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Chapter One



“Lady Althea Wentworth is, without doubt, the most vexatious, bothersome, pestilential female I have ever had the misfortune to encounter.” The hog sniffing at Nathaniel Rothmere’s boots prevented him from pacing, though the moment called for both pacing and profanity.


The sow was a mere four hundred pounds, a sylph compared to the rest of the herd rooting about in Nathaniel’s orchard; nonetheless, when she flopped to the grass, the ground shook.


“Have you, sir?” Everett Treegum asked with characteristic delicacy. “Encountered the lady, that is?”


“No.” Nor do I wish to.


Another swine, this one on the scale of a seventy-four-gun ship of the line, tucked in beside her herd-mate, and several others followed.


“They seem quite happy here,” Treegum observed. “Perhaps we ought simply to keep them.”


“Then Lady Althea will have an excuse to come around again, banging on the door, cutting up my peace, and disturbing the tranquility of my estate.”


Two more sows chose grassy napping places. Their march across the pastures had apparently tired them out, which was just too damned bad.


“Is it time for a Stinging Rebuke, sir?” Treegum asked, as a particularly grand specimen rubbed against him and nearly knocked the old fellow off his feet. Treegum was the Rothhaven estate steward. Swineherding was not among his many skills.


“I’ve already sent Lady Althea two Stinging Rebukes,” Nathaniel replied. “She probably has them displayed over her mantel like letters of marque and reprisal.” Nathaniel shoved at the hog milling before him, but he might as well have shoved at one of the boulders dotting his fields. “Her ladyship apparently longs to boast that she’s made the acquaintance of the master of Rothhaven Hall. I will gratify her wish, in the spirit of true gentlemanly consideration.”


“Mind you don’t give her a fright,” Treegum muttered, wading around the reclining swine to accompany Nathaniel to the gate. “We can’t have you responsible for any more swoons.”


“Yes, we can. If enough ladies swoon at the mere sight of me, then I will continue to enjoy the privacy due the neighborhood eccentric. I should have Granny Dewar curse me on market day. I’ll gallop past the village just as some foul weather moves in, and she can consign me to the devil.”


Treegum opened the gate, setting off a squeak loud enough to rouse the napping hogs. “Granny will want a fair bit of coin for a public curse, sir.”


“She’s partial to our elderberry cordial.” Nathaniel vaulted a crumbling length of wall one-handed. “Maybe we should leave the gate open.” The entire herd had settled on the grass and damned if the largest of the lot—a vast expanse of pink pork—didn’t appear to smile at him.


“They won’t find their way home, sir. Pigs like to wander, and sows that size go where they please.”


Running pigs through an orchard was an old Yorkshire custom, one usually reserved for autumn rather than the brisk, sunny days of early spring. The hogs consumed the dropped fruit, fertilized the soil, and with their rooting, helped the ground absorb water for the next growing season.


“Perhaps I should saddle up that fine beast on the end,” Nathaniel said, considering a quarter ton of livestock where livestock ought not to be. “Give the village something truly worth gossiping about.”


Treegum closed and latched the gate. “Hard to steer, though, sir, and you do so pride yourself on being an intimidating sort of eccentric.”


“Apparently not intimidating enough. Tell the kitchen I’ll be late for supper, and be sure the hogs of hell have a good supply of water. They will be thirsty after coming such a distance.”


Treegum drifted in the direction of the home farm, while Nathaniel turned for the stables. He preferred to serve as his own groom, and Elgin, the stablemaster, having been on nodding terms with the biblical patriarchs, did not object. He did, however, supervise Nathaniel, as he’d been doing for nearly a quarter century. The other stableboys referred to their supervisor as Elfin, and in all the time Nathaniel had known him, Elgin’s looks had remained true to that description.


“Fine day for a gallop,” Elgin remarked. “Please do avoid the field nearest the river, sir. Too damned boggy yet.”


“I’m paying a call. Wouldn’t do to arrive at her ladyship’s door with mud-spattered boots.”


Elgin took his pipe from between his teeth. “A social call?”


Nathaniel led Loki from his stall. “Shocking, I know.”


“A social call on a fe-male?”


Loki shied and snorted at nothing, then propped on his back legs and generally comported himself like a clodpate.


“Are you quite finished?” Nathaniel inquired of his horse when the idiot equine had nearly banged his head on the rafters.


“Spring is in the air,” Elgin said, clipping Loki’s halter to the crossties and passing Nathaniel a soft brush. “Which ladyship is to have the pleasure of your company?”


“My company will be no pleasure whatsoever.” Nathaniel started on the gelding’s neck, which occasioned wiggling of horsey lips. “I am to call upon Lady Althea Wentworth, our neighbor to the immediate south. Her swine are idling in our orchard, and I have every confidence she had them driven there in the dark of night precisely to annoy me. While I commend her ingenuity—grudgingly, of course—I cannot continue to humor her.”


Loki was five years old, and at more than seventeen hands, he looked like a mature horse, bristling with muscle and energy. He was a typical adolescent, though, both full of his own consequence and lacking in common sense. Robbie had made Nathaniel a gift of him, claiming that even an eccentric duke needed some entertainment.


Nathaniel hadn’t had the heart to refuse his brother, given the effort Robbie must have expended to procure the horse.


“And you are entertaining,” Nathaniel murmured, pausing to scratch Loki’s belly.


“Lady Althea has pots of money,” Elgin observed. “She put that house of hers to rights and made a proper job of it too. She’s a handsome woman, according to the lads at the Whistling Goose.”


“From whom all the best and least factual gossip is to be had.” Nathaniel moved around to Loki’s off side. “When a woman of considerable wealth is described as handsome, we may conclude she is stout, plain, and cursed with a hooked nose.”


“You have a hooked nose,” Elgin said, setting a saddle on the half door to Loki’s stall. “Yon gelding has a hooked nose. I used to have a hooked nose until it got broke a time or three. What’s wrong with a hooked nose?”


“Loki and I have aquiline noses, if you please.”


