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England, Spring of 1817

For Lionel Demarest, the newly minted Duke of Rexford, it all started when his Great-Aunt Abigail, the dowager duchess, asked him to fetch her granddaughter from Bath and bring her back to London for the Season.

“Now that poor Edgar has passed away, she’s free to find a husband elsewhere,” said Abigail, “unless she still has her heart set on becoming the next Duchess of Rexford.  And that’s assuming, of course, that you might wish to marry Susan yourself.  Now that the title has come to you quite unexpectedly, you will need a suitable bride.”

“I’ve never even met her,” Lionel said. 

“In my day, most husbands and wives never met until the actual wedding day, though I did see your great-uncle once before our nuptials, but only from a great distance.  My brother pointed him out to me when we attended the opera at Covent Garden.  Your great-uncle was in his private box with one of his doxies. ‘One of the perquisites of being a duke,’ my brother told me, but I’m not sure if he meant the private box or the doxy.”

“Likely both, not that I plan to find a doxy and take her to the opera.  Well, this is my day, dearest aunt, and I’d rather not marry a stranger, let alone a cousin.”

“She’s only your distant cousin by marriage—a second cousin, I believe—whereas she and Edgar were first cousins.  Her father is a baronet.  Perhaps you’ll change your mind once you meet her.  Either way, ’tis all the more reason for you to go to Bath and fetch her to Town, if you wouldn’t mind.”

“Why can’t her parents bring her to Town?”  

“Oh, my daughter would love nothing more than to bring Susan to London, but she’d rather not leave her husband behind.  Sir Howard Morgan has been an invalid since he was thrown from a horse some years ago, which is why they live in Bath so he can take the waters all year round.  As for letting their son escort her...” Abigail paused for a doleful sigh. “Even though Roger is one and twenty, he isn’t what I would call responsible.  He was sent down from Oxford last Candlemas for some indiscretion, I know not what.  He still has a great many wild oats to sow himself.  Naturally, he’d like to come to Town, too, but for the time being, I’m afraid he won’t do except as a token chaperone for you and Susan on the journey.  After all, she’ll still need a chaperone—ideally another, more mature woman—but her brother will surely do.  When you return, maybe you could take Roger under your wing.”

And maybe smother him with it, Lionel thought grimly.  If there was a guide somewhere on how to be a duke, he’d wager there was no mention of being recruited by the dowager duchess to play nursemaid to her grandchildren.

But as she’d already written to her daughter to warn her of the new duke’s impending visit, and because Lionel sometimes thought he was too soft-hearted for his own good when it came to his great-aunt—after all, she’d been a duchess much longer than he’d been a duke, by about forty years—and more frequently wondered if he wasn’t a glutton for punishment, off he went to do Abigail’s bidding.

What could go wrong?

As plain Lionel Demarest, former soldier, and son of a son of a duke’s second son, he would have traveled by post or even on horseback during the spring and summer months.  Now that he was the duke, he had his own carriage and could travel in comfort without being cramped by strangers.  Preferring to ease himself into his new role, he took only the coach and groom, not wanting any outriders or the extra pomp and circumstance.  

Upon reaching Bath, he took a room at the White Hart instead of the more splendid York House Hotel, even though it was not the high season in Bath and there would have been plenty of room for him.  He sent a message to Sir Howard announcing his arrival, and received a response inviting him to dinner at the Morgan residence in Sydney Place the next evening.  

Girding his loins and gritting his teeth, Lionel set out for Sydney Place at the appointed hour to call on the Morgans, none of whom made a favorable impression on him.  Sir Howard welcomed him and then retreated to his brandy.  His wife, Lady Joan, made no secret of her hope that Lionel came with a special license to claim their daughter’s hand immediately (he hadn’t), and she dressed the sacrificial lamb accordingly in an exquisite white lace gown.  Susan, a petite, blue-eyed brunette of no more than eighteen years, was very quiet and even a little skittish around Lionel, as if she had no wish to marry a stranger any more than he did.  Or maybe she truly loved her cousin Edgar and was still grieving for him months after he succumbed to the weak lungs that had plagued him for most of his short life. 

As for Roger, Great-Aunt Abigail hadn’t exaggerated.  It took Lionel less than two minutes to conclude that he wouldn’t trust Roger Morgan to walk a dog as far as Pulteney Bridge, let alone chaperone his sister to London.  

Lionel would have been more than content to leave these distant relatives in Bath and make them even more distant by returning to London straightaway.  But that would mean he’d come all this way for nothing, and besides, Great-Aunt Abigail was expecting her grandchildren.  Over dinner, he explained his travel plans to Sir Howard and Lady Joan, identifying towns and coaching inns where he and Roger and Susan might stay enroute.

“Oh, dear,” said Lady Joan. “Now that you mention all of that, it suddenly occurs to me that Susan can’t possibly be allowed to spend the night by herself in the room of a coaching inn.  There’s only one thing to do—you’ll have to marry her before leaving Bath.  Then not even Roger will have to go.” 

Susan whined, Roger groaned, and Sir Howard rolled his eyes as he took another quaff of brandy.  Lionel shook his head, partly over these reactions, and partly over the suggestion of marrying Susan immediately.  He’d already decided against wedding her at all, but this was not the time or place to dash her mother’s hopes. “Haven’t you a maid you can spare?” he asked.

“Alas, we only have one maidservant now,” Lady Joan replied. “As you might expect, our fortunes have declined since Howard’s riding accident, and we were rather hoping that when Susan married Edgar, he might be able to offer us a bit of assistance—I’m still a daughter of a Duke of Rexford, after all, and while my mother does have her widow’s portion...” 

