh of relief as she heard the doors
            close behind her.
         

         
         She had done it. She had gone in and presented herself, and he had given her the position. And what was more, she wouldn’t
            have to spend any of her precious wages on lodgings, either—she would be living there, in the grandest house she’d ever seen,
            let alone walked inside.
         

         
         But the house was nothing compared to the duke’s splendor. When she’d thought about what she might say, how she would comport
            herself, she had imagined she’d be facing some older gentleman. Her imagination had given him white muttonchops, a red nose,
            and overgrown eyebrows, of all things.
         

         
         He had none of those. The reality was far, far worse. To her peace of mind, at least. He was young, likely only a few years
            older than she, but his demeanor was so intimidating it suited the much older gentleman in her imagination. He was tall, with
            a forbidding expression, and moved with an unconscious grace that made her think he did more than just sit at his desk and
            frown in judgment. And his eyebrows—fierce dark slashes that rose to punctuate his words—far worse than merely overgrown.
         

         
         Her heart had been in her throat at the thought that she could have the position if she just let Gertrude go live with her
            brother-in-law, or some other place—but she wouldn’t do that. Couldn’t.
         

         
         To say it aloud had been one of the hardest things she’d ever done, and yet she had to. Gertrude was the only reason she was
            doing this in the first place; it didn’t make sense to just allow her daughter to be kept somewhere else, no matter how safe
            and well cared for she might be.
         

         
         And then he’d made his proposition—no, not a proposition, not that—his alternative suggestion, and she’d wanted to fall to
            her knees on the thick, lush carpet of his study and cry. But she hadn’t. She’d known that if she’d done that, if she even
            let a tiny amount of her uncertainty show, he would withdraw the offer as quickly as he’d made the suggestion.
         

         
         And she was going to work for him, and what was more, work closely with him, solving problems and using her brain and not
            her body to make her way in the world.
         

         
         She had to concentrate on that, and not on the fact that the Duke of Hadlow was likely the most intimidating person she’d
            ever seen.
         

         
          

         Edwina turned the handle of the agency’s door and walked in, her heart melting as she saw Carolyn and Gertrude engaged in
            some sort of game on the floor. Carolyn looked up, her face breaking into a huge smile as she saw Edwina’s face. “You got
            it, then?” she said, getting up as she spoke.
         

         
         Edwina nodded, nearly too overcome to speak. Gertrude looked up also, a sweet smile on her face. “What did you get? Is it
            a treat?” she asked, in the single-minded focus particular to most six-year-olds, at least in Edwina’s experience.
         

         
         “Not quite a treat, sweetheart, but something that will allow us to get treats. Mama has gotten a job,” she said, reaching
            out to squeeze Carolyn’s arm.
         

         
         “Oh,” Gertrude replied, clearly disappointed.

         
         “And we’ll be living in a grand house, and the house has a dog. A very furry golden-haired dog.”

         
         “Oh!” That seemed to be much more welcome news than that they would not be starving, at least not in the near future. “What
            is the dog’s name?”
         

         
         “I don’t know. We’ll have to find out,” Edwina added hurriedly, as Gertrude’s face fell.

         
         “You’ll be living there?” Carolyn asked in a low tone of voice. She glanced to where Gertrude sat, then drew Edwina into the
            corner of the room, out of Gertrude’s earshot.
         

         
         Edwina could have told her friend that Gertrude had no interest in anything that adults wished to speak about, and would only
            pay attention if the words “doll,” “candy,” “treat,” and “play” were spoken, but she didn’t blame her friend for her caution.
         

         
         “Yes, the duke insisted.” And, she could have added, she didn’t think the man would be open to compromise.

         
         “Well,” Carolyn said in a dubious tone of voice, “that is interesting. You will be careful, won’t you? I haven’t met the duke,
            but I do know his type.”
         

         
         Not for the first time, Edwina wished her friend had shared the past experience that seemed to make her so distrustful of
            men in general, and titled men in specific.
         