Loki also had a temper. He objected to the saddle pad being placed on his back, then he objected to the saddle being placed atop the pad. He objected strenuously to the girth—the horse was nothing if not consistent—and he pretended he had no idea exactly where the bit was supposed to end up.


Until Nathaniel produced a lump of sugar. Then the wretched beast all but fastened the bridle on himself.


“Shameless beggar,” Nathaniel said, gently scratching a dark, hairy ear. “But standards must be maintained, mustn’t they?” How often had the previous Duke of Rothhaven intoned that refrain?


“If Lady Althea’s so plain,” Elgin said, “and you aren’t interested in her money, then why must you be the one to inform her that we have her pigs?”


“Ideally, I will inspire her to pack her bags and retreat all the way back to London. Even our formidable Treegum isn’t likely to produce that effect.” Her ladyship did spend some months in the south every year, though she always came north again, like some strange migratory bird helpless to resist Yorkshire winters.


“And if she’s not the retreating kind?”


Nathaniel led his horse out to the mounting block, took up the girth another hole, pulled on his gloves, and swung into the saddle. “Then I will settle for impressing upon her the need to leave me and mine the hell alone.”


“You’re good at that,” Elgin replied, giving the girth a tug. “Maybe too good.”


Loki capered and danced, his shoes making a racket on the cobbles. Then he bolted forward on a great leap and swept down the drive at a pounding gallop. Every schoolboy in the shire knew that His Grace of Rothhaven galloped wherever he went, no matter the hour or the season, because the devil himself was following close behind.


And the schoolboys had the right of it.


* * *


Althea heard her guest before she saw him. Rothhaven’s arrival was presaged by a rapid beat of hooves coming not up her drive, but rather, directly across the park that surrounded Lynley Vale manor.


A large horse created that kind of thunder, one disdaining the genteel canter for a hellbent gallop. Althea could see the beast approaching from her parlor window, and her first thought was that only a terrified animal traveled at such speed.


But no. Horse and rider cleared the wall beside the drive in perfect rhythm, swerved onto the verge, and continued right up—good God, they aimed straight for the fountain. Althea could not look away as the black horse drew closer and closer to unforgiving marble and splashing water.


“Mary, Mother of God.”


Another smooth leap—the fountain was five feet high if it was an inch—and a foot-perfect landing, followed by an immediate check of the horse’s speed. The gelding came down to a frisking, capering trot, clearly proud of himself and ready for even greater challenges.


The rider stroked the horse’s neck, and the beast calmed and hung his head, sides heaving. A treat was offered and another pat, before one of Althea’s grooms bestirred himself to take the horse. Rothhaven—for that could only be the Dread Duke himself—paused on the front steps long enough to remove his spurs, whip off his hat, and run a black-gloved hand through hair as dark as hell’s tarpit.


“The rumors are true,” Althea murmured. Rothhaven was built on the proportions of the Vikings of old, but their fair coloring and blue eyes had been denied him. He glanced up, as if he knew Althea would be spying, and she drew back.


His gaze was colder than a Yorkshire night in January, which fit exactly with what Althea had heard of him.


She moved from the window and took the wing chair by the hearth, opening a book chosen for this singular occasion. She had dressed carefully—elegantly but without too much fuss—and styled her hair with similar consideration. Rothhaven gave very few people the chance to make even a first impression on him, a feat Althea admired.


Voices drifted up from the foyer, followed by the tread of boots on the stair. Rothhaven moved lightly for such a grand specimen, and his voice rumbled like distant cannon. A soft tap on the door, then Strensall was announcing Nathaniel, His Grace of Rothhaven. The duke did not have to duck to come through the doorway, but it was a near thing.


Althea set aside her book, rose, and curtsied to a precisely deferential depth and not one inch lower. “Welcome to Lynley Vale, Your Grace. A pleasure to meet you. Strensall, the tea, and don’t spare the trimmings.”


Strensall bolted for the door.


“I do not break bread with mine enemy.” Rothhaven stalked over to Althea and swept her with a glower. “No damned tea.”


His eyes were a startling green, set against swooping dark brows and features as angular as the crags and tors of Yorkshire’s moors. He brought with him the scents of heather and horse, a lovely combination. His cravat remained neatly pinned with a single bar of gleaming gold despite his mad dash across the countryside.


“I will attribute Your Grace’s lack of manners to the peckishness that can follow exertion. A tray, Strensall.”


The duke leaned nearer. “Shall I threaten to curse poor Strensall with nightmares, should he bring a tray?”


“That would be unsporting.” Althea sent her goggling butler a glance, and he scampered off. “You are reputed to have a temper, but then, if folk claimed that my mere passing caused milk to curdle and babies to colic, I’d be a tad testy myself. No one has ever accused you of dishonorable behavior.”


“Nor will they, while you, my lady, have stooped so low as to unleash the hogs of war upon my hapless estate.” He backed away not one inch, and this close Althea caught a more subtle fragrance. Lily of the valley or jasmine. Very faint, elegant, and unexpected, like the moss-green of his eyes.


“You cannot read, perhaps,” he went on, “else you’d grasp that ‘we will not be entertaining for the foreseeable future’ means neither you nor your livestock are welcome at Rothhaven Hall.”


“Hosting a short call from your nearest neighbor would hardly be entertaining,” Althea countered. “Shall we be seated?”


Lynley Vale had come into her possession when the Wentworth family had acquired a ducal title several years past. Althea’s brother Quinn, the present Duke of Walden, had entrusted an estate to each of his three siblings, and Althea had done her best to kit out Lynley Vale as befit a ducal residence. When Quinn visited, he and his duchess seemed comfortable enough amid the portraits, frescoed ceilings, and gilt-framed pier glasses.


Rothhaven was a different sort of duke, one whose presence made pastel carpets and flocked wallpaper appear fussy and overdone. Althea had been so curious about Rothhaven Hall she’d nearly peered through the windows, but Rothhaven had threatened even children with charges of trespassing. A grown woman would get no quarter from a duke who cursed and issued threats on first acquaintance.


“I will not be seated,” he retorted. “Retrieve your damned pigs from my orchard, madam, or I will send them to slaughter before the week is out.”