And on and on, but Lionel had the general picture.  They wanted their daughter to marry him so they might continue enjoying the benefits of a close ducal connection.  Maybe Susan could find another duke in London, or at least a wealthy husband, regardless of title.  Abigail had mentioned a ball being held later this month by the aunt of the Duke of Loring, who’d come into his own title last year and was traveling all the way from Scotland to choose a bride at this so-called ball.  Abigail thought it was a wonderful idea and wanted, or in Lionel’s view was threatening, to do the same.  Loring could only choose one, and there would be a hundred or more disappointed debutantes who would promptly pivot to Rexford immediately afterward.  Lionel thought he’d rather face Boney’s armies again.

“We must find a responsible, respectable lady to act as Susan’s chaperone,” said Lady Joan.  

“What about Lady Norton?” asked Susan. “She and her daughters are going to London for the Season.  Why can’t I travel with them?”

That seemed like a good idea to Lionel, except—

“That would mean the duke came all the way from London to Bath for nothing,” Lady Joan finished his thought. “He graciously agreed—” 

More like grudgingly, he silently corrected her. 

“—to come here at your grandmother’s request and take you to London.  You must go with him.  Perhaps if I asked Miss Holbrook?” She glanced back at Lionel. “She’s the paid companion of our next-door neighbor, Lady Pelham.” 

The name of Holbrook struck a less than melodious chime—more like the clang of a dropped cymbal—in Lionel’s memory.

Roger snickered and leered across the table at Lionel. “She’s nothing but a dried-up old spinster at her last prayers.  Lady Pelham thinks Miss Holbrook is scheming to trap her nephew into marriage.”

“Lady Pelham thinks every companion she’s ever had is scheming to trap her nephew into marriage,” said Susan, who made it sound like a complaint, which Lionel supposed it would be if she’d ever been Lady Pelham’s companion. 

“I find this conversation to be very improper,” said Lady Joan. “But tomorrow I will ask Miss Holbrook if she might be willing to act as Susan’s chaperone for the journey to London, should Lady Pelham give her leave to do so.”

“I’m afraid it will have to be much sooner than that,” Lionel said. “I would like to start our journey to London tomorrow morning, in which case, we shall have to ask her this evening.” He pushed back his chair. “Let us go now.”

“Now?” asked Lady Joan, aghast. 

“If she agrees, she’ll need extra time to pack.  And if not, we shall need extra time to come up with an alternative.  In other words, the answer is yes.  Now.” He stood up and made a beeline for the front door.  A duke could do this, he assured himself. 

Lady Joan scurried after him as he saw himself out the door and into the twilit spring evening, leaving it ajar for her. “Rexford, I’m afraid this is most irregular.  We cannot just call on Lady Pelham in the evening.” 

“Why not?”

“Well, it just isn’t done.”

“And yet we’re doing it.  We are only going next door, yes?  Which house?” He paused to wait for her at the foot of the steps. 

“This one over here.  She’s—oh, dear.  I see trouble.  Her nephew is visiting.  I really don’t think this is a good time to call and ask.”

Lionel also saw the trouble.  Through a window of Lady Pelham’s house, he glimpsed a young man and woman swaying back and forth with each other as they spun this way and that.  He didn’t think they were dancing, but one never knew these days.  Society seemed to have crumbled since Waterloo. “On the contrary, this might be the perfect time to call.” 

He rushed over and up the front steps of Lady Pelham’s house.  Already he could hear shrieks of rage and howls of anguish.  Someone needed rescuing.  He didn’t even bother to knock but crashed right in, heading straight for the front room where he’d spotted the imbroglio, only to stop short in the doorway, stupefied. 

The young man alleged to be Lady Pelham’s nephew was sprawled on the floor as he groaned about his broken back when all he wanted was a little kiss.  The young woman stood over him between his spread-eagled legs, hitching up her gray skirt a few inches to reveal a nicely turned ankle as she lifted her foot and let it hover like the Sword of Damocles scant inches above his groin.  A much older woman snoozed in the corner, while a pair of yapping little lapdogs came trotting over to dance around Lionel’s feet as if he had bacon tucked into his shoes.

“Yield!  I yield!” young Pelham cried, voice cracking. “Auntie!  Auntie!”

Just when Lionel thought the old woman had to be dead to remain oblivious to this turmoil, she snorted awake with bulging eyes. “Miss Holbrook!  What are you doing to my nephew?  And who is that—that man over there in the doorway, looking as if he’s here to escort you to the Upper Assembly Rooms?  I told you no gentleman callers.  You’re discharged!”

Miss Holbrook backed away from young Pelham without giving Lionel or, he suspected, herself the satisfaction of dropping that foot in the rake’s most vulnerable spot.  She turned to regard “that man over there”, surveying Lionel with gaping mouth and eyes that seemed to change color before his own, from green to amber and back to green.  Her hair, pulled back into a simple bun, was a deep, dark bronze with glints of red and gold in the candlelight.  

This was what Roger called the dried-up old spinster at her last prayers?  While she wasn’t a great or delicate beauty, she was certainly striking, appearing to be somewhere in her mid-twenties.  To his astonishment, she said, “Major Demarest?  Or is it Mister now?”

“Odd you should ask that, for it’s neither.  Where have we met before?”

“Two years ago this summer at Colfax Park, where my singing scared away not only some of the guests—including you—but even our hostess and my own grandmother, and caused our host’s sister to go into sudden confinement that same night.  It may even have driven two men to duel, though I’m not sure that was really over me or my singing.”

It was over her, but not because of her singing, Lionel recalled, as the memories flooded back.  Colfax Park!  Now he remembered Miss Holbrook.  Or rather, he remembered her torturous singing voice, like that of a cat tangled in the strings of a harpsichord. 

Yet all he could say in response was, “Your singing didn’t scare me away.  It merely—well, I—”

“Lady Joan Morgan! Is that you I see hiding behind that man?” demanded Lady Pelham. “Who is he?  We weren’t expecting any callers this evening, gentleman or otherwise.  And you!” She jabbed her nephew with her cane. “Stand up this instant before I change my will.”

