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    The Marquis of Thunder 
 
    by Susan Gee Heino 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    April, 1813 
 
    Nottinghamshire, England 
 
    The skies were seething with dark clouds. Distant thunder rolled over the surrounding hillsides, ominous in its persistence. The storm would be raging soon; it would show no deference for Lord Thorston, the infamous Marquis of Thunder. 
 
    Indeed, Thorston was about to get wet. He felt it in his bones. 
 
    His horse felt it, too. The elegant black shuddered with nervous energy. Thorston patted him for reassurance. 
 
    "We'll be there soon, long before the first drops, my friend." 
 
    His mount flicked his ears and tossed his dark head. Indeed, it wasn't raindrops the sleek warmblood feared, it was his namesake. When Thorston had named the colt five years ago he'd thought he was simply paying homage to his own unfortunate epithet. At the time he'd had no idea he was being ironically prophetic. Thunder, unfortunately, was terrified of thunder. 
 
    Thorston knew he had better get them both safely to Northgate Hall before the storm hit. He barely held his worried animal under control as it was. If they were out here much longer, Thunder was likely to go into a panic. Thorston touched his sides and gently urged him into a trot. 
 
    Rounding a sharp curve in the road, he was forced to pull up to a stop. Thunder champed and snorted as a too-near flash of lightning cut through the clouds. The corresponding thunder answered a few short seconds later. Progress, however, was impossible. 
 
    The roadway ahead seemed to be blocked by a flock of jostling sheep. One very determined collie dog darted about, keeping the flock tightly together, perfectly in the way. Thunder shied backward and Thorston calmed him as best he could, searching the steep banks on each side of the road for a possible escape. 
 
    The ancient roadway had been worn deep into the landscape. The earth rose up on either side, with decaying rock walls lining the rim above that. Tufts of grass spilled over the edge. There was no chance of getting a horse up out of the roadway here. 
 
    He could not reach Northgate Hall as he'd hoped. At this point, he'd be lucky to reach the village that lay between them and the ancient estate. But to get even as far as Lesser Crossing he still had to get past these damnable sheep. 
 
    Apparently he would have to convince Thunder to backtrack. They'd have to ride toward the storm for half a mile or so before they might find a way up, out of the rut and over the wall. And then they'd have to negotiate the soggy fields. The road they traveled on ran roughly parallel to the River Trent. This storm was not the first to pass through here in recent days and the river was already breaching its banks. The road was treacherous enough. Sending Thunder through open grazing lands would not make for quick headway. 
 
    It seemed there was no other route, though. He was about to turn the animal to retrace their steps when his eye caught on something. A lone figure appeared, rising up from a stooped position in the midst of the sheep. Not one of the local farmers as Thorston might have expected, but a woman. Instantly he worried that she was in danger, trapped by the agitated animals and likely to be trampled. 
 
    To his surprise, though, she whistled at the dog who immediately came to her aid and directed the sheep away from her. Unflustered, she stooped down again. Thorston sat up higher in his saddle to see what might have her attention in such a tenuous situation. He could not tell, so he nudged Thunder to move closer. 
 
    The horse was unsure, but trusted Thorston's leading and took a few hesitant steps. The dog glanced their way, but seemed to care only for the sheep. They pushed and pressed against each other, their noisy feet and worried cries only slightly louder than the gathering wind and distant thunder. 
 
    The woman, Thorston could see now, was down low in gap through the bank at the right side of the road. Apparently this was an area that was used as a crossing. The rock wall that lined the roadway was obviously a barrier that usually kept the sheep out of the road. Now, as the river on one side was rising the sheep needed to be moved to pasture on the other side. Something was blocking their passage. A gate, from what Thorston could see. It should be open, but it was not. 
 
    Why this lone woman was out here trying to repair it by herself, he had no idea. He could see easily, though, that she could use some help. Whatever obstacle she struggled with seemed to be more than she could handle. 
 
    Thorston slid off of Thunder and prayed the horse wouldn't spook and bolt away. There was no telling how far the terrified animal would run without Thorston's governance. It was risky to leave him in the road now, but the pitiful sight of the woman―a young one, at that―struggling at the rock wall in the midst of all those nervous sheep was not something he could turn his back on. 
 