         
         But now was not the time to pry into closely kept confidences.

         
         “He doesn’t seem to be a type at all. Definitely his own unique man.” Edwina gave a derisive snort. “And it is not as though
            the duke has designs upon my person. He told me precisely that when he was telling me I would live there for the position,
            or I would not get the position. And I have no wish to get involved with any sort of gentleman ever again. George was more
            than enough”—or less than enough, actually—“for me.”
         

         
         Carolyn raised a brow. “You keep that in mind, you need to be especially on your guard.”

         
         Edwina patted her friend’s arm. “I know. I assure you, I am well aware of what situation I could get myself into if I allow
            myself to—well, to do the things you are worried about.” She recalled the duke; how implacable, grim, and intimidating he
            seemed. “I don’t think there is any danger of that. I promise.” Even if she were so inclined—which she wasn’t—he seemed as
            emotionally remote as any man she’d ever
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         Don’t miss the other delightful and sexy stories in

         
         the Dukes Behaving Badly series

         
         by Megan Frampton!

         
         The Duke’s Guide to Correct Behavior

         Put Up Your Duke

         One Eyed Dukes Are Wild
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         And read on for a sneak peek at the next . . .
         

         
         MY FAIR DUCHESS

         
         Coming Spring 2017!
        
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Prologue


         
         
            Dear Aunt Sophia,

            How are you? I am desperate. I am doing well. As you know, I am now the Duchess of Blakesley. Don’t ask me to explain how an unmarried woman could inherit
               such a title. The solicitors explained it four times, and from the little I understand, it seems my ancestors received some
               special dispensation to allow any direct heir to inherit, regardless of gender. Since that ridiculous scenario has occurred,
               I am at the London townhouse preparing to take on my new position for which I was never prepared. I am writing you to ask if you have any advice for navigating Societal waters; I am quite adept at swimming (the second
               footman taught me when I was twelve), but this is a very different kind of pond. A veritable ocean, one might say. And I am drowning.

            If you would be so kind, please send along any recommendations for anything hiring staff, assembling a proper wardrobe, how not to annoy the Queen, manage several country estates, and any other thing I might have overlooked in my desperation. Have I mentioned I have no idea what I am doing?.
            

            Normally I would consult a book if I were at a loss in any situation, but there don’t appear to be any manuals on what to
               do if you are an unexpected duchess.
            

            Sincerely,

            Genevieve Duchess
            

            P.S. If there is such a book, please do share the title!

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1


         
         “There’s only one solution,” Lady Sophia said, holding the letter in her hand as Archie felt his stomach drop. “You’ll have
            to go to London to sort my niece out.” She embellished her point by squeezing her tiny dog Truffles, who emitted a squeak
            and glared at Archie. As if it was his fault.
         

         
         “But there is work to be done here,” Archie replied, hoping to appeal to his employer’s sensible side. He had left the Queen’s
            Own Hussars over a year ago, and had been working for Lady Sophia for nearly all that time since.
         

         
         During which he had come to realize his employer didn’t really have a sensible side, so what was he hoping to accomplish?
         

         
         “Didn’t you tell me Mr. McCready could do everything you could?” Lady Sophia asked. “You pointed out that if you were to get
            ill, or busy with other matters that your assistant steward could handle things just as well as you.”
         

         
         That was when I was trying to get one of my men work, Archie thought in frustration. To help him get back on his feet after the rigors of war. And Bob had proven himself to be a remarkably able assistant, allowing Archie to dive into Lady Sophia’s woefully neglected
            accounts and seeing into her investments, neither of which she paid any attention to.
         

         
         Despite his protestations to Lady Sophia, however, he had to admit he couldn’t resist the letter-writer’s plea; he knew what
            it was like to be in need of guidance, even if he didn’t understand how a female could inherit a duchy. He’d found a mentor
            when he’d first joined up, a man who made sure he understood what was expected, and what he was capable of. That man had perished
            in battle, and Archie had made it his purpose in life to help others who needed it.
         