The nephew scrambled to his feet, backing into the corner farthest from Miss Holbrook, his aunt, and the doorway, while Lionel stepped aside to allow Lady Joan to come forward and make the proper introductions. 

“Lady Pelham, may I present my late father’s grandnephew, the new Duke of Rexford.  Rexford, our neighbor Lady Pelham; her nephew, Mister—uhh—”

“Orpheus,” prompted the nephew. 

“Mr. Orpheus Pelham, and her com—well, I suppose former companion now, Miss—Georgina, is it?”

“Genevieve Holbrook,” stated the bearer of that name, who looked at Lionel as if she were thinking, He’s now a duke?  He?  Or is it him?  A duke?

Lionel still had moments when he thought the same way about himself.  

Lady Pelham raised a quizzing glass, the better to assess him. “The new duke, indeed?  What a surprise and honor, that you should bring him here just to meet me!  Well, Lady Joan, I daresay your Susan will fancy this one much better than the last, even if he was your late brother’s only child, heaven rest his soul.  Is that what brings you to Bath, Your Grace?  I heard from Lady Cullen at Lady Whitbourne’s whist table last evening in Royal Crescent that you were coming from London to make little Miss Susan Morgan your duchess.”

“I’ve come at the request of her grandmother, the dowager duchess, to bring her and her brother to London for the Season,” Lionel clarified. “And that, in turn, leads us to why you see me here now...”

She lowered the quizzing glass. “You mean you don’t intend to marry her?  But it’s been understood by all in the ton, for many years, that she was destined to become the next Duchess of Rexford.  I should think, since you’re not as closely related to her as your late predecessor, that—”

“We never even met until today,” Lionel said. “But since I only just inherited, I have no plans to marry right away, as—”

“Oho!” the old lady chortled. “Mark my words, Your Grace, but if you don’t take a wife right away, the debutantes and their matchmaking mamas will besiege you all season from now until Parliament stands.  Your cousin Edgar was always safe owing to his frail health and the understanding with Miss Morgan.”

“I’ve been besieged before,” Lionel said, recalling his time in the army. “And I will not marry Miss Morgan right away just to avoid that.  But for the journey to London, she will require a suitable chaperone—a responsible, older woman, and since her mother cannot leave her father—”

“I can’t go to London now,” Lady Pelham cut him off. “As you can see, I’ve only now discharged my companion and will have to start first thing tomorrow on finding a new one.”

“Lady Joan, in fact, suggested Miss Holbrook,” said Lionel. “And since we must start back to London tomorrow, we came tonight to see if she will take—”

“Yes!” Miss Holbrook piped up.  Lionel swore she jumped as she said it. “Since I’ve just lost my present position, this is an ideal time for me to return to London, where I have family.” 

“Fine,” Lionel agreed. “But on one condition.”

“I know.  No gentleman callers while at the coaching inns.”

“Well, that.  But most importantly, no singing.” 

“You have my word.” She remained as solemn and unsmiling as he was, not that he wasn’t amused by her remarks.  He seemed to recall now that she’d been just as amusing at that long-ago house party, where he might have been more receptive if not for his lingering grief and melancholy, and the fact that she’d only been there for one day before her father took her away to avoid the threat of scandal from that duel.      

“You may remain here for the night, Miss Holbrook, and use the time to pack up your things,” Lady Pelham said, before turning to the nephew still cowering in the corner. “As for you, Orpheus, you will lock your door tonight so she can’t come in and try to trap you.  Why does every companion in my employ set out to trap you, if not for your inheritance?”

“Your Grace may wish to add that to your list of particulars for retaining my services,” Miss Holbrook said. “No gentleman callers, no singing, and upon my honor, no trapping young Mr. Morgan.” 

Nothing about trapping the duke. 

“Tomorrow morning then, Miss Holbrook, no later than eight.” Lionel bowed and promptly left before something—he didn’t know what, except it was something to do with her—happened.  He couldn’t understand why, since nothing happened between them previously.  They’d both attended the Colfax house party at the invitation of the dowager Duchess of Colfax—who was Lionel’s maternal aunt as well as the mother-in-law of Miss Holbrook’s American cousin, now the newer, younger duchess—but he and Miss Holbrook never spoke to each other beyond the preliminary introductions.  Then again, he hadn’t said much to anyone there, having just returned from the Continent following the decisive Battle of Waterloo where his grandfather, who’d raised him, had met his end on the battlefield.  The other male guests didn’t seem to want to discuss anything else but the victory of that battle, while Lionel just wanted to forget it.  On the other hand, the ladies all tended to avoid him because, he surmised, he’d been no one of consequence, the mere grandson of the second son of a duke, who’d never expected to inherit the title—until his cousin Edgar died earlier this year.  

Now Lionel was someone of consequence.  He wondered what Miss Holbrook thought of that, even as he wondered why he wondered what Miss Holbrook thought of that.  He was amazed that she remembered him and his name—his pre-ducal name—almost at once.  He didn’t think he’d made as strong an impression on anyone at the Colfax house party as she had with her comically painful rendition of Handel’s “Largo.”  

Still, he had to admire the way she’d somehow managed to subdue young Mr. Pelham, even to knocking him flat on the floor.  Someone like that could easily manage Susan, who did not strike Lionel as the flighty sort in need of close management.  Just a demure young woman in need of a plain, no-nonsense chaperone with some wit.  Miss Holbrook fit the bill.  

Lionel went back to the White Hart for the night.  Early the next morning, he returned to Sydney Place to find a woman in a brown pelisse and matching capote bonnet perched like a wren on a small trunk that sat on the pavement between the Morgan and Pelham residences.  