“Is that where my naughty ladies got off to?” Althea took her wing chair. “They haven’t been on an outing in ages. I suppose the spring air inspired them to seeing the sights. Last autumn they took a notion to inspect the market, and in summer they decided to attend Sunday services. Most of our neighbors find my herd’s social inclinations amusing.”


“I might be amused, were your herd not at the moment rooting through my orchard uninvited. To allow stock of those dimensions to wander is irresponsible, and why a duke’s sister is raising hogs entirely defeats my powers of imagination.”


Because Rothhaven had never been poor and never would be. “Do have a seat, Your Grace. I’m told only the ill-mannered pace the parlor like a house tabby who needs to visit the garden.”


He turned his back to Althea—very rude of him—though he appeared to require a moment to marshal his composure. She counted that a small victory, for she had needed many such moments since acquiring a title, and her composure yet remained as unruly as her sows on a pretty spring day.


Though truth be told, the lady swine had had some encouragement regarding the direction of their latest outing.


Rothhaven turned to face Althea, the fire in his gaze banked to burning disdain. “Will you or will you not retrieve your wayward pigs from my land?”


“I refuse to discuss this with a man who cannot observe the simplest conversational courtesy.” She waved a hand at the opposite wing chair, and when that provoked a drawing up of the magnificent ducal height, she feared His Grace would stalk from the room.


Instead he took the chair, whipping out the tails of his riding jacket like Lucifer arranging his coronation robes.


“Thank you,” Althea said. “When you march about like that, you give a lady a crick in her neck. Your orchard is at least a mile from my home farm.”


“And downwind, more’s the pity. Perhaps you raise pigs to perfume the neighborhood with their scent?”


“No more than you keep horses, sheep, or cows for the same purpose, Your Grace. Or maybe your livestock hides the pervasive odor of brimstone hanging about Rothhaven Hall?”


A muscle twitched in the duke’s jaw.


Althea had been raised by a man who regarded displays of violence as all in a day’s parenting. Her instinct for survival had been honed early and well, and had she found Rothhaven frightening, she would not have been alone with him.


She was considered a spinster; he was a confirmed eccentric. He was intimidating—impressively so—but she had bet her future on his basic decency. He patted his horse, he fed the beast treats, he took off his spurs before calling on a lady, and his retainers were all so venerable they could nearly recall when York was a Viking capital.


A truly dishonorable peer would discard elderly servants and abuse his cattle, wouldn’t he?


The tea tray arrived before Althea could doubt herself further, and in keeping with standing instructions, the kitchen had exerted its skills to the utmost. Strensall placed an enormous silver tray before Althea—the good silver, not the fancy silver—bowed, and withdrew.


“How do you take your tea, Your Grace?”


“Plain, except I won’t be staying for tea. Assure me that you’ll send your swineherd over to collect your sows in the next twenty-four hours and I will take my leave of you.”


Not so fast. Having coaxed Rothhaven into making a call, Althea wasn’t about to let him win free so easily.


“I cannot give you those assurances, Your Grace, much as I’d like to. I’m very fond of those ladies and they are quite valuable. They are also particular.”


Rothhaven straightened a crease in his breeches. They fit him exquisitely, though Althea had never before seen black riding attire.


“The whims of your livestock are no affair of mine, Lady Althea.” His tone said that Althea’s whims were a matter of equal indifference to him. “You either retrieve them or the entire shire will be redolent of smoking bacon.”


He was bluffing, albeit convincingly. Nobody butchered hogs in early spring, for any number of reasons. “Do you know what my sows are worth?”


He quoted a price per pound for pork on the hoof that was accurate to the penny.


“Wrong,” Althea said, pouring him a cup of tea and holding it out to him. “Those are my best breeders. I chose their grandmamas and mamas for hardiness and the ability to produce sizable, healthy litters. A pig in the garden can be the difference between a family making it through winter or starving, if that pig can also produce large, thriving litters. She can live on scraps, she needs very little care, and she will see a dozen piglets raised to weaning twice a year without putting any additional strain on the family budget.”


The duke looked at the steaming cup of tea, then at Althea, then back at the cup. This was the best China black she could offer, served on the good porcelain in her personal parlor. If he disdained her hospitality now, she might … cry?


He would not be swayed by tears, but he apparently could be tempted by a perfect cup of tea.


“You raise hogs as a charitable undertaking?” he asked.


“I raise them for all sorts of reasons, and I donate many to the poor of the parish.”


“Why not donate money?” He took a cautious sip of his tea. “One can spend coin on what’s most necessary, and many of the poor have no gardens.”


“If they lack a garden, they can send the children into the countryside to gather rocks and build drystone walls, can’t they? After a season or two, the pig will have rendered the soil of its enclosure very fertile indeed, and the enclosure can be moved. Coin, by contrast, can be stolen.”


Another sip. “From the poor box?”


“Of course from the poor box. Or that money can be wasted on Bibles while children go hungry.”


This was the wrong conversational direction, too close to Althea’s heart, too far from her dreams.


“My neighbor is a radical,” Rothhaven mused. “And she conquers poverty and ducal privacy alike with an army of sows. Nonetheless, those hogs are where they don’t belong, and possession is nine-tenths of the law. Move them or I will do as I see fit with them.”


“If you harm my pigs or disperse that herd for sale, I will sue you for conversion. You gained control of my property legally—pigs will wander—but if you waste those pigs or convert my herd for your own gain, I will take you to court.”


Althea put three sandwiches on a plate and offered it to him. She’d lose her suit for conversion, not because she was wrong on the law—she was correct—but because he was a duke, and not just any duke. He was the much-treasured Dread Duke of Rothhaven Hall, a local fixture of pride. The squires in the area were more protective of Rothhaven’s consequence than they were of their own.


Lawsuits were scandalous, however, especially between neighbors or family members. They were also messy, involving appearances in court and meetings with solicitors and barristers. A man who seldom left his property and refused to receive callers would avoid those tribulations at all costs.


