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            Author’s Note

         
         Yes, it is extremely improbable that a woman would inherit a duchy. But it is not unprecedented! The first Duke of Marlborough
            had two sons who predeceased him, and four surviving daughters. He was able to get a special act passed through Parliament
            that would allow his eldest daughter to inherit the title. How cool is that? I started thinking about what it would mean if
            a woman were to inherit but no one had thought to train her up for it.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            1845, Lady Sophia’s Drawing Room

         

         “There’s only one solution,” Lady Sophia said, passing the letter to Archie as he felt his stomach drop. And his carefully
            ordered life teeter on the verge of change. “You’ll have to go to London to sort my goddaughter 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.
         

         
         He resisted the urge to crumple the paper in his hand. “But the festival is in a few weeks,” Archie said, hearing the desperate
            tone in his voice. He did not want to ever return to London. That was the purpose of taking a position out here in the country
            after leaving the Queen’s Own Hussars a year prior. His family was there, and his father, at least, had made it clear he never
            wanted to see him again. What’s more, he did not want to assist a helpless aristocrat in some sort of desperate attempt to
            bring order to their lives. Even though that was what he was doing in Lady Sophia’s employ. But working for her had come to
            have its own kind of satisfactory order, one he did not want to disrupt.
         

         
         “There is work to be done,” Archie continued, hoping to appeal to his employer’s sensible side.

         
         Although in the course of working for her 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, 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 see into her investments, neither of which she paid any attention to.
         

         
         Lady Sophia placed Truffles on the rug before lifting her head to look at Archie. Who knew, in that moment, that he was doomed.
            Doomed to return to London to help out a likely far-too-indulged female in the very difficult position of being a powerful
            and wealthy aristocrat.
         

         
         Perhaps it would have been easier to just get shot on the battlefield. It certainly would have been quicker.

         
         “It’s settled.” She punctuated her words with a nod of her head, sending a few gray curls flying in the air. “You will go
            see to the new duchess and take care of her as ably as you do me. Mr. McCready will assist me while you are away.”
         

         
         Archie looked at the letter again. “This duchess is your relative?” he asked. That would explain the new duchess’s equally
            silly mode of communication. An “unexpected duchess,” indeed. What kind of idiot wouldn’t have foreseen this circumstance?
            And done something to prepare for it?
         

         
         “She calls me aunt, but she is not my actual niece, you understand,” Lady Sophia explained. “She is my goddaughter; her mother
            married the duke, the duchess’s father. It is quite unusual for a woman to inherit the duchy.”
         

         
         “Quite,” Archie echoed.

         
         “But it happened, somehow, 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 nobody
            else.
         

         
         Or if she was as flighty and confident as her faux-aunt. A scenario that seemed more and more likely.

         
         “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. She leaned over to offer Truffles the end of her biscuit.
         

         
         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 so you can be here for the festival.”

         
         “Sooner if I can, my lady.” If this duchess needed more time than a month, there would be no hope for her anyway. 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. Lady Sophia shared your letter with me, and asked that I pen a reply, since your aunt is scattered naturally quite busy. I hope to God you aren’t as silly as she, but judging by your letter, that is a forlorn hope.

            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 to you.
            

            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, as she’d asked her godmother.
            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 pet 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 long ago their family
            had had a bit of royal legerdemain that allowed women to become duchesses in their own right provided there was no direct
            male heir. Genevieve had male cousins, but she was the heir.
         

         
         She hadn’t even had a proper debut in Society; her father had ignored her letters asking about it, and she had been just as
            happy to stay in the country. Who would have helped her through such an event, anyway? And if the purpose was to find herself
            a husband, probably some man who would pay her father for the privilege of marriage to her? No, thank you.
         

         
         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 anyway, so nobody had thought Genevieve would be the duchess. If they ever thought of her at all. But he had not
            had another child, 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.
         

         
         Thankfully the estates were wealthy enough to withstand her father’s excesses, but she also guessed that they would need some
            assistance if they were to thrive. Another job for which she was ill-suited.
         

         
         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 suitably frosty 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?
         

         
         Since now. Since she’d recognized that even the barest hint of talk would undermine her position and her ability to carry
            out her duties.
         

         
         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 manlike. 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.