         
         But he did not want to ever return to London—there was a chance, in fact a distinct possibility, that his family would be
            there, and he did not want to see them. But he owed it to his colonel.
         

         
         This duchess would be just like one of his young soldiers, although hopefully she was not armed.

         
         He took a deep breath, recognizing his duty, even though it chafed. Even though the memories of his familial estrangement
            were still too tender six years later. “Yes. Bob is more than capable of taking care of things while I am gone advising your
            niece.”
         

         
         Lady Sophia placed Truffles on the rug before lifting her head to look at Archie.

         
         “She is not my actual niece, you understand,” Lady Sophia explained. “She is the daughter of my goddaughter, who married the
            duke, the duchess’s father.”
         

         
         “Who?” Archie had yet to untangle the skeins of Lady Sophia’s conversation. Thankfully she was more than happy to continue
            talking. And talking.
         

         
         “Genevieve,” she exclaimed, gesturing to the letter. “The duchess. It is quite unusual for a woman to inherit the duchy.”

         
         “Quite,” Archie echoed, feeling his head start to spin.

         
         “But it happened, somehow, and now she needs help, and since I don’t know anything about being a duchess . . .”

         
         Because I do? Archie wondered. But there wasn’t anybody else. She wouldn’t have asked Lady Sophia, of all people, unless there was anybody
            else.
         

         
         Or if she was as flighty and confident as her faux-aunt.

         
         “. . . You’ll have to go. It’s all settled.” She punctuated her words with a nod of her head, sending a few gray curls flying
            in the air. “I have every confidence you will be able to take care of her as ably as you do me. Mr. McCready will assist me
            while you are away.”
         

         
         She leaned over to the floor to offer Truffles the end of her biscuit. “The only thing Mr. McCready can’t do is attract as
            much feminine interest as you do, Mr. Salisbury.” She sat back up and regarded him. “Which might make him more productive,”
            she added.
         

         
         Archie opened his mouth to object, but closed it when he realized she was right. He wasn’t vain, but he did recognize that
            ladies tended to find his appearance attractive. Lady Sophia received many more visitors, she’d told him in an irritated tone,
            now that he’d been hired.
         

         
         Bob, damn his eyes, smirked knowingly every time Archie was summoned to Lady Sophia’s drawing room to answer yet another question
            about estate management posed by a lady who’d likely never had such a question in her life.
         

         
         Archie responded by making Bob personally in charge of the fertilizer. It didn’t stop Bob’s smirking, but it did make Archie
            feel better.
         

         
         “And you will return in a month’s time.”

         
         “Sooner if I can, my lady.” If this duchess needed more time than a month, there would be no hope for her anyway, and he could
            depart London without seeing any of his family. Plus he’d discovered country life suited him; he liked its quiet and regularity.
            It was a vast change from life in battle, or even being just on duty, but it was far more interesting than being the third
            son from a viscount’s family. A viscount who disowned his third boy when said boy was determined to join the army.
         

         
         Meanwhile, however, he had to pack to head off to a new kind of battle—that of preparing a completely unprepared woman, likely
            a woman as flighty and often confused as Lady Sophia, to hold a position that she was entirely unsuited for.
         

         
         Very much like working with raw recruits, in fact.

         
          

         
            Dear Duchess:

            You are probably surprised to receive correspondence from a gentleman you’ve never met. I assure you, I am not in the habit of addressing strange women, either. Your aunt Lady Sophia shared your letter with me, and asked that I pen a reply, since your aunt is scattered naturally quite busy.
            

            I am your aunt’s steward, and my duties include assisting Lady Sophia with any planning and business dealings. I am on my
               way to London to see how I might be of assistance.
            

            You can expect me in three days’ time.

            Respectfully,

            Mr. Archibald Salisbury, Capt. (Ret.)

         

         “Three days’ time?” Genevieve heard herself squeak. When did she start squeaking? Squeaking was not something she had ever done before.
         