Rothhaven set down the plate. “What must I do to inspire you to retrieve your valuable sows? I have my own swineherd, you know. A capable old fellow who has been wrangling hogs for more than half a century. He can move your livestock to the king’s highway.”


Althea hadn’t considered this possibility, but she dared not blow retreat. “My sows are partial to their own swineherd. They’ll follow him anywhere, though after rioting about the neighborhood on their own, they will require time to recover. They’ve been out dancing all night, so to speak, and must have a lie-in.”


Althea could not fathom why any sensible female would comport herself thus, but every spring she dragged herself south, and subjected herself to the same inanity for the duration of the London Season.


This year would be different.


“So send your swineherd to fetch them tomorrow,” Rothhaven said, taking a bite of a beef sandwich. “My swineherd will assist, and I need never darken your door again—nor you, mine.” He sent her a pointed look, one that scolded without saying a word.


Althea’s brother Quinn had learned to deliver such looks, and his duchess had honed the raised eyebrow to a delicate art.


While I am a laughingstock. A memory came to Althea, of turning down the room with a peer’s heir, a handsome, well-liked man tall enough to look past her shoulder. The entire time they’d been waltzing, he’d been rolling his eyes at his friends, affecting looks of long-suffering martyrdom, and holding Althea up as an object of ridicule, even as he’d hunted her fortune and made remarks intended to flatter.


She had not realized his game until her own sister, Constance, had reported it to her in the carriage on the way home. The hostess had not intervened, nor had any chaperone or gentleman called the young dandy to account. He had thanked Althea for the dance and escorted her to her next partner with all the courtesy in the world, and she’d been the butt of another joke.


“I cannot oblige you, Your Grace,” Althea said. “My swineherd is visiting his sister in York and won’t be back until week’s end. I do apologize for the delay, though if turning my pigs loose in your orchard has occasioned this introduction, then I’m glad for it. I value my privacy too, but I am at my wit’s end and must consult you on a matter of some delicacy.”


He gestured with half a sandwich. “All the way at your wit’s end? What has caused you to travel that long and arduous trail?”


Polite society. Wealth. Standing. All the great boons Althea had once envied and had so little ability to manage.


“I want a baby,” she said, not at all how she’d planned to state her situation.


Rothhaven put down his plate slowly, as if a wild creature had come snorting and snapping into the parlor. “Are you utterly demented? One doesn’t announce such a thing, and I am in no position to …” He stood, his height once again creating an impression of towering disdain. “I will see myself out.”


Althea rose as well, and though Rothhaven could toss her behind the sofa one-handed, she made her words count.


“Do not flatter yourself, Your Grace. Only a fool would seek to procreate with a petulant, moody, withdrawn, arrogant specimen such as you. I want a family, exactly the goal every girl is raised to treasure. There’s nothing shameful or inappropriate about that. Until I learn to comport myself as the sister of a duke ought, I have no hope of making an acceptable match. You are a duke. If anybody understands the challenge I face, you do. You have five hundred years of breeding and family history to call upon, while I …”


Oh, this was not the eloquent explanation she’d rehearsed, and Rothhaven’s expression had become unreadable.


He gestured with a large hand. “While you …?”


Althea had tried inviting him to tea, then to dinner. She’d tried calling upon him. She’d ridden the bridle paths for hours in hopes of meeting him by chance, only to see him galloping over the moors, heedless of anything so tame as a bridle path.


She’d called on him twice, only to be turned away at the door and chided by letter twice for presuming even that much. Althea had only a single weapon left in her arsenal, a lone arrow in her quiver of strategies, the one least likely to yield the desired result.


She had the truth. “I need your help,” she said, subsiding into her chair. “I haven’t anywhere else to turn. If I’m not to spend the rest of my life as a laughingstock, if I’m to have a prayer of finding a suitable match, I need your help.” 




Chapter Two


Lady Althea sat before Nathaniel, her head bent, her fists bunched in her lap. Ladies did not make fists. Ladies did not boast of breeding hogs. Ladies did not refer to ducal neighbors as petulant, moody, withdrawn, and arrogant, though Nathaniel had carefully cultivated a reputation as exactly that.


But those disagreeable characteristics were not the real man, he assured himself. He was in truth a fellow managing as best he could under trying circumstances.


I am not an ogre. Not yet. “I regret that I cannot assist you. I’m sorry, my lady. I’ll bid you good day.”


“You choose not to assist me.” She rose, skirts swishing, and glowered up at him. “I am the only person in this parish whose rank even approaches your own, and you disdain to give me a fair hearing. What is so damned irresistible about returning to the dreary pile of stone where you bide that you cannot be bothered to even finish a cup of tea with me?”


Nathaniel was sick of his dreary pile of stone, to the point that he was tempted to howl at the moon.


“We have not been introduced,” he retorted. “This is not a social call.”


She folded her arms, her bearing rife with contempt. “That mattered to you not at all when a few loose pigs wandered into your almighty orchard. You do leave your property, Your Grace. You gallop the neighborhood at dawn and dusk, when there’s enough light to see by, but you choose the hours when other riders are unlikely to be abroad.”


Lady Althea was unremarkable in appearance—medium height, dark brown hair. Nothing to rhapsodize about there. Her figure was nicely curved, even a bit on the sturdy side, and her brown velvet day dress lacked lace and frills, for all it was well cut and of excellent cloth.


What prevented Nathaniel from marching for the door was the force of her ladyship’s gaze. She let him see both vulnerability and rage in her eyes, both despair and dignity. Five years ago, Robbie had looked out on the world from the same place of torment. What tribulations could Lady Althea have suffered that compared with what Robbie had endured?


“You gallop everywhere,” she said, a judge reading out a list of charges, “because a sedate trot might encourage others to greet you, or worse, to attempt to engage you in conversation.”


Holy thunder, she was right. Nathaniel had developed the strategy of the perpetual gallop out of desperation.


“You travel to and from the vicarage under cover of darkness,” she went on, “probably to play chess or cribbage with Dr. Sorenson, for it’s common knowledge that your eternal soul is beyond redemption.”