Lionel alighted from his carriage and approached her as she rose to her feet and met his gaze with those deep green eyes flecked with amber.  She looked ready to burst with a torrent of words if only he would say something first.  

He doffed his hat and bowed. “Good morning, Miss Holbrook.”  

“Good morning, Your Grace.  As you can see, I am ready to go for I cannot remain one more moment under Lady Pelham’s roof, but I’m afraid the Morgans are not even awake yet.” She sounded none-too-pleased about this, and Lionel immediately felt much the same.  

He pulled out his watch—it read eight on the dot—and thrust it back into his pocket as he surveyed the silent house before him. “Do have a seat in my barouche, Miss Holbrook.  My man will see to your trunk.  And I will see to my indolent relations.”

He was irked to discover she was right.  None of them were awake yet, and he proceeded to rouse them very rudely, barking as if they were soldiers late for formation after a night of drinking and carousing.  They weren’t even packed, but according to Lady Joan, this was hardly their fault, for as she querulously reminded him, they could only afford the one maid now, but she must have left earlier to go to market, and—what was that he just said?  What?  Did she hear him correctly?  Do their own packing?  Had the duke gone totally mad?  Surely he hadn’t done his own packing for this journey?

“As a matter of fact, I did,” he said testily. “Under the circumstances, the less fuss and fewer servants, the better.  This isn’t a royal progress, cousin.  I came here to fetch your son and daughter back to London as a favor to your mother out of the goodness of my woefully misplaced heart, and that is all.”

“But these are the grandchildren of a duke!  And I am the daughter of a duke.”

“Well, you have me there.  How will I ever top that?  Oh, that’s right.  I am a duke, and they will pack and be ready to leave in one half hour, or they will go to London with nothing but whatever they happen to be wearing at this moment.  And if that doesn’t suit you, then I will return to London without them.” 

“What about me?” came a feminine voice from behind him, and he turned to see Miss Holbrook standing in the doorway, apparently having no wish to wait in his barouche. “You won’t leave Bath without me, Your Grace, surely?  You did ask me to come along, and you know I have no place to go now.” 

His next words seemed to just fall out of his mouth. “Then I suppose I’ll have to marry you before we leave Bath, for otherwise, who will chaperone you?” 

Lady Joan gasped, slapped both hands to her cheeks, and cried, “Oh, no!”

Miss Holbrook smiled brightly. “Oh, I wouldn’t dream of putting you to so much trouble, Your Grace, since you have more than enough already.  I’ll gladly help Miss Morgan with her packing and then we can leave.”

He had no idea what to say to that, having blurted out of pure exasperation.     

A flustered Lady Joan led Miss Holbrook upstairs.  Lionel followed to deal with Roger.  Lady Joan pointed to her son’s bedchamber door, and as Lionel threw it open, the stench of stale brandy and old vomit nearly knocked him back like an invisible battering ram.  He didn’t dare take another step lest something foul attach itself to the heel of his boot.  Roger lolled on the bed half-dressed, his mouth wide open as he snored and released even more noxious fumes.  

Lionel closed the door, deciding there and then, with a sigh of relief, that Roger would have to stay behind.  But it was imperative that his sister come along. 

After all, Miss Holbrook was going to need a chaperone—and the Duke of Rexford did not like to think he’d come all the way to Bath for nothing.  
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Genevieve was shocked at how few clothes Miss Susan Morgan had to pack, until Lady Joan loftily informed her that her mother, the dowager duchess, would provide Susan with a whole new wardrobe upon reaching London.  That made sense, especially since the Morgans were sadly under the hatches, according to Lady Pelham who heard it from Lady Cullen at Lady Whitbourne’s whist table over in Royal Crescent.  But it meant Susan’s things were packed in almost no time at all, and their journey would not fall behind schedule as the Duke of Rexford feared.  

He hauled Susan’s baggage downstairs, as Lady Joan said, “Our manservant can do that.  Mind you, he’s the only one we have left, and he’s tending Sir Howard right now, but at your word, I’m sure he’ll—”

“I can do this.  It’s no trouble at all.  I didn’t lose all my strength when I became a duke, or even with my last haircut.”

“What about your groom?  Your coachman?”

“I see no need to call for them and then stand here and wait while they leave their present posts to come all the way in here to fetch your daughter’s baggage, when I can take it out there and have it loaded in half the time.” 

A duke with common sense.  Genevieve liked that. 

“The coachman will be driving, of course?  You’re not going to insist on doing it yourself?” Lady Joan sounded as if she wouldn’t put it past him. 

“I’m not—well, whoever was the duke who once acted as coachman,” Rexford grumbled, as he stepped out the door with Susan’s baggage. 

“Fairborough,” Genevieve piped up, and they both looked at her as if incredulous that she would dare to insert herself into a conversation between two of her supposed betters.  Since she’d already dipped her toe, she went ahead with the rest of her foot. “The Duke of Fairborough is the one who masqueraded as a coachman.  He was also at the Colfax house party two summers ago.” Again she offered Rexford her brightest smile.  

He did not smile back, undoubtedly still cross over this morning’s delay, but pressed on to the barouche. “Let us go.”

“What about Roger?” asked Lady Joan. 

Rexford stopped, turned, and glowered at her.  Genevieve quickly stepped aside to dodge the line of fire blazing from his eyes. 

“I will not have Roger in my carriage,” the duke answered. “He’s half-sprung, out cold, and has been casting up his accounts.  I will not have him doing the same in my carriage, especially with the ladies.”

“But my mother wants him to go to London, too!” Lady Joan exclaimed, and Genevieve could almost hear and even see the unspoken words, And so do I and so does his father, floating in the air between her and the duke, only to go up in smoke from the heat of his glare.  