         
         Then again, she’d never been a duchess before. Maybe it was some understood thing that duchesses squeaked, and now that she
            was one, she did as well. And if that was the case, then she wouldn’t need Mr. Archibald Salisbury, Capt. (Ret.), after all.
            It would just be intuitive. Rather like when she just knew that choosing to read The Miser’s Daughter was far preferable to Threshing and Other Exciting Farm Things or whatever other boring tomes resided in the library.
         

         
         “What is happening in three days’ time, dear?”

         
         Genevieve turned and smiled at her grandmother, who was sitting in what was now referred to as the Duchess’s Sitting Room,
            even though it had been her father’s Study. Apparently female dukes—also known as duchesses—didn’t need to Study.
         

         
         But she would. She did wish there was some sort of book she could just read on the subject. Duchessing and Other Very Specific Occupations, or perhaps How to Duchess Without Being a Dullard.
         

         
         “A Mr. Archibald Salisbury,” Captain, Retired, she added in her head, “is Aunt Sophia’s steward. And she is sending him here to answer some questions I have.”
         

         
         “I can answer questions,” her grandmother said indignantly. “Why just this morning Byron asked for breakfast and I gave it
            to him.”
         

         
         Byron looked up from her grandmother’s lap and regarded Genevieve sleepily, one paw stretched out.

         
         “If only it were that simple, Gran,” Genevieve replied in a fond tone. She looked back at Mr. Salisbury’s letter. “We will
            have to see if this gentleman can be of assistance.” And if he couldn’t, she would just have to blunder along as she had been.
         

         
         Her grandmother lifted her head in Genevieve’s general direction. Her grandmother was almost completely blind, which made
            it difficult to ask her opinion about anything Genevieve might wear. Among other things. “You will know best, I am sure.”
            She accompanied her words with a warm smile and a pat on Byron’s head.
         

         
         It was heartening, if also terrifying, that her grandmother had such confidence in her. That the staff back at home in Traffordshire—where
            she had spent the first twenty years of her life—were also so confident, even though she had had no training in how to be
            a duchess beyond having Cook address her as Your Highness during the two weeks Genevieve had insisted she was a princess from
            the country of Snowland.
         

         
         She should have spent less time imagining that cold possibility and more time facing the reality that she would be inheriting
            the duchy.
         

         
         But it hadn’t seemed real. And that was the problem. Nobody had thought it would happen, even though theirs was an ancient peerage
            that granted any heir (not just a son) the title. A bit of royal legerdemain that allowed women to become duchesses in their
            own right provided there was no male heir. Her father had remarried after Genevieve’s mother’s death, and it seemed certain
            that her father would have a son to inherit the title. But he had not, and then his wife had died, and now he was gone, too.
            The only ones who had paid her any type of attention were the servants in the house she’d grown up in. Who’d loved her, and
            been kind to her, and who’d brought her books, and biscuits, and smiled as she explained the intricate plot of the novel she’d
            just read.
         

         
         But who didn’t have any clue of what it would take to be a successful duchess.

         
         Although she should be grateful she hadn’t learned how to be any kind of ducal entity from her father, who had apparently
            been terrible at the whole thing.
         

         
         He was far more interested in sampling London life to pay attention to pesky things like estate management. Genevieve’s strongest
            memory of her father was of him kissing her cheek and making some sort of inarticulate approving noise at her.
         

         
         Which reminded her that she was about to get some help in the form of the unknown Mr. Salisbury. Help that she sorely needed,
            even though apparently it also made her squeak.
         

         
         She rang the bell, making both her grandmother and Byron jump. She heard footsteps, then the door opened to admit her butler.

         
         “Your Grace?”

         
         Thus far, Chandler had treated her with the utmost external respect, but Genevieve had caught an expression of disbelief on
            his face at times he’d thought she hadn’t been looking at him.
         

         
         She couldn’t fault him for it; it was the same expression that she had when she looked at herself in the mirror.