Nathaniel’s visits to the vicarage—his sole social reprieve—would soon be over for the season. In December, a Yorkshire night held more than sixteen hours of darkness. By June, that figure halved, with the sky remaining light well past ten o’clock.


“Do you spy on me, Lady Althea?”


“The entire neighborhood notes your comings and goings, though I doubt your Tuesday night outings have been remarked upon. The path from Rothhaven to the village skirts my park, so I see what others cannot.”


Well, damn. Vicar Sorenson was an indifferent chess player, but he was a good sort who believed his calling demanded compassion rather than a sacrificial duke.


“I will hold your sows for a week,” Nathaniel said. “After that I make no promises.”


He strode for the door, lest the lady attempt to prevent his egress.


“I am poor company,” she said to his retreating back, “but I will not bore you. I must learn how to deal with local society on my own terms, and you have perfected that art. Nobody laughs at you. Nobody dares suggest that your foibles merit ridicule. You have taken a handful of peculiar behaviors and turned them into rural legend. Your life is exactly as you wish it to be and nobody would dream of gainsaying your choices. Our neighbors accept you, foibles, eccentricities, and all. I must learn to make them accept me as they do you, and you are my only possible tutor.”


Nathaniel’s common sense, the internal lodestar of all his decisions, shrieked at him to keep walking. To ride his horse straight back to Rothhaven Hall and lock himself in the walled garden until autumn.


But he was not an ogre. Not yet. He half turned. “Who laughs at you?”


“Everybody.”


“I am not laughing, thus your answer is inaccurate. Does Vicar laugh at you? Does Granny Dewar?”


Lady Althea picked up his plate of sandwiches and brought it to him. “Everybody in Mayfair. If I make any attempt to move in the circles expected of a duke’s sister, I am a walking joke. Even my sister-in-law’s good offices were not enough to protect me from ridicule, and she is a duchess. I have hope that I will do better here in Yorkshire—guarded hope. Good food should not go to waste.”


The sandwiches were not merely good, they were delicious, a reminder that chicken went down well with a dash of curry, and beef benefited from a light application of basil and black pepper. At Rothhaven Hall, old Cook rarely served fowl of any kind. Half a century ago, he’d been a potboy, then a baker’s apprentice. Now he was a cook of limited patience and even less imagination.


Lady Althea clearly employed a chef.


“Have you a dancing master?” Nathaniel asked, finishing his sandwich. “A music master? A tutor who can teach you to dabble in watercolors?”


“Do not patronize me,” she said, returning to her chair. “My brother saw to it that his siblings were exceptionally well educated. I can embroider, tat lace, dance, sing, draw, paint, plan a menu, ride, drive, manage a budget, engage and sack servants, and otherwise comport myself competently in three languages, but with polite society, I am a perennial figure of fun.”


On the table beside her chair lay an etiquette manual, A Lady’s Guide to Correct Deportment by Mrs. Harriet Norman.


“And you seek to improve your grasp of proper behavior by reading that drivel?” The third sandwich was cheese and butter with a hint of dill and coriander. Nathaniel adored cheese that had a personality. He’d forgotten such delicacies existed.


“That drivel,” Lady Althea said, “is intended to aid the shopkeeper’s daughter who seeks to marry a squire, the squire’s niece who longs to wed a cit. I have searched the length and breadth of the realm. No manuals exist that tell a woman how to comport herself when she’s …”


Her brows drew down, her gaze fixed on Nathaniel’s empty plate.


“Good food shouldn’t go to waste,” he said. “My compliments to your kitchen. You were saying?”


“If you agree to hear me out, I will stuff you with sandwiches until it’s dark enough for you to risk a mere trot back to Rothhaven. Your horse might thank me.”


“Loki is a stranger to gratitude. An obliging hostess would excuse herself at this point, have a word with the footman under the guise of ordering a fresh pot of tea, and tell the kitchen to send a wheel of this cheese over to Rothhaven.”


Extraordinary how satisfying a few sandwiches could be when they were prepared with some skill.


“An obliging hostess might,” Lady Althea said, setting two more cheese sandwiches on a plate. “I am a jumped-up gutter rat draped in Paris fashions, according to a certain marchioness. Her sister the countess declared me an unfortunate oddity and amusing in a sad sort of way. If I sent you a cheese, you would likely rebuke me for my generosity with another one of your epistolary scolds. I would be the first in the shire to collect three of those setdowns, and that would only add to my notoriety.”


She held the plate out to him, and Nathaniel lacked the fortitude to refuse it. The glowering, articulate woman who’d cut him down to size with a few words was sounding more and more bewildered.


More and more defeated.


He took the chair opposite her and accepted the plate. “I don’t know as I’ve ever met a gutter rat before, much less one who can be described as ‘jumped-up.’ While I do justice to the tray, perhaps you can provide a few details regarding your unusual provenance?”


Nathaniel would listen to her tale, polish off a few more sandwiches, then gallop home. Or perhaps—Loki was young and his stamina limited—they’d travel the distance at a smart canter instead, just this once.


* * *


Wilhelmina, Duchess of Rothhaven, ran her finger over the signature inked at the corner of her son’s latest epistle. In the first paragraph, Nathaniel would inform her that a generous sum had been transferred to the London accounts for her use.


In the second, he would report on the health and well-being of the Yorkshire staff, nearly all of whom had been at Rothhaven since Wilhelmina had arrived as a bride thirty-odd years ago. If a trusted retainer had to be pensioned off, those remaining took up the slack, or—in a very few cases—Nathaniel hired a grandchild, niece, or nephew of the departing employee.


The boy was nothing if not loyal. Unlike his idiot father.


“Every time I see my son’s signature franking a letter, I rejoice, Sarah.”


Sarah looked up from her cutwork. “Because His Grace thrives, Cousin?”


“Because he thrives, because he’s so conscientious regarding his duties, because if he’s minding Rothhaven, we can continue to kick our heels here in the south.” Wilhelmina hadn’t any particular fondness for London, but she loved her offspring very much. Better for all concerned if she kept her distance from Yorkshire and let Nathaniel go on without her meddling.