         
         She really was obsessing on her own lack of suitability. She’d have to improve soon or she would mire in self-doubt. No miring, Genevieve! she reminded herself.
         

         
         “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 he had a name, much less
            that anyone was in authority over him.
         

         
         “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. In a tone that implied it was a ridiculous conversation. Which she couldn’t argue
            with.
         

         
         “The cat,” Genevieve explained.

         
         “Ah!” As though he’d confirmed with himself the conversation was indeed ridiculous.

         
         “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, crossing his arms over his chest. “What do you need help with?”

         
         Oh dear, Genevieve thought. That was certainly an open-ended question. And he looked so forbidding, standing there being all
            handsome and tall and no doubt keenly aware of how much of a failure she might end up being.
         

         
         Where should she begin?

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         “Because he’s the only one who seems to have any idea of how important a duchess’s household is,” Archie said as he burst
            into the room where he’d first met her. The duchess. The woman who was inexplicably (even though she had explained, but all
            that had done was to make him think her ancestors were as muddleheaded as she was, to write such an inheritance requirement)
            the head of this household, of the lands, of the fortune held by the Blakesley duchy.
         

         
         And stopped short as he realized he was doing just what he’d accused everyone but the butler—Chandler, he recalled now—of
            doing. Of treating her not as the most important person in the area, since Queen Victoria was unlikely to pay a visit, but
            as someone he could command. As though she were serving under him.
         

         
         But that was the purpose of his being here, wasn’t it? For him to treat her as a recruit, even though she was absolutely lacking
            in any kind of ammunition. In her case her ammunition would include the properly haughty attitude, a suitably efficient staff,
            and, judging by the gown she’d been wearing when he first met her, an appropriately grandiose wardrobe.
         

         
         He still wasn’t certain why she needed his help, but he had to acknowledge she most definitely did.

         
         She sat on the sofa as she had been that first time, a hoop of some sort of lady’s sewing thing in her hand. Except it didn’t
            appear as though she’d been doing the work; she had the hoop on her lap and was looking off in the distance, her eyes snapping
            to his face as he spoke.
         

         
         He hadn’t expected her to be so . . . young. And attractive. And unmarried. Although he should have guessed all of that (except
            for the attractive part), thanks to Lady Sophia’s explanation.
         

         
         She wasn’t precisely beautiful; Archie had been around plenty of beautiful women, and he’d felt the natural pull of their
            appearance, but it wasn’t the same as this. Instead, it was as though she was magnetic, exuding some sort of element that
            drew him to her. Did elements attract one another? He had no idea.
         

         
         And that, he thought sourly, was why he had never done well in his studies. He much preferred dealing in reality: there was
            a need for a group of armed soldiers to do something, they were assigned to do it, and off they went. No need to worry about
            what was attracting what.
         

         
         Except now.

         
         And he would not allow any of that to deter him from his assignment.

         
         “Good morning, Mr. Salisbury.” The magnet-in-question was regarding him with a nearly amused curiosity. No doubt because he
            had—to his own disgust—just spent far more time than he ever had before thinking about how he felt around her. He did not
            want to feel, he just wanted to do.
         

         
         He knew, from interrogating the staff, that not only did the duchess not have the aforementioned wardrobe, she didn’t have
            her own lady’s maid. As though he couldn’t tell that from how she was dressed; her clothing was in some sort of disarray,
            which on a different woman he would have called artless. But in this case, he thought it was just careless. Her gown was crooked
            on her body, as though someone had just flung it at her and she’d thrust her arms in any which way. His need for order and
            things in their place meant he wished he could go right her. Which would mean placing his hands on her body and . . . adjusting.
         

         
         He would not allow himself to adjust.

         
         He cleared his throat and sketched a bow, hoping he could just do the job he had sent himself here for and leave directly
            after. Perhaps in penance he would assign himself the fertilizer job.
         

         
         “Good morning, Your Grace.” He paused, an odd feeling of—discomfort?—coursing through him. He never experienced discomfort.
            He knew his place, his position, his duties, and he did them. “Thank you for your reply to my letter.”
         

         
         “Please sit, Mr. Salisbury,” she said in a low voice. A gentle wave of her hand accompanied her words. “I will ring for—”

         
         “No,” Archie blurted out. “I have no time for tea, nor am I thirsty. Thank you, Your Grace,” he added, somewhat belatedly.
            “If you want some?” he said, making a vague gesture toward the bell.
         