         
         She pretended she was the princess of Snowland again. It was easier than dealing with the reality of who she was now. “A Mr. Archibald
            Salisbury is arriving in a few days,” she said in what she hoped was a suitable tone. “He is my aunt Sophia’s steward, and
            he will be attending to my affairs until we locate a suitable person for the position.” Was she explaining too much to him?
            Not enough? Why didn’t she know? Oh, of course, because she hadn’t been raised to become a duchess. It had been thrust onto
            her, through a variety of mishaps and unfortunate demises.
         

         
         “Yes, Your Grace. I will place your guest,” and was it Genevieve’s imagination, or did the butler seem to sneer the last two
            words, “in one of the guest rooms on the third floor.”
         

         
         “Excellent. Oh, and,” she added, as though it was an afterthought, “Mr. Salisbury is not precisely a guest. But he is to be
            treated as one for the duration of his stay.”
         

         
         “Yes, Your Grace,” he replied, bowing. She thought there was a tinge more of a thaw in his manner—because she was behaving
            as a duchess ought? And since when did she care so for the opinion of people she’d just met, and who worked for her?
         

         
         Of course. Since she recognized that even the barest hint of talk would undermine her position and her ability to carry out
            her duties. Since then.
         

         
         She hoped Mr. Salisbury was as stuffy, appropriate, and efficient, not to mention boring, as his letters implied. The last
            thing she needed was someone else to upset her peace of mind.
         

         
          

         “Your Grace?”

         
         Genevieve paused in the act of dropping a bit of cheese for Byron, whose expression of expectation turned to disgust as Genevieve’s
            hand stilled in mid-air.
         

         
         “Yes?”

         
         She and her grandmother were in the Duchess’s sitting room again, since her grandmother was most comfortable navigating her
            way around the furniture here. Genevieve knew she would have to redecorate eventually, all the furnishings were worn, or old,
            or both, but she was hoping to be able to keep everything in the same basic location so her grandmother wouldn’t fall.
         

         
         “Your Mr. Salisbury is here.” Chandler’s sharp eyes focused on Byron, and his gaze narrowed. He had not said so in so many
            words, but he did not have to—it was clear he did not approve of Byron’s being in the household. Of course, he probably didn’t
            approve of Genevieve, either, so she couldn’t pay heed to his opinion on either of them.
         

         
         “Do show him in, Chandler.”

         
         She took a deep breath and settled her hands in her lap, her thumb and index finger rolling the crumb of cheese into a ball
            as Byron continued to glare at her. Drat, and her hair was likely untidy. She’d felt it unwinding when she came to the room,
            but then her grandmother had needed help with some yarn, and then Byron came begging, and now the likely very proper and properly
            dull Mr. Salisbury, Capt. (Ret.) was about to come in, and he would be shocked at her impropriety. And her hair.
         

         
         Although as far as impropriety went, an unmarried duchess living on her own with only her grandmother and a hungry cat as
            companionship was far worse than untidy hair.
         

         
         “Mr. Salisbury,” Chandler said, then stepped aside to let the gentleman in.

         
         Oh goodness.

         
         The man was so tall it seemed he filled up the entire doorway, blocking out the light that streamed from the large windows
            in the hall. All she saw was an enormous shape that looked vaguely man-like. And then he came into the room and Genevieve
            was able to focus, and then it felt as though he’d blocked out all the air from her lungs. Even though he hadn’t, he was just
            standing there holding his hat in his no doubt equally compelling hands.
         

         
         But the rest of him seemed so improper it really did take her breath away, now that she could see him. Properly. He was so
            ruggedly good-looking it seemed impossible, and yet here he was—dark hair with just a hint of a curl, a strong blade of a
            nose over a full mouth, blue eyes that gazed at her unrelentingly. As though he could see inside her soul.
         

         
         Which Genevieve knew perfectly well could be characterized with the word “confused.”