“You earned your freedom,” Sarah said, adjusting the angle of her scissors. “An heir and spare in less than three years.”


The late duke had bestirred himself to leave his wing of the family seat to congratulate Wilhelmina on that feat, the only time His Grace had thanked her for anything.


Sarah offered her a smile. As girls coming of age in York, they’d dreamed of a London Season. The great day had arrived, and of all the ironies, after traveling hundreds of miles from Yorkshire, Wilhelmina had caught the eye of a Yorkshire ducal heir. She and Sarah both had, actually, but he’d offered for Wilhelmina, and an offer from a future duke was not to be refused, even if his family seat lay at the edge of the world’s most desolate moor.


And even if that future duke had had about as much personal warmth as a January gale.


Sarah worked the little scissors at her paper, leaving a pile of trimmings on the tray in her lap. “Yorkshire is beautiful in spring. I wouldn’t mind seeing it again.”


Wilhelmina gave the same reply she’d always give. “Perhaps next year.” She set aside Nathaniel’s letter and held up her embroidery hoop, debating whether to add another spray of leaves to the handkerchief she was working on. “The Season is all but upon us, and that is the best time to bide in London.”


Sarah snipped away. “Don’t you ever grow homesick?”


“I miss my offspring. I do not miss Rothhaven.”


Sarah peered at her over gold-rimmed half spectacles. “Meaning you do not miss the ancestral pile, or you no longer miss your late husband? He was certainly a handsome devil and quite vigorous.”


Oh, he’d been a devil. Thank the heavenly powers Nathaniel hadn’t turned out anything like him. “Who could miss a dwelling that has all the charm of an icehouse? The Hall is a magnet for dust and cobwebs, and nobody can live there for long without risking rheumatism. I really do wish Nathaniel would let the dratted property out.”


Though he couldn’t. Wilhelmina knew that.


“He needs a duchess,” Sarah said, putting down her scissors. She unpeeled the folds of the paper, her movements as always patient and careful. “He’s not getting any younger.”


“He’ll marry in good time. Nathaniel has his hands full with Rothhaven.” Another response that hid a world of heartache. Nathaniel could not marry, and for that too, Wilhelmina blamed her late husband.


“Rothhaven Hall holds unhappy memories, doesn’t it?”


Unhappy memories were inevitable in the course of a long life. When a woman had borne two children to a man undeserving of love, and then seen both of those children treated terribly, her memories bordered on hellish.


“Rothhaven Hall holds creeping damp and mildew, as best I recall. What is that supposed to be?”


Sarah’s cutwork was a chain of barely connected figures, far more of the paper having been snipped away than remained.


“I intended it to be a replica of the lace pattern you devised for the curtains in the music room.”


“Best give it another go, my dear.” Paper was expensive, but Sarah well deserved her little pastimes. She’d been a friend, companion, and occasional shoulder to cry on for decades. What mattered the stationer’s bill compared to loyalty like that?


“What does Nathaniel have to say?” Sarah asked, upending her tray into the dustbin beside her chair.


“Spring is arriving—always a relief. The flocks and herds thrive, Vicar Sorenson sends his regards.” That was the third paragraph of the letter, but it was the postscript Wilhelmina treasured most.


Nathaniel missed his mama, he wished they need not dwell so far apart. Over the past year, the postscripts had become more elliptical, like Sarah’s cutwork. What went unsaid far surpassed the few sentences jotted on the page, but that could not be helped.


The larger situation was entirely hopeless. Nathaniel would never marry, and the ducal line would die out. If anything gave Wilhelmina satisfaction, it was knowing that her late husband’s most desperate ambition would never be realized.


The Rothhaven succession would end thanks to the previous duke, and well it should.


* * *


Don’t leave me. The words welled up from an old, miserable place in Althea’s memory. A violent father inflicted one sort of pain, a mother who’d died too young another, and loneliness yet another.


Quinn, as the oldest of the Wentworth siblings, had gone out looking for work from a tender age, leaving Althea to manage Constance and Stephen. Papa would disappear for days at a time, then stumble home reeking of gin, his mood vile. Althea dreaded to hear him pounding upon the door, but as a child with only one extant parent, she’d dreaded to hear of his death even more.


Then Quinn had found steady work that meant he no longer dwelled with his family, and Althea had learned to dread every moment. Thanks to Quinn’s wages, she, Stephen, and Constance had had more to eat, but she would have traded her food for an older brother’s protection in an instant.


Now she dwelled alone amid splendors unthinkable to that girl, and Rothhaven was deigning to share a cup of tea with her. He had asked her to explain her unusual pedigree, which suggested a degree of isolation on his part that surprised even Althea.


“If you haven’t heard of the Wentworth family’s improved fortunes, Your Grace, then you truly are a dedicated recluse.”


He paused, a cheese sandwich halfway to his mouth. “I like my privacy, but even I know Wentworth is the family name associated with the Walden dukedom. Your brother is the recipient of that title?”


Did nobody feed this man? “He is, and with the help of a devoted duchess and three darling daughters, he’s bearing up manfully.”


“No heir?”


“My brother Stephen, as yet unmarried.” Jane was growing impatient with Stephen, and Althea wished Her Grace the joy of finding a bride who could tolerate Stephen’s many peculiarities.


“Titles devolve to unlikely heirs all the time. What about those circumstances renders you unfit for polite society?”


Rothhaven’s plate was empty again. Althea tugged the bell pull, and when Strensall stepped into the room, she gestured to the tray.


“Real sandwiches this time, Strensall, not the decorative kind, and have a wheel of the Danish dill sent over to Rothhaven Hall, please. A few bottles of the Pinot as well, and some of the pear torte from last night.”


Rothhaven peered at his tea. “Generous of you.”


“Consider it an apology for my wayward sows.” Also a lure. Monsieur Henri’s pear torte was food for the gods and goddesses.


Rothhaven waited for Strensall to depart before resuming the conversation. “Now that you have dodged my question twice, my lady, perhaps you’d favor me with an honest answer: Why are you so unfit for the station that’s befallen you?”