         
         Her cheeks turned a bright shade of scarlet. Interesting. Perhaps she was just terribly shy, and he was reacting to her discomfort.

         
         That must be it. Not that she was some sort of magnet, and him some sort of attracted-to-a-magnet element. It was that he
            was being sensitive to another person, something else he didn’t think had ever happened. But that possibility was better than
            the alternative.
         

         
         “I have no need of tea.” She didn’t meet his gaze as she spoke, instead staring off into the corner so intently he, too, swiveled
            his head to look.
         

         
         Nothing there but some sort of over-ornamented light fixture, the kind Lady Sophia favored.

         
         “Well, then,” Archie said, returning his gaze to her. He assessed her, given his marching orders. He would have to mold her
            into what she was to become; it was important he understand what raw materials he had to work with. She was young, startlingly
            so, given her position, although likely not more than a few years younger than he. Her greenish-brown eyes were large, and
            slanted at the sides, giving her an elfish expression. Her hair was dark, a rich mahogany brown like a horse he’d had once.
            Shadow, he thought its name was. It was dressed very plainly (her hair, not the horse’s), not in those fussy curls many women
            favored that made no sense to him. Why bother obscuring your vision with your hair?
         

         
         But now he wished she had bothered, since the simplicity of her hairstyle showed off the delicate bone structure of her face
            as well as her elegant neck. He did not want to be thinking about delicate, elegant anything, unless it was a particularly
            astute battle maneuver.
         

         
         That was all this whole thing was, he had to keep in mind—a battle maneuver. A way to maintain his honor and ensure the future
            of the country through equipping a duchess to handle her responsibilities. A tactic, a strategy. Nothing more.
         

         
         He took a deep breath and focused on planning, staff, wardrobe, and preparedness. Not on magnetic charm, or delicate simplicity,
            or anything like that.
         

         
         Not on that at all.

         
          

         Mr. Salisbury was, curse him, just as good-looking now as he was the first time she’d seen him. And also apparently averse
            to sitting.
         

         
         Genevieve had hoped that her impression had been augmented by her general proximity to a gentleman—she had seldom come in
            contact with one. An actual gentleman, not gardeners and grooms and such. The ducal estate where Genevieve grew up didn’t
            even have a butler in residence; her father had decreed one unnecessary when it was only “the girl” living there.
         

         
         And then Mr. Salisbury followed up his impossible good-lookingness by marching in here as though he owned the place, when
            she barely thought she owned the place. And she actually did. It shouldn’t annoy her, but it did, that he was so firm in his opinion about her staff
            after only a few days, far more firm than she was, and she had been here for nearly a month. Albeit a month she’d spent wondering
            what in God’s name she was supposed to do now that she was a duchess.
         

         
         Apparently she was supposed to decide that some people could keep their positions and others could not.

         
         Of course, he was a Captain (Ret.), so perhaps firmness was a requirement of the military? She presumed so. It would be awkward
            to be on a battlefield and pause to look at your fellow soldier in arms and ask, “Should we attack? I think we might want
            to attack, but what do you think?”
         

         
         And he just as firmly did not want tea, and she found even that annoying. Who didn’t want tea? It was a British institution!
            It was the beverage over which decisions were actually made! She felt the burn of self-righteous anger flow over her, and
            knew a relief that at least she wasn’t still thinking about how attract—
         

         
         Oh mudpies, she was. In addition to being frustrated that he did not want a hot liquid.

         
         “Would you like something else to drink?” Genevieve found herself asking in a definitely not firm voice. And wished she could
            take the words back right away. This was not helping her on the path to duchessdom.
         

         
         He frowned, and she was delighted to see he, too, could be less than firm. As though he were weighing the options in his mind
            and considering, not just knowing what he wanted straightaway. “No, thank you,” he said at last, in a voice that seemed to
            imply she was an idiot for asking.
         

         
         So much for being less than firm. That was more than firm. It was firm to the utmost.

         
         Her cheeks began to burn. Again. Was this going to be her permanent state? Blushing every time Mr. Salisbury did or said anything,
            or anyone (such as her grandmother) did or said anything around him? Was she to be in a constant state of acute Salisburyness?
         