“Then he shall have to find his own way,” Rexford said sharply. “I used to travel by post once upon a time.  The coach was always full of drunks and ailing people spewing all manner of unspeakable things.  Now that I’m a duke, I don’t have to travel that way anymore, and I’m dashed if I’ll ever go back to it.” 

Genevieve wouldn’t, either, if she were a—oh, never mind that.  She sighed in relief, for she’d been dreading the prospect of traveling with Mr. Roger Morgan, as he was no better than Mr. Orpheus Pelham.  Indeed, they might have been twin foundlings left on separate doorsteps.  After last night’s fracas in Lady Pelham’s drawing room, Mr. Pelham had mumbled something about going out with Mr. Morgan “to take the waters” as he euphemistically put it, for Genevieve knew he wasn’t referring to the Pump Room or even the baths.  When she left Lady Pelham’s house for the last time this morning, he’d been sprawled on the sofa in the drawing room where he usually slept after having been out all night, when he was too foxed to make it upstairs to his bedchamber. 

Lady Joan sniffed. “Well, Rexford, I’m glad to know you don’t object to everything about being a duke.  Susan?  Come along now.  His Grace awaits!”

Genevieve stood a discreet distance away as her new charge received final instructions from her mother in the front doorway of their house. “Don’t come back without a husband,” Lady Joan told her daughter, and then lowered her voice, though Genevieve still heard and rolled her eyes accordingly. “A duke, if possible—but preferably Rexford.  Heaven knows he doesn’t know how to act like one, as he was never meant for the title and he’s still quite new at it, but a duke is still a duke.  Your grandmother thinks he may be the only one left unmarried.”

Rexford was far enough away, standing near his barouche, not to have heard that, though Genevieve imagined he’d heard some variation of it already.  And already she’d decided for herself that this duke would be utterly wasted on Miss Susan Morgan.  Still, she was puzzled by Lady Joan’s words.  Hadn’t all of this been settled?  Did he or did he not intend to marry her?

Genevieve could hardly ask.  She’d have to be patient and glean what she could from any conversation on the journey. 

After Lady Joan bade her daughter farewell, Rexford saw Genevieve and Susan into the barouche where they took the front-facing seat, while he settled himself into the one directly behind the coachman’s box.  Despite the spacious interior, and even though he sat in the very middle of the seat, it seemed to Genevieve that he took up every inch of it.  She tried not to stare at him, but stole occasional, fleeting peeks at him as the barouche rolled away. 

His thick, wavy hair was a rich mahogany brown, and his eyes a deep, cornflower blue.  He was quite broad in the shoulders and chest, and his thighs, covered in buff breeches so form-fitting that they might as well have been his own skin, tapered down to his knees that topped tall black boots. 

As handsome as he was, he looked absolutely thunderous, much as he had at that fateful house party, as if he didn’t want to be doing this at all.  Then why was he?  He was now a duke who could do as he pleased.  Or maybe this journey was the result of the other side of him, the side that wasn’t yet accustomed to a title he was never meant to have.  Perhaps he was two people, the erstwhile Major Demarest and the new Duke of Rexford, trapped together in one great big, heavily muscled body emitting heat that she could already feel inside the carriage, threatening to melt her into her seat.  

Either way, at this point she didn’t dare speak to him unless he deigned to speak to her first.  It promised to be an awkward journey, but it could have been worse.  Had Rexford not appeared when he had last night, Genevieve might have been forced to go to the nearest posting house on her own and take a seat on top of the coach, which always prompted the floodgates of heaven to burst open.   

Then there was the problem of finding a room for the night, as she would have been traveling without a chaperone.  She could never forget her journey to Bath last year to become Lady Pelham’s companion.  She’d only managed accommodation because one of her fellow travelers was an old widow going to Bath for the mineral waters, in hopes of extending her life just to spite her son-in-law.  Genevieve was thus able to share a room and its one bed with her, only to wake up beside a cold corpse the next morning.  She still shuddered at the memory.  That this happened so soon after the death of Genevieve’s own grandmother left her with not a few misgivings about sharing a bed with another stranger.  Fortunately, Miss Morgan was young and apparently quite healthy. 

But now she needed to put all of that behind her and concentrate on what she would do once they reached London.  She couldn’t go home to Suffolk.  Indeed, she didn’t even want to go home to Suffolk.  She didn’t want to be there any more than she was wanted there since her grandmother died.  

Perhaps her cousin Claire would take her in, assuming she was even in London for the Season.  Claire and her husband Nicholas were the Duke and Duchess of Colfax, the same Colfax who had the house party in Kent where Genevieve first encountered the man sitting across from her in simmering silence. 

Claire was an American whose grandmother, Hannah, had been the twin sister of Genevieve’s paternal grandmother, Judith.  Judith had been born and raised in the American colonies before that revolutionary unpleasantness, but married an Englishman and left her relatives behind in the Carolinas.  Several of them had come to visit a couple of years ago.  One of them was Claire, who later became the aforementioned duchess.  The other was their mutual cousin Amy and her husband, Mr. Desmond Vance, a Yankee doodle dandy and God’s gift to anyone in a skirt, or so he believed.  Genevieve shuddered again, this time at the memory of him.  

Initially, she’d been charmed by Mr. Vance and even felt a bit sorry for him because his perpetually whining wife seemed to want nothing to do with him.  Genevieve’s pity and youthful susceptibility to his charm had been all the encouragement he required.  He took to pestering her when no one else was looking and she swiftly realized his charm was only a flaky, peeling veneer, that beneath it lurked a predator who thought women walked the earth for only one purpose, a purpose she refused to serve until she could marry—and marry for love. 

Then he came into her bedchamber one night.  She’d grabbed the nearest candlestick and after a great deal of mutual tussling in the dark, somehow managed to jab him in the groin with it.  She ran out of the room screaming until everyone else woke up, by which time Mr. Vance crawled back to his proper place and she told the others there must have been a rat in her bedchamber. 