Althea rose, though a lady never paced. “My branch of the Wentworth family wasn’t merely humble, we were destitute. Many decent families fall on hard times, but my father fell upon the gin cask and never let go. He expended more energy avoiding work than many a hod carrier has spent plying his trade, and he was nasty.”


Such a tame little word for the evil that had been Jack Wentworth.


“You’ve described half the peerage, though port figures more prominently among their vices than gin.”


Althea went to the window. Sunshine fortified her, as did fresh air and quiet. In the cramped, twisted warrens of the slums, those commodities were nonexistent.


“If my father was no worse than any earl of your acquaintance, then why am I made the butt of one insult after another? Never let it be said that Lady Althea carries the smell of the shop with her, when the stench of the alley is so much more distinctive.”


Rothhaven helped himself to more tea and this time he added milk and sugar. “Somebody said that?”


“And four other somebodies found it uproariously clever.”


“Did you offer them the cut direct?”


“I pretended not to hear them.”


Strensall returned carrying yet another tray, this one laden with food. Monsieur had included a few slices of pear torte, and Althea battled the impulse to prevent Rothhaven from gobbling them all.


Old habits died hard, when they’d been the difference between survival and starvation.


“One learns,” Rothhaven said, inspecting the offerings, “to never ignore an insult. Will you sulk over by the window or attend your guest? Considering the measures necessary to lure me into your parlor, the least you could do is preside over the tray.”


Althea returned to her seat. “I thought a lady never took unnecessary offense? If I gave the cut direct to everybody who whispered about me behind a potted palm, I’d cease speaking to half of Mayfair. Besides, I don’t know how to deliver the cut direct. Jane says it’s a look in the eyes, a public dismissal, but I haven’t seen it done, and I’m not Jane. I lack a proper aristocratic nose for the cut direct.”


Althea piled two sandwiches on one plate, and a fat slice of pear torte on another with a square of vanilla tablet to the side.


“Who is Jane?”


“Her Grace of Walden, my sister-in-law. She has majestic height, a splendid nose for looking down, and this … this presence that inspires equal parts respect and liking. She manages my brother, a singularly contrary man, and he likes it. She is also a preacher’s daughter and genuinely kind. Jane has no sense of how to wage a war of petty slights and mean innuendo, and the last thing I want is for her to become tainted by my problems.”


“The cut direct isn’t complicated.” Rothhaven set down his plate, inhaled through his nose—another splendid fixture—and slowly turned his head to regard Althea with a disdain so glacial she nearly squirmed in her chair. He held her gaze for an excruciating eternity, then pointedly looked away.


“You see?” he said, picking up his plate. “Not complicated. You notice, you hold in a contempt too vast for words, you dismiss. Try it.”


“Don’t be ridiculous. One doesn’t rehearse such a thing.”


Those green eyes that had chilled Althea to the heart a moment ago crinkled at the corners. “Coward.”


“No wheel of cheese for you. A gentleman doesn’t insult a lady.”


“You all but declared war on my privacy, but you won’t practice giving me a dirty look? I thought you were made of sterner stuff.”


Had Althea been at table with her siblings, she would have pitched her napkin at him. “I don’t want to look silly.”


His Grace munched the first sandwich into oblivion. “I will kidnap your cook on the next stormy, moonless night. This is quite good. As for looking silly, when you ignore an obvious slight, that is when you look silly. And don’t tell yourself that some slights are too small to notice. When you deliver a setdown to even the pettiest malefactor, the real bullies leave you alone. Come, my lady. Pretend I’m the last bounder to speak ill of you. Put me in my place.”


Althea mentally chose a bounder among bounders, the Honorable Pettibone Framley. “He said, ‘I feel sorry for it.’ He smirked at me as if I were a beast in the menagerie, too stupid to comprehend the taunt.”


“A truly vile excuse for a man. Summon his memory and deliver him the cut direct. Chin up, gaze bold. Acknowledge, disdain, dismiss. Don’t sneer. Let your eyes speak for you.”


Glaring at Rothhaven was difficult, and dismissing him was impossible, but Althea gave it her best effort.


“That was quite good,” he said, popping a square of tablet into his mouth. “When you are truly offended, the effect will be magnificent. Be offended easily and often, and the fools will soon learn not to trifle with you. What is this?”


“A Scottish sweet. Monsieur Henri adds a dash of vanilla, and the effect is quite rich.”


Althea had ingested a sweet of a sort too, the delicious treat of learning how to respond to an insult. Turning the head slowly was an important part of the impact, both before and after that bit with the eyes. Acknowledge, disdain, dismiss.


“I must have the recipe,” Rothhaven said. “And I must be going. Is there a reason you do not commend the idiots and gossips to your brother and sister-in-law’s devices? A duke of indifferent origins doubtless has vast experience putting the gossips in their places.”


“Several reasons, my pride first among them. I must learn to make my own way. If I can wedge past all the whispers and jests, I might find a local gentleman whom I can esteem. I cannot rely on Quinn and Jane to search out such a fellow for me when they have little familiarity with Yorkshire society, and their efforts on my behalf in London were disastrously unavailing. Then too, Quinn won’t merely issue a setdown, he’ll ruin anybody who insults his family.”


“I might like this Quinn person. I adore this sweet.”


Althea didn’t always like her older brother, but she respected him immensely. “His Grace of Walden won’t merely start talk in the clubs, he will destroy, unto the nineteenth generation, any who offend him. He’s obnoxiously wealthy, he cuts a wide swath in the Lords, and he all but owns two banks. He can make his competitors tremble before he pours his morning tea.”


Rothhaven dusted his hands over an empty plate. “Some people need ruining, but I take your point. If you are already seen as having the mannerisms of the back alleys, then returning annihilation for a slight only confirms the impression.”


A duke expressed himself in those succinct, sophisticated terms. Althea could only nod. “I must find my own way to manage polite society, particularly here at Lynley Vale. Jane was raised in and around London. She has no connections this far north, and no idea how things are done in the country, while I haven’t anywhere else to go. In this neighborhood, no one’s standing exceeds your own. Will you help me?”