         
         The sooner she learned how to do what needed to be done, the better. She did not want to Salisbury her way through life. Her
            cheeks would fall off in a heap of embarrassed flame. And she’d never get tea.
         

         
         So instead, she asked. They both knew she didn’t know what she was doing; it wasn’t as though he would be surprised by the
            question. And asking was one step closer to getting an answer. “What qualities do you believe a duchess’s staff should have?”
         

         
         “Loyalty, efficiency, capability, and a sufficient amount of respect.” When he did speak, it was with authority, as though
            it was painfully obvious. Perhaps it was. Perhaps she had been walking around unaware of knowledge that everyone else had.
            Or maybe it was just he. And he was an impressively . . . firm sort of man.
         

         
         Which then just made her cheeks flush again.

         
         But she didn’t—she couldn’t—think about any of that. Not when she had to learn how to be a duchess. And not a terrible duchess,
            as her father had been a terrible duke. She had seen her father’s tenants’ expression and voices when they’d talked about
            things that hadn’t been done to the lands because of her father’s neglect. She’d seen the results of that neglect in the children,
            who’d given her accusing, and hungry, looks when she and Cook had gone to town to do the shopping. When she’d been old enough
            to do anything, she had helped where she could, but it wasn’t enough.
         

         
         She hadn’t wanted this responsibility, had been nearly horrified when she’d realized she would be the new head of the family,
            but as soon as the dust—and her nerves—settled, she’d felt an odd yearning to do something right with her power. To make the
            Blakesley title respected, not derided.
         

         
         And to do that, she needed the help of Mr. Salisbury, since his opinions seemed sound, even though she felt another odd feeling
            within her when she saw him.
         

         
         “Where should we start then?”

         
         He blinked at her, then his face cleared. “Oh, with the hiring.” Had she really taken that long to answer him? Probably she
            had; contemplating his general splendidness could likely take all day. Did other ladies do that, just sit and gaze at him?
            Was that what her aunt Sophia did?
         

         
         And if so, why hadn’t her aunt Sophia warned her? Although that would be an awkward letter to write:

         
         
            Dear Genevieve,

            I am sending my steward to assist you. Do not be alarmed, but he is incredibly good-looking, and it is probable you will find
                  yourself at a loss for words when you look at him. Please try not to stare too much; it does seem to make him uncomfortable.

         

         She stifled a snort, altering it at the last minute to a clearing of the throat. She hoped. Even if Aunt Sophia had had those
            thoughts—and Genevieve rather doubted she had; Aunt Sophia’s main concern was for Truffles, her dog; she couldn’t very well
            share her thoughts with Genevieve. She probably didn’t even share those thoughts with Truffles, who it seemed, from her letters,
            had her utmost confidence.
         

         
         “I’ve drawn up a list,” Mr. Salisbury said, dropping a piece of paper on the table beside Genevieve. Then backing away, as
            though she were going to bite him.
         

         
         Did ladies often bite him? she wondered. If so, she couldn’t blame them. He did look quite delicious.

         
         She picked the paper up and scanned it. It was what he had written to her in the letter, only with a few indications of what
            the general duties would be—“prepare menus and meals” next to “Cook,” “handle all driving duties” beside “Coachman,” and so
            forth.
         

         
         Genevieve nodded as she read until she realized just what she was reading.

         
         Did Mr. Salisbury think she was stupid as well as ill-equipped for her new position in life? Judging by what she was reading,
            he did. Now she was glad she hadn’t gotten him tea. He did not deserve a beverage either hot or cold.
         

         
         It appeared that he had not trusted that she would know what a “Cook” did; he had gone ahead and added “prepare menus and
            meals” next to the position, as though Genevieve might think a “Cook” did anything else.
         

         
         And now she felt her face start to burn again, only this time it wasn’t because of the good-looking man in the room. That
            is to say, it was because of him, but not because of his good looks.
         

         
         “Mr. Salisbury,” she began, and she heard how she squeaked, again, and she closed her eyes and took a deep breath, hoping
            she could settle herself. “Mr. Salisbury.” That was better; she sounded not quite so hysterical. “You seem to be under the
            impression that I have no idea what I am doing.”
         