Later he was killed in a duel during the house party at Colfax Park, shot by Viscount Winton—another dandy with the same flaking, cheap charm—who’d seduced Amy.  Genevieve could not muster any regret over Mr. Vance’s fate.  His killer, meanwhile, had absconded to the Continent with Amy.  

Then there was Mr. Orpheus Pelham.  Last night was the first time he’d dared to assail her, and in the presence of Lady Pelham who’d been sitting only a few feet away, snoring and grinding her teeth as a screaming Genevieve kicked him in the knee hard enough (she’d been aiming higher, but her skirt was in the way) that he lost his balance and toppled backward to the floor.  She’d just hitched up her skirt a few inches, the better to finally stomp her foot into the falls of his breeches, when the man sitting across from her came to her rescue.  Or maybe Mr. Pelham’s.

Only after they left Bath behind and were well and truly on the main road to London did Rexford break the silence. “Miss Holbrook?”

She started out her reverie. “Yes, Your Grace?” 

“We haven’t discussed the matter of your compensation.  You agreed quite readily to chaperone Miss Morgan without asking for any terms, but all things considered, I suppose that’s understandable.”

“In all the tumult since last night, I must say I hadn’t thought of compensation either.  But now that you mention it, all I require is room and board between here and London, and I’ll be content.  I’m grateful for that much.”

He peered at her as if her terms were totally unreasonable. “I tend to think you’re entitled to more than that.  I don’t suppose Lady Pelham gave you a reference that might come in useful once you reach London?”

“Of course not.  I’m only something like number thirteen in a long line of paid companions she’s had over the years, most of whom are dismissed without reference for—” She suddenly remembered Susan, the real reason she was here, casting her a quick glance as she reconsidered what she was about to say. “—for what happened last night.”

“Didn’t any of the previous dozen warn you about hi—her?” Rexford stammered, likewise throwing a quick glance at Susan. 

Genevieve huffed. “Yes, but I needed the position.  None of us think that what happened will happen to us, because—” Because why would any young man try to have his way with an old spinster that no other man wanted, which was why they took positions as paid companions to old ladies?  And it wasn’t as if he lived with his aunt all the time.  He only visited every few months, mainly to seek an advance on his quarterly allowance. “Well, I trust you can imagine, Your Grace.  I only hope you’re not suggesting that I’m at fault, that perhaps I—I—”

Her father’s words when she tried telling him about Mr. Vance’s unwanted attentions still rang in her ears. You asked for it.  You must have asked for it.  He thinks you’re not a lady, that’s why he’s importuning you.  And why would he think that if you hadn’t given him a reason to think that?  No wonder you can’t find a suitable husband.  You’re just like your mother!

“I’m suggesting no such thing,” said Rexford. “If that’s what I thought, you wouldn’t be sitting here right now.”

“Thank you,” she murmured.

“Perhaps my great-aunt might like to have a companion.” 

Genevieve contemplated this unexpected offer.  Wouldn’t it mean living under the same roof as this duke, and maybe even this girl sitting next to her, if that girl ended up marrying him? 

She wasn’t sure she wanted to do that.  But what if she couldn’t find another position elsewhere, especially since Lady Pelham declined to give her a reference?  Perhaps the duke would give her a reference if she managed to faithfully discharge her duties as Susan’s chaperone.  

“We’ll see,” was all she could say. “I do have family in London.  I suppose I should see them first.  The Duchess of Colfax happens to be my cousin.”

“And mine, albeit by marriage,” he replied. “My late mother was the sister of the previous Duke of Colfax.  And since last night I’ve been wondering how it is you managed to recognize me and even recall my name from two years ago.  Now I think I know.  We have mutual relations, and I suspect my Aunt Phoebe wished to match us up.”

The very idea of that nearly took Genevieve’s breath away. “That, and Lady Pelham heard from Lady Cullen at Lady Whitbourne’s whist table that the new Duke of Rexford was coming down to Bath to visit his cousins and her neighbors, the Morgans.  She ordered me to stay at the window and watch for your carriage.  When you finally arrived last evening, Lady Pelham was already nodding off, but I thought you looked familiar, and her nephew said that you were lately a Mister or Major Demarest who’d fought at Waterloo.” With his grandfather, a Brigadier General Demarest who was killed there, though Genevieve thought the better of mentioning that at this moment. “That’s when I remembered you from the house party, because you were the only one there in uniform.”   

He promptly averted his gaze to the window and shifted rather uncomfortably in his seat, no doubt thinking of his grandfather. “I only recalled your awful singing.  But it didn’t scare me away as you suggested last night.”

Oh, that chafed him, did it?  Genevieve pursed her lips to suppress her laughter. “Very well, then it drove you out.” 

“I wouldn’t say that, either.”

“No?  You were sitting in the very back of the drawing room, nearest the door, and I saw you get up and stealthily slip out.  Not that I blame you.  I wanted to do the same.  I suppose you only wanted a breath of fresh air and a cheroot, never mind that the latter defeats the whole purpose of the former.” 

At long last, he favored her with a smile. “Nothing of the sort.  If you must know, I stood outside the drawing room laughing at how bad it was—so bad it was hilarious—and at a time when I hadn’t laughed in weeks.” Because of his grandfather, she thought.  He chuckled as if in memory. “I thought it best to remove myself for that purpose.” 

She smiled back. “I’m glad to have cheered you up, albeit in a twisted fashion.  But that’s only one of the reasons I remember you.  I also saw you a few months later at Danforth Hall in Norfolk, where Lord Whitbourne was wounded in a hunting accident.  At least I managed to avoid singing at that house party.”

“Ah, then no wonder I don’t remember that second meeting, though I do recall the house party itself, mainly because of Whitbourne’s mishap.”  