         
         And his build was—well, impressive was one word for it. Genevieve imagined there were other words, far less proper words, words that deliberately untidy-haired
            women would know. He was tall and also broad-shouldered and lean-hipped, and he stood in her sitting room with an easy grace
            that nonetheless seemed as though he could move at any time. To attack, to defend, to—
         

         
         Not that. She could not even think that.

         
         “Your Grace?” His eyebrows had drawn together, and he was looking at her as though she were an oddity he had run across, and
            wasn’t certain he liked.
         

         
         That was the expression she’d seen on most people’s faces since inheriting. It shouldn’t discomfit her; on a less impressive
            gentleman it wouldn’t. But him, with his height, and his looks, and his general (no, Captain! her mind corrected hysterically) air of command—well. Well, it seemed as though she could be discomfited after all.
         

         
         And here she thought the worst part about being a duchess was the whole inability to handle anything part.

         
         “Yes, Mr. Salisbury,” she said, keeping her voice low so it wouldn’t tremble. Or squeak. “Thank you so much for arriving,
            and so promptly, too.” She glanced toward Chandler and nodded. “That will be all.”
         

         
         Her butler withdrew, closing the door behind him. Leaving her with him and—“Oh, goodness, please allow me to introduce my
            grandmother.”
         

         
         “The dowager duchess?” he said, walking forward to bow in her grandmother’s direction.

         
         Gran giggled and held her hand out. “Heavens, no, I am Lady Halbard. My daughter was the Duchess’s mother.”

         
         How, in goodness’ name, could Gran tell that he was so good-looking? Because she was preening, at least as much as a sixty-year-old
            woman could. Which is to say she was wriggling in her seat and smiling in a nearly coquettish way.
         

         
         The only time Genevieve had seen her grandmother behave that way before was in the presence of the butcher, who had apparently
            been quite comely in his youth, when Gran had much better eyesight.
         

         
         “It is a pleasure to meet you.”

         
         Gran wriggled some more, and Genevieve found herself almost wishing she were ten years old again, and could roll her eyes
            with impunity.
         

         
         “Would you excuse us, Gran? Mr. Salisbury and I have some business to discuss.”

         
         Her grandmother began to rise, and Mr. Salisbury reached out to hold her elbow as she stood, a delighted smile on her face.
            “Byron and I will leave you alone. Byron!” she called, even though the cat had yet to acknowledge it had a name, much less
            that anyone was in authority over it.
         

         
         “Byron?” Mr. Salisbury asked, that look of confusion on his face again.

         
         “Byron. Named after the poet. Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage?” Gran replied.
         

         
         “Ah. Of course,” Mr. Salisbury replied, even though he still looked confused.

         
         “The cat,” Genevieve explained.

         
         “Ah!” The look of confusion cleared somewhat.

         
         “I spoke with him once,” Gran said dreamily.

         
         “The poet, not the cat,” Genevieve said hastily.

         
         “He was the most handsome man,” Gran continued. Apparently Gran had long been a connoisseur of masculine beauty.

         
         “Let me help you, Gran,” Genevieve said, going to her grandmother’s other side. The one not currently occupied by the handsome
            observant man. Not Byron, but Mr. Salisbury. And now she was doing it. She shook her head at herself as she began to walk.
         

         
         “Thank you, dear.” Gran patted Mr. Salisbury’s arm. “It is such a pleasure to meet you, I am hoping you will be able to help
            my granddaughter with whatever she needs.” And then to make matters worse, she punctuated her vague and somewhat leading words
            with a knowing chuckle.
         

         
         Genevieve felt her face start to burn in embarrassment. Gran wouldn’t see it, of course, but he likely would. The realization
            of which only made her face burn brighter.
         

         
         They waited until the door shut behind Gran, as Genevieve tried frantically to get her face to cool.

         
         “Well Your Grace,” Mr. Salisbury said, regarding her with an intense gaze. “How may I be of service?”

         
         Oh dear, Genevieve thought. That was certainly an open-ended question. Where should she begin?
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