         
         She kept her gaze locked on him, wishing she could unflush her cheeks, but unwilling to drop her eyes. And it seemed he felt
            the same way, since they just gazed at each other, neither of them speaking, just . . . looking.
         

         
         She rather thought she got the better part of the bargain. She got to look at him, while all he had to look at was she. She
            knew she wasn’t hideous, but she was definitely not in the same range of attractiveness as Mr. Salisbury; doubtless there
            were other people who were every bit as good-looking as he, and she would grow accustomed to such beauty over time. Perhaps
            if she could inure herself to looking at impossibly good-looking people—such as, for example, Mr. Salisbury here—she would
            be better equipped to face Society.
         

         
         And then she giggled at the thought of presenting the idea to him. He seemed to already have a poor opinion of her intelligence.
            To then ask him to sit while she stared at him for several hours a day would confirm that.
         

         
         His lips flattened into a thin line at her laughter. Oh, and now she had offended him. This was going splendidly.

         
         “Pardon my bluntness, Your Grace, but it doesn’t seem as though you do know what you are doing.” He spoke firmly again, damn
            him, and Genevieve nearly nodded her head in agreement before she realized just what he’d said.
         

         
         It was true, but it wasn’t very polite to say it.

         
         “Then perhaps you should return to Lady Sophia.”

         
         “Why?” He looked genuinely puzzled.

         
         Genevieve felt the bubble of anger rising through her whole self, starting somewhere around her shins, so that by the time
            it exploded out of her mouth it had built and grown. “Because you are doubting my abilities! Because you have done nothing
            but be dismissive of me since you arrived!”
         

         
         “I’ve only arrived three days ago,” he said in a clipped tone. “I haven’t had much of an opportunity to dismiss you. And you
            yourself told your aunt in your letter—the letter that prompted her to send me to you—that you were unsure about what to do.
            What else was I to think?” He crossed his arms over his chest and raised one eyebrow.
         

         
         She wished she could yank it back down again.

         
         She threw her hands up in exasperation instead. At him. At herself. Because he was right, even though he was incredibly rude
            about it. “Fine.” She did not squeak. She was startled to hear herself sound almost dismissive. She closed her eyes and took
            a deep breath. Count to ten, Genevieve, and then—

         
         “I am sorry, Mr. Salisbury.” She spoke in a calmer tone, biting her lip in an effort to keep her voice from rising up into
            squeaking territory again. “It is just . . . overwhelming. All of this. And I do need help, and I appreciate your coming here”—even though I did not ask you to—“and perhaps we can work together and then you can return to Lady Sophia. I am certain she has duties for you that require
            assistance.”
         

         
         He nodded once. And the eyebrow came down, thank goodness. “That is all I want as well, Your Grace.” He gestured to the piece
            of paper Genevieve still held. “And I likely should apologize to you. I have yet to entirely adjust to civilian life, and
            sometimes I forget that I am not in charge of a regiment. My suggestions can sound like orders, your aunt has told me. Shall
            we proceed?” He accompanied his words with a conciliatory smile.
         

         
         And Genevieve felt her knees buckle, which was remarkable given that she was seated.

         
         He was remarkably handsome when his expression was neutral, but when he smiled? Oh mudpies! He was blindingly handsome, so
            attractive that she wondered if there was a row of flattened women in his wake, unable to raise themselves from the ground
            after beholding his splendor.
         

         
         And yet it wouldn’t do to think too much about that, not only because he was a steward, not someone she could possibly have
            any kind of interest in other than his stewardship. Even if she could throw caution to the winds—or her reputation to Society,
            which was nearly the same thing—he showed no interest in her at all that way anyway, in fact seeming to think she was slow
            to comprehend perfectly obvious things.
         

         
         Things such as a duchess in her own right would never allow herself to marry a gentleman, no matter how handsome or capable
            he was, if he wasn’t an appropriate match.
         

         
         She heard an odd sound emerging from her mouth, and realized it was a snort. Oh no. Even she knew duchesses did not snort.

         
         “Your Grace?” he said, sounding doubtful.

         
         Of course. He was likely now questioning not only her capability, but also her sanity. Or her lungs.

         
         The sooner they were done with each other, the better.

         
         “Thank you, I accept your apology. Let us begin to discuss what needs to be done, shall we?” she said, her tone as bright
            as she could make it without sounding, well, insane.
         