Then maybe he didn’t remember the duel at Colfax Park or what Papa insisted was her connection to it, she thought. 

“Fair enough.  But once I recognized you arriving at the Morgans, for the rest of last evening I thought of you as Major or Mr. Demarest—that is, when I had occasion to think of you.  I mean, it’s not as if I thought of nothing else but you from that point onward.” Oh, what a great big clanker that was, for it was exactly because she’d thought of nothing else but him from that point onward—until Mr. Pelham rudely tore Genevieve from her musings and the rest was history. 

Expressionless, he asked, “Do you mean to say you didn’t?” as if she were supposed to and could be charged with dereliction of duty.

“Well, why would I?  As if I’d been obsessing over you since that house party, and I assure you, I haven’t.” Only since he arrived at the Morgans. “But because of all I just said, that’s why when you suddenly appeared at Lady Pelham’s last night, and most fortuitously, I must say—” 

“As if all that obsessing must have conjured me.” 

Was he flirting with her?  Or just teasing her?  Would he dare do that in front of Susan, his prospective bride, who didn’t seem to take any notice?  Or had she noticed?  Genevieve had almost forgotten the girl was there.  She glanced at Susan and was surprised to see her listening quite raptly to their conversation.

She turned back to Rexford. “I told you, Your Grace, I haven’t been obsessing over you!  I’m only trying to explain to you why, when you suddenly appeared, I blurted out your former name and not the ducal one.  I do beg your pardon.”

“No pardon needs begging.  I’d wager Lady Joan was more offended.  She seems to think I have no business being a duke.”

Susan finally spoke up and said, “My mother says Your Grace was never meant to be a duke, and that is why you don’t act like one.”

“Or rather, I don’t act as she believes a duke should,” Rexford replied. “Otherwise, she’s right that I was never meant for the title.  I’m a second cousin to Edgar, may heaven rest his soul.  My late father was the only son of a younger son who was later the younger brother of a duke.”

“At least they didn’t have to go all the way to Germany to find the next in line, as they did when Queen Anne died a hundred or so years ago,” Genevieve remarked. 

“No, but when Edgar’s father died some years ago, they had to go even farther than that to find Edgar, the next one in line,” Rexford told her. “He lived in Sicily as the drier climate was thought to be better for his health.  Perhaps he might still be alive had he remained there, instead of coming home to England.”

“Then are you going to marry me?” Susan bluntly asked the duke. 

Genevieve suddenly felt awkward, and judging from the startled expression on his face, it seemed Rexford hadn’t expected this question, either.  

“Is that what your parents told you?” he asked. 

“’Tis what my mother told me.  She and her brother planned that Edgar and I should marry once I came of age, but once I did, he passed away.”

“Did you wish to marry him?” Rexford inquired. 

“No, but a daughter must obey her parents.” 

“Your grandmother sent me to bring you back to London.  She does wish to give you a season with an eye toward finding you a suitable husband now that Edgar has passed, but she also thought that on the journey, you and I might become better acquainted and marry after all.”

Genevieve fixed her gaze out the window at the rolling verdant hills and the occasional steeple.  

“In that case, why must I have a chaperone, especially since you and I are cousins?” Now Susan sounded petulant.  It occurred to Genevieve that the girl might resent not only her chaperonage, but the fact that she and Rexford were enjoying a lively conversation when he should have been solely attentive to Susan.  

“You heard your mother last night,” said Rexford. “Depending on the roads and the weather, we’ll have to spend at least one night at an inn, and a young lady cannot stay in a room by herself.  Without Miss Holbrook’s chaperonage, you and I would have to marry immediately, whether either of us wanted to or not.”  

“Then you don’t want to marry me?” Susan sounded almost hopeful, whereas Genevieve felt it, and her heart tripped in anticipation of his response.

“I didn’t say that,” he replied, and her tripping heart stumbled and fell. “But I have no wish to marry a stranger, and I should think you don’t, either.  My parents were strangers.  So were your grandparents.  How well did you know Edgar?”

“Not very well.  He did come to Bath to take the waters, but by then it was too late for him, or so my father said.  Perhaps he should have remained in Sicily.  But I had no wish to go there.  I can’t say I’m sorry I won’t have to marry him, after all.  Am I wicked for thinking that?”

“Not at all,” he said.

“Then you don’t think I’m wicked if I say I don’t want to marry you, either?”

“Of course I don’t.  You’re young and naturally reluctant to wed someone you’ve only just met.  I don’t begrudge you that.”

And Genevieve didn’t begrudge him saying it.  

“Does Grandmama want me to marry you?” Susan asked him.

“Let’s just say she thought it important that we meet first, and I agreed.” 

“My mother wants me to marry a duke.  Any duke.”

“Then you’re in luck.  Your grandmother said that if I don’t suit you, there’s always the Duke of Loring.  He’s having a ball to choose a bride.” Rexford winced at that, or maybe he just had a cramp in his leg.  Genevieve herself had one, but she didn’t dare try to stretch out her legs for fear she might come into contact with his big booted feet that seemed to be everywhere.  Still, this was much better than traveling by post.  She couldn’t blame Rexford for not wanting to go back to that.  

After this, she certainly didn’t want to go back to that, either.  The solution was either to never leave London again...or marry a duke.  

But not just any duke.  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three
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The real trouble began in the early afternoon, when they stopped at an inn for luncheon.  Lionel emerged first from the barouche and turned to help Susan disembark, whereupon she shrieked and shot off like a rocket across the inn yard toward another carriage.  What the devil?

He called after her, but she seemed not hear him as she fairly danced around the other carriage while other young women thrust their bonneted heads out of its windows, all of them clucking and twittering like a flock of birds.  Then he felt a sudden pressure on one shoulder, and realized Miss Holbrook was pushing down on it as she found her own way out of the barouche. 