    If Fate had granted him anything, it was strong arms and a broad back. His tailor often complained of his less-than-elegant musculature and his own father chastised him for participating in frequent strenuous exercise unbefitting a gentleman. Thorston ignored them both, of course. His physique and his experience made him perfectly qualified to render assistance in this moment, and by God he would do so. 
 
    He only hoped it would be in time to avoid the tempest that blustered and swirled in the wall of dark clouds that roiled steadily toward them. Despite his broad back and generous stature, Thorston had no great desire to be drenched today. The unpleasant nature of his visit to this area was more than enough to have put him in a sour mood. The sooner he could get the young woman and her sheep out of his way, the sooner he could get himself and his horse to safety, then get on with his business. 
 
      
 
    Seraphina steadied her foot on the large, moss-covered rock and steeled herself for another try. The wind carried the scent of rain and the current of urgency. Any moment now the heavens would open and unleash their downpour. She had to get this gate open and drive the sheep up to higher ground. 
 
    Unfortunately, the rocks had tumbled, trapping the heavy wooden timbers that ordinarily would have been removable to allow passage. Unless she could miraculously shift the rocks, the whole lot of them would be trapped in this narrow gully as the river raged higher and higher over its banks. She knew this area flooded often and it had not been her intent to leave the sheep in the low pastures at this time of year.  
 
    But secrets had to be kept, so here she was tackling the problem long after she should have and totally alone. Papa's health had required her extra attention these last days, and she'd been especially mindful of that more than anything. He did not need to learn about things that might upset him. Such as a flock of sheep that had not been listed among their assets when she and their man of business tabulated their rents.  
 
    Ordinarily Seraphina would  be opposed to any sort of deception, but Papa was so fragile, and their man of business assured her that this was the only way to make ends meet. Papa needed to feel calm and secure, he needed his physician and medicines, and Seraphina needed to do whatever it took to see that he got those things. 
 
    Surely the duke would not suffer if the rents he received from them were slightly less than usual. They had heard nothing from the man in years. She wondered if he would even notice if they did not bother to send the rent money at all. 
 
    But of course that would be dangerous, and this was not the time to court danger. With all that was going on―the war on the Continent, the war in America, the violence and unrest here between workers and mill owners―it was hardly the time to do anything but try to survive. 
 
    And that was getting harder every day. Papa's last two hired men had now come up missing―gone with no word and no warning. The household staff was down to a bare minimum, and Papa's meager investments had failed. If they lost the flock to flash flooding, it would send them into ruin. She'd already sold the wool―even though it was still on the sheep―to one of the local hosiers. How could she ever pay him back if they did not have the wool to give him? 
 
    But because they did not officially have these sheep, she couldn't very well go around begging for help with them. She really had made a fine mess for herself and now here she was, surrounded by animals much heavier than she while a raging storm bore down on them all. She had no one to turn to, just her own strength and Tess, her tireless sheepdog who was doing her best to keep the sheep under control even as a bright flash of lightning sizzled the air all around them. 
 
    The sudden shriek of a horse accompanied the flash, just moments before a loud boom of thunder rattled the earth. Seraphina jumped. The dog darted across the road to keep the sheep from erupting into mindless frenzy, but as the thunder rolled over the landscape the frantic effort seemed pointless. The sheep would rush back over the other bank and be trapped in the lower meadow, easy prey for the gluttonous river. As soon as this next downpour was unleashed, flooding would be inevitable and swift. 
 
    It appeared the only thing keeping the sheep from breaking past Tess now was the huge black horse that seemed to appear out of nowhere. He stood in the narrow road just slightly above them, his rider completely composed despite the tenuous situation. Seraphina shoved her damp, disheveled hair out of her face so she could get a better look. Had someone come to help her? One of the men from their village, perhaps? 
 
    No, the man on the horse was no one she'd ever seen before. No one from Lesser Crossing had ever cut such a fine―and enormous―figure. The stranger sat tall and straight on his stately mount, apparently impervious to the weather. The horse danced nervously, but the man kept him expertly in check. Even his hat sat obediently atop his head in elegant perfection, defying the wind. The man's cloak was as black as the horse and the multiple capes flapped like foreboding wings behind him. 
 