         
         “Excellent,” he replied, looking skeptical for a moment, then back to that blandly neutral expression.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         The knock at his door came only thirty minutes after he’d asked one of the soon-to-be-let-go footmen to deliver the letter.
            Either it was coincidence, or perhaps the footman was actually doing a good job and should be kept on.
         

         
         “Enter,” he called out as he stood from the desk he’d been working at. Lady Sophia had sent her own letter with perhaps seven
            questions phrased fifty-seven different ways, and he was trying to summarize his answers so he wouldn’t have to take the time
            to answer each and every single one.
         

         
         He could hear Bob’s laughter from here.

         
         “Mr. Salisbury?” Of course it was she, since the only business he had here was with her. Not that he was disappointed; far
            from it. But that meant he did not want to examine what he felt instead.
         

         
         He strode over the door and opened it. “Do come in, Your Grace.” She entered, and he kept the door ajar, looking around the
            hallway. He did not want the servants to gossip, even though he was also technically a servant. There was no one in the hallway,
            however, so if the visit was brief, it would not be remarked upon.
         

         
         He walked around her to pull the chair of his desk out for her, the only place to sit beside the bed. He would not suggest
            they sit there.
         

         
         “Oh no, I don’t need to sit, I just came by to ask a question.” And even though she’d said she didn’t need to sit, she punctuated
            her words by plopping down in the chair and glancing around her with what appeared to be great interest.
         

         
         Of course. She had likely never been in a gentleman’s bedroom before.

         
         At least, he assumed not. He knew so little about his new recruit.

         
         Archie remained standing, clasping his hands behind his back and staring down at her. He wished he could tell her it was entirely
            and totally inappropriate for her to burst in here like that, not to mention looking at his shaving kit with such curiosity,
            but there was something natural in the way she did it. He didn’t want to ruin that for her, to make her even more self-conscious
            about who she was.
         

         
         Plus he had to admit to enjoying it.

         
         “Sit down, won’t you?” she said after a moment, her brow wrinkled. “You look all large and . . .” She fluttered her hands.
            “Large,” she repeated, “looming over me. It’s hard enough to do this.”
         

         
         He perched on the edge of the bed. “Do what, Your Grace?”

         
         Instead of replying, she held a piece of paper out to him, her cheeks starting to turn pink. He leaned across the short distance
            between them to take it, recognizing it as he drew it closer. “This is my letter. To you,” he said, in case she didn’t understand
            that part.
         

         
         She rolled her eyes and crossed her arms over her chest. “I know it is your letter, I brought it to you.”

         
         “Yes?” Was there a problem? Also, he should make sure that footman wasn’t fired. Because he was remarkably speedy.

         
         “Why are you showing me my letter?” he asked in as mild a voice as he could muster. Which didn’t sound very mild to his ears.

         
         She snatched it back from his fingers and tapped her index finger on it. “Because”—tap—“you keep writing me when”—tap—“we are in the same household. Why is that, Mr. Salisbury?”
         

         
         Archie opened his mouth—again—to reply, but couldn’t. The moment hung there between them, too still and too silent.

         
         He got up from the bed and began to speak. Even before he knew what he was going to say.

         
         “I don’t believe you know who I am, Your Grace.” She looked puzzled, naturally enough, since he had introduced himself. Even
            before they’d actually met, in fact. Just as he’d known she had newly acceded to this position for which she had not been
            prepared. He hadn’t known her, though. And she didn’t know him.
         

         
         He started to pace, then realized he shouldn’t be so rude as to turn his back on her. So he planted himself right at the end
            of the carpet, willing himself not to move for fear of being disrespectful. “My family didn’t want me to buy a commission.
            My uncle understood why I wanted to go, and so he helped me pay for it. But what I wanted, what I really wanted,” which he
            hadn’t even known himself until he began speaking, “was there to be order in the world. For things that were right to be right,
            and for things that were wrong to stop being.”
         

         
         He paused, grateful she didn’t interrupt. Instead, she listened, her expression thoughtful, her hands folded in her lap atop
            his letter.
         

         
         “And I find it so much clearer when I can write things down, see them as words. I like that I have time to react and prepare—real-life
            battle is never so expected.” He’d grown to hate the chaos. Or maybe he always had hated the chaos, and was doing his best
            to change that. But this, this organization of sending a letter, then getting a reply—it felt safe. Organized. And correct.
         