As if by reflex, he quickly stepped away, realizing too late what that meant.  With a yelp, she pitched forward and would have landed facedown on the mud-spattered cobbles had he not broken her fall by throwing one arm beneath her and the other across her back.  

The arm beneath her pressed against something soft and rounded and oh, bloody hell. 

She gasped and bolted upright, gaping at him as he dropped both arms. 

Eager to race away from this awkward moment, he very quickly said, “I do beg your pardon for I should have assisted you properly as I did Miss Morgan but I’m afraid she distracted me by running to that carriage over yonder where she seems to have found some friends.” 

“I don’t know if that’s the longest word I’ve ever heard, or just a very long sentence,” she replied, shifting her gaze to the four-wheeled, horse-drawn aviary. “But I do know of those ladies, having had occasion in the past to observe them from afar, much as we’re doing now.  They are the daughters of Lady Norton, and they also live in Sydney Place.  Pansy is in her second season, while this will be Marigold’s first, if what Lady Pelham heard from Lady Cullen at Lady Whitbourne’s whist table in Royal Crescent is correct.  Why Mr. Pelham doesn’t pursue either of them instead of harrying me on his visits I’ll never understand, unless he fears their mother more than he does me.”

Thinking of how he found Miss Holbrook with Mr. Pelham last night, Lionel wondered if that was even possible. “Perhaps Lady Norton is aware he’s a scapegrace and keeps her daughters at a distance.”

“Either way, I think it’s time to set a cat amongst the pigeons.” Miss Holbrook marched forward to see about parting Susan from her friends.  For girls who’d been living in the same neighborhood all this time, they certainly behaved as if they hadn’t seen each other since Waterloo.  He watched as Miss Holbrook came abreast of Susan and firmly but tactfully drew her away as they all cooed in unison, deftly steering the girl back in Lionel’s direction.  

“They asked me to go with them!” Susan exclaimed. “I said last night at dinner that I wished to go with them.  They have room for one more person, and Lady Norton said I am welcome to join them, but I must have permission from one of my kin.” She craned her neck to gaze up at Lionel with wide, pleading blue eyes. “You’re my kin.”

“So I’ve been informed.  And the answer is no.” 

“Ohh!” She actually stamped her foot. 

“Miss Morgan, you must see it’s impossible,” Miss Holbrook said, still hanging onto the girl as if she might bolt back to the Norton carriage any second. 

“Impossible how?  They said they’d wait for me.  They stopped here for luncheon.  I’m not really that hungry.  And if I go with them, I could be in London that much sooner.” 

“By one whole hour, perhaps,” Miss Holbrook said, as she continued gripping Susan’s arm. “Come, Miss Morgan, you heard what your—that is, what the duke just said.  Now let’s—”

“He’s not my father!”

“I never said he—”

“You were about to.”

“How do you know?” Miss Holbrook demanded in a tone that betrayed it was exactly what she’d been about to say.  Lionel had to press his lips together and look the other way. 

“Because it sounded precisely as if that was what you were about to say.”

“Very well, but the duke is still your kin, and he is responsible for you in the absence of your father.”  

How he wished he wasn’t, Lionel thought in despair. 

Miss Holbrook went on, “And I’m not sure your father or your mother would give their consent for you to travel with anyone else, even if they are your friends.”

“Roger would, if only we’d waited for him.”

“Thank heavens we didn’t.  Your brother would still be inside the duke’s barouche sleeping in his own—oh, never mind.” Miss Holbrook left Susan with Lionel and marched back over to the Norton carriage. “I’m sorry, but as Miss Morgan’s chaperone, I cannot allow her to join you unless I come along, too, but I don’t think you have the room.  She’ll see you in London.  Cheerio!” She banged her fist against the side of the Norton carriage, and it lurched into motion and out of the inn yard as the occupants squawked in protest.  Susan broke into a run after the carriage, but Miss Holbrook grabbed her again and was barely able to restrain her until Lionel came to her aid.  

“Let go of me or I’ll scream!” Susan cried. 

“’Twould seem too late for that,” Lionel said. “Now you will stop this nonsense at once before I kiss you right in the middle of this inn yard!” 

Oh, the sudden look of panic on Miss Holbrook’s face! 

“And then we’ll have no choice but to marry,” he added. “Is that what you want, Susan?”

“No, because then you’d have the right to beat me.”

“Then let us go inside to find a table so we can eat like civilized people.”

She remained silent and sullen throughout the meal, but then so did Lionel and Miss Holbrook.  He resented being saddled with Susan, though things probably would have been worse with her brother along.  If Miss Holbrook resented anything, he had no idea, unless it was having to suffer a share of responsibility for this chit in exchange for a ride to London.  He still felt she was entitled to more than that for the trouble she was enduring.  

The journey continued that afternoon.  Lionel seriously considered riding with the coachman so he could enjoy some fresh air, but then Miss Holbrook would definitely resent that, being stuck inside the carriage with the sulky Susan and her tantrums.  Besides, after that somewhat heavy meal, he was weary and wished to nap, so he took his usual place on the rear-facing seat and nodded off.  The last he saw of the two ladies across from him, Miss Holbrook had pulled out a book to read, while Susan sat and just pouted.

He drifted off to a faraway place that he soon recognized as the battlefield of Waterloo.  As he stood over his fallen grandfather, a rumbling thunder, like that of a continuously firing cannon, drew nearer to him, but he couldn’t see it, nor could he escape it.  He only knew that like his grandfather, he was about to be blasted to bits by a cannon that sounded just like horses’ hooves.  But it wasn’t horses’ hooves.  Not in his dream.  No, this was a cannon galloping up behind him, firing without cease until he thought he heard someone shouting at him to get out of the way, followed by a piercing scream.  
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