He already had. Althea would practice the cut direct before her cheval mirror, and to perdition with dignity.


Rothhaven rose, looking much less severe than when he’d stalked into the parlor. “Alas, my lady, I cannot. Spring planting is around the corner, and my estate would fall to pieces if I took my hand from the reins for even a figurative instant. My thanks for a pleasant hour, but please promise me that you and your staff will put it about that I am thoroughly disagreeable—if you must mention that my path has crossed yours at all.”


His eyes were crinkled at the corners again. Why did he have to have such lovely eyes?


“You cannot plough and plant every hour of the day, Your Grace.”


He took her hand and bowed. “You would be surprised. Please do retrieve your errant swine, and I’ll look forward to that wheel of cheese.”


Dismissed, though without the disdain. Althea did not care for the experience even so. She walked with him to the front door and passed him his hat and spurs.


“I will revile your execrable manners in the churchyard if you like, and assure all and sundry that your breath is sulfurous. Mightn’t you pay a call or two on me when planting is finished?”


He opened the front door, letting in a gust of fresh, peaty air. “Could you intimate that I was fearsome rather than malodorous?”


“Very well.” Althea accompanied him down the steps to the mounting block. “I will inform any who care to listen that the measure of your step is ominous and that a lift of your eyebrow inspired me to paroxysms of terror.”


“I’d settle for a frisson of dread. One doesn’t want to shade into melodrama.”


One didn’t want to part from Rothhaven never to see him until autumn, when he’d gallop past Althea’s park at dusk on Tuesday evenings.


“I would appreciate even a proper morning call,” she said. “A mere quarter hour of your time.”


A groom walked the duke’s gelding along the path that led from the stables, and Althea felt a sense of having come desperately close to attaining a goal, only to have it slip through her fingers.


That would not do. Not at all. Rothhaven was clearly the right resource for the challenge she faced, he simply needed more motivation to assist her.


“Never beg,” Rothhaven said, buckling on his spurs. “Never give quarter, never beg. With time and determination, I’m sure your situation will improve. My thanks for your hospitality.”


Don’t leave me. Please, don’t leave me. That heart-cry belonged to a young girl watching her mother’s still form being carried from the cramped, dank quarters that had qualified as home. The same girl had thought those words when Quinn had left York to take a job in service at a country manor. As a woman, Althea had again bit back that plea when Quinn had been led off to Newgate.


Rothhaven was barely an acquaintance, but Althea had pinned her hopes on his cooperation—how much trouble would it be for him to pay a few morning calls?—and now he was leaving too.


He checked the snugness of the horse’s girth, let down his stirrups, and swung into the saddle. The great black beast began capering around on the drive, clearly ready for another dash across the countryside.


“I play chess,” Althea said, “and backgammon and cribbage. You could come here on Tuesday nights, and nobody in the village would know. Nobody would know anywhere.”


The horse danced in a little circle, then propped on his back legs.


“Settle, imp,” Rothhaven growled.


The horse gave one halfhearted buck, then stood like a lamb.


“Please,” Althea said, gazing up at the duke. “The cut direct is helpful, but there’s so much more …”


He touched his hat brim. “Never, ever beg. Good day, my lady.” And then he was off down the drive, galloping as if the devil were at his heels. 




Chapter Three


“The days grow longer,” Nathaniel said. “I enjoy these evenings at the vicarage tremendously but must turn my attentions to the estate for the nonce. Spring has arrived at last.”


Dr. Pietr Sorenson set aside the chessboard, the scene of a pleasant if uninspired match all around.


“And when spring arrives,” he said, “you are off to tend your herds and acres, consigning me to the dubious comforts of Leviticus. I would rather not end the winter’s play on a note of defeat. Can’t you spare me one more week?”


Sorenson was a widower, and he’d once remarked that evenings were the time when sorrow hung most heavily.


“This is my second one-more-week, Pietr. I cannot argue with the sun.” To emphasize the point, Nathaniel began putting his pieces away.


“Defeat it is, then. I did not see your rook, you naughty fellow. I absolutely did not see him prowling about there at the periphery. You grow more subtle in your stratagems while I bumble about like a hog rooting through the middens.”


Sorenson had a subtlety all his own, as any good vicar did. “You saw her ladyship’s prodigal pigs returning to the fold?” Hannibal crossing the Alps with his pachyderms would have been less of a spectacle.


“I was out for a ramble. Hard to miss so much splendid livestock on the move.”


In the three days Lady Althea’s swine had tarried in Nathaniel’s orchard, he’d grown accustomed to seeing them there, accustomed to their happy grunting and sighing. Pigs were in truth tidy creatures, and her ladyship’s herd was well behaved. They didn’t tear up roots or burrow under the orchard walls, and Treegum swore the orchard would be healthier for having entertained callers.


Nathaniel tossed his queen into the box with her court. “Her ladyship apologized for her errant sows. Sent over a wheel of cheese the like of which I would pay handsomely to keep in my larders.”


“With the dill? Delicious stuff. She’s an interesting woman.”


Another lure. Nathaniel told himself to stand up, shake Vicar’s hand, and ride back to the Hall. The same instant he would have risen, Vicar uncorked the brandy bottle and poured them both another two fingers.


“This is an excellent vintage,” Nathaniel said. “Shall we drink to good harvests and brilliant sermons?”


“Why not, and to shorter evenings in which to brood and ponder away the hours. She offered to put a new roof on the vicarage, you know.”


So much for changing the subject. “Her ladyship?”


“Of course, her ladyship. The Wentworth family doesn’t have mere pots of filthy lucre, they have lakes and rivers of the stuff. She could put Rothhaven Hall to rights with her pin money.”


“The Hall is sound enough. If you need a new roof, you will apply to me, sir. I thought her ladyship went south for the Season?”


Rothhaven Hall was being allowed to deteriorate insofar as appearances were concerned. The old pile was built to last through the ages, but Nathaniel purposely neglected anything that would give the place an inviting air.
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