         
         And now he understood why he’d chosen to take a position as a steward, where he could organize things to his heart’s content.

         
         “That makes sense to me,” she said at last, accompanying her words with a brisk nod. “I should not be so self-absorbed as
            to think your letter writing had anything to do with me, and that you might possibly dislike me.”
         

         
         “I don’t know you well enough to dislike you.” That sounded a lot harsher than he meant it. But it was the truth.

         
         She didn’t take offense, however; she just chuckled and glanced somewhere past his head to the corner of the room.

         
         He was smarter this time, not turning his head to see what she was looking it. Did she find him unpleasant to look at? He
            knew he was regarded as handsome, but could it be that she didn’t find him so?
         

         
         That made him curious to discover just what she thought of him.

         
         Only he shouldn’t want that, not when he was just here to do a job. A job that, should he perform his duties correctly, would
            mean that she would never have cause to speak to anyone of his low stature again, except in a purely professional capacity.
            Certainly not coming into his room to sit in his only chair with a bed—his bed—conspicuously in the room as well.
         

         
         “Since we are to be working together, we should get to know one another. Shouldn’t we?” And she accompanied her question with
            that direct stare of hers (direct when it wasn’t directed toward the corner of the room), and he felt a flare of sexual interest
            at her words.
         

         
         Of all the times to be reminded that he was a man with a healthy sexual appetite. It was not appropriate, not at all, but
            she looked so—courageous, and enthusiastic, and she still looked awry, and he wanted nothing more than to straighten her clothing.
            Perhaps by removing it entirely and then putting it back on, after a healthy interval of close examination.
         

         
         Stop that, Salisbury, he warned himself.
         

         
         It didn’t do any good, no matter how accustomed he was to obeying orders.

         
         “And how do you wish to go about getting to know one another, Your Grace?” he asked, taking a cue from her and looking not
            at her, but at the wall behind her. Unfortunately there was a portrait that appeared to have been done by somebody who thought
            red was a good color for—well, for everything, so the effect was far more jarring than if he had just looked at her.
         

         
         Not that she was jarring. Except to his peace of mind. That was very jarred.

         
         He needed to do the job and return to the safety of Lady Sophia, Truffles, and all the admiring ladies.

         
         She smiled at him, nearly flooring him with the brilliance of it. An openmouthed, exuberant smile that hinted—no, that proclaimed—that
            the woman who wore it was a delightful, intriguing person. That she was, in fact, a magnet disguised as a female.
         

         
         And he was the element, or whatever it was, that was entirely attracted to her.

         
          

         “We cannot let anyone go until we have a replacement.” Genevieve spoke decisively, not mentioning to Mr. Salisbury that she
            felt terribly for the current staff—it wasn’t their fault they had served under her father, who probably treated his servants
            as he did his daughter. Either ignoring them or . . . ignoring them.
         

         
         And she had spent most of her first month hiding out from everybody, which meant that she, too, was ignoring them, but it
            wasn’t because she was more interested in seeing how irresponsible she could be. “In fact,” she said, trying to sound as though
            she’d just thought of it, “I would like to see how they do, now that you are here, and I am preparing to enter Society.” Until
            she said it, she hadn’t realized just how much the thought terrified her. Which meant she should probably do it sooner rather
            than later, so as to get it over with.
         

         
         That entering Society was like seeing a dentist about a sore tooth nearly made her laugh.

         
         “Should we go down to the sitting room and start making plans and lists and such?” She had no idea what those plans and lists
            and such would be, but she felt confident that Mr. Salisbury would know.
         

         
         “And perhaps we can set up some sort of timeline for implementing the changes,” she continued as they walked down the hall.

         
         “That is sensib—” he began, sounding surprised. His words were interrupted by a flurry of footsteps on the stairs, with no
            fewer than three people (two, minus Chandler) scampering up.
         

         
         “Your Grace, these people would not—” Chandler began, only to be drowned out by the shriek of the female who had reached the
            landing. She was tall and lean, not as tall as Mr. Salisbury, but definitely taller than Genevieve, and she wore nearly as
            many ribbons as it seemed she had
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