    Seraphina could not make out his features, but one distinguishing element caught her eye. The man, although clad in black on the huge midnight steed, was not a dark figure. It surprised her to note that beneath his raven top hat, he was crowned with a shock of wild, waving hair that was every bit as yellow as hers. It was almost as if some golden archangel had donned human attire and dropped from the heavens, assuming gentlemanly form. 
 
    Unfortunately, at this moment she didn't need an archangel or a gentleman. She needed someone who knew something about dislodging big rocks and keeping sheep from drowning. In her limited experience, she'd never found angels nor gentlemen to be particularly useful in either of these. 
 
    Apparently he was willing to give it a go. The man dismounted, his horse becoming noticeably more nervous with his absence. Seraphina half expected the animal to charge off in the other direction when the man dropped the reins and took a step toward her. It didn't bolt, though, which she counted as a testament to the man's horsemanship, or perhaps his ability to install dread in anyone who might wish to disregard his will. 
 
    "Are you having some trouble there?" he called. His voice boomed over the gusting wind and bleating sheep. 
 
    "I need to get the sheep into higher pasture," she yelled, hoping her own voice might somehow carry. "But I can't move the bar that is blocking our way. It's wedged under these rocks." 
 
    He must have understood because he glanced toward the low-lying meadow that the sheep had been in and nodded. Her collie growled low as the man advanced toward them. Seraphina murmured an admonition.  
 
    "Easy, Tess. I'll let you know when it's time to bite the fellow." 
 
    Tess dropped low to the ground, ears back, her gaze flicking warily between the man and sheep under her command. Seraphina had no doubt in her faithful canine. One motion from her―the slightest whistle―and Tess would forget herding duty and become a formidable protector. But how effective could it be against such a man? 
 
    His clothes and his voice gave the appearance of social standing, but his broad shoulders and strong stride hinted at a more physical power. The man was huge, and built as a laborer. Surely if he were so inclined, he just might be able to do something constructive for them. If he were not so inclined, however, Seraphina could be in for some trouble. 
 
    She was not quite sure what his inclinations were right now. 
 
    "A sturdy hammer might be useful for this," he said, uncomfortably near. 
 
    "It would," she agreed, standing as tall as she could and keeping eye contact with Tess. "But my hammer got caught when those rocks tumbled, pinning it as well as the bar that I need to move." 
 
    He leaned in, so close to her she could smell the scent of his soap. His shoulders practically blocked the light and his very nearness took her breath away. Before she could react to defend herself, he was reaching, stooping so that his face was almost against hers. She choked on her surprise, but as quickly as his action terrified her she realized what he was doing. 
 
    He had his hand on the shank of the hammer where it stuck out from under the pile. If she'd been in control of her tongue she would have reminded him that it was pointless, that she'd already tried―and failed―to remove it. When the rocks in the wall had tumbled, they'd trapped it securely. His attempt would be fruitless. 
 
    But she couldn't tell him that. The words simply wouldn't form as her eyes caught on his, locked in an uncomfortable but unbreakable union. In the icy blue depths she saw defiance, impatience, assurance, and perhaps even a touch of mirth. Was he enjoying his needless display of supposed superiority? Yes. The hint of a smile at the corner of his lip gave him away. He stared at her with the most annoying overconfidence.  
 
    Soon it would be her turn to smile when he tried to retrieve the hammer and found that, indeed, it was stuck. She smiled her own hint of a smile to imagine such a proud gentleman humiliated by a simple workman's tool. He would not be so smug then, would he? 
 
    Her imagining was short lived, though. The hammer, it seemed, was even more intimidated by him than she was. It didn't so much as try to frustrate his arrogance. With one effortless tug, the hulking stranger pulled the traitorous implement free of the rocks. 
 
    The hammer was his and he held it up before her. Lightning flashed through the darkening clouds. The man's golden hair tossed in waves with the wind. Thunder rumbled with the same timbre as his voice. 
 
    He grinned when he spoke. "I'm good with hammers. Now, how can I help you, little shepherdess?" 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Seraphina gaped. Despite the man's height and the breadth of his shoulders, she had never expected him to be so very useful. Clearly he was a gentleman; his elegant attire and posh tongue betrayed privilege and nobility. He was not at all the sort to be eager for manual labor. Yet he stood there surveying the tumbled rocks and assessing the situation with a certain gleam in his eye. That hammer seemed as comfortable in his hand as if it had been forged for him.  
 
    Seraphina hesitated before she spoke. Could she truly trust him? Then again, did she have any choice right now? The answer was obvious. She cleared her throat and hoped she sounded calm as she spoke. 
 
    "Do you suppose you could pound the beam loose?" 
 
    "Indeed," he replied. "That should be easy enough. I'll be quick about it, too. We'll have rain any minute and this whole area will likely end up under water." 
 
    He was closer now and she summoned the will not to back away. He made a towering figure with his golden hair whipping around like an angry halo. His eyes were pools of silver in violet-rimmed ice and she found herself staring. His gaze was so intense it nearly pierced her.  
 
    A jolt of anxious electricity ran over her skin. Who was this man? He dominated the landscape and she felt very small in his presence. Glancing around, she noted the position of her dog―not exactly far away, but not exactly posing an immediate threat to the man. She would come running if Seraphina needed her, though. She truly hoped she would not. Her insides jigged nervously. 
 
    "If I can just get my sheep to higher ground, all will be well," she said with false confidence. "We are quite used to our annual flooding, sir." 
 
    "But not ready for it, I see," he added. "Good thing for you that I happened along." 
 
    She shuddered to think how right he was. She must appear hopelessly weak and vulnerable. If only one of Papa's men had been around to help her with this... if only she weren't so woefully alone. If only everything were different.  
 
    But things were the way they were. Papa was home in his chair, unable to walk. Their staff was whittled down to almost nothing, the able-bodied men had gone off to war or were taken up by the more lucrative employment of industry. Their finances had run dry and their prospects were bleak. Now this storm was at their doorstep, this stranger towered over her―hammer in hand―and no one could come to her rescue.  
 
    Seraphina would simply have to rescue herself.  
 
    She broke free of the man's captivating eyes and turned her focus back to the tumbled gateway. He said he wanted to help, so she would see that is what he did. 
 
    "There, that is the heaviest rock and if you could shift it a bit, I think the beam would move," she instructed. 
 
    He nodded. "I believe you are correct. Let's see what we can do." 
 
    She wasn't sure who he referred to with his use of the plural―it was obvious she would provide no assistance. The rock that was in question was impossibly large and she'd already spent a good half hour at it with absolutely no result. If it were possible at all to move the stone, the man would be doing it on his own. He didn't seem the least bit daunted, in fact.  
 
    "Now," he said. "If you will step back, please." 
 
    "Here's a stick that I was using to pry the rock," she pointed out. 
 
    He glanced at the stick and then glanced up at her as if she'd offered him a feather. "You tried to work this rock with that? No wonder you've been unsuccessful." 
 
    True, the stick hadn't worked for her, but really, he did not need to roll his eyes at it the way he did. She thought she'd been rather clever, even if her attempt had ended in failure. He had yet to prove himself any better. 
 
    But of course, he was. 
 
    As easily as if he were plucking lint off his coat, the man whacked the beam with his hammer and it popped out from under the rock. The beam clattered free, and he merely had to stoop a bit to push it out of the way for her sheep. The gate was open and her sheep could be saved. 
 
    The man glowered in his achievement, and for a moment Seraphina stared in pure appreciation for his power. She gathered her wits after a moment, though, and had the good sense to whistle for Tess. Immediately the dog responded and was rounding the sheep to direct them toward the opening in the wall. No sheep would be swept away by flood waters today, thankfully. 
 
    The man made a grand bow toward Seraphina then stepped aside as Tess drove the sheep up the bank and through the narrow gateway. A wide, dry hillside lay out before them even as the wind whipped up. Another clap of thunder sounded and Seraphina noticed the first splattering of raindrops. She jumped, but the sheep reacted only slightly. Tess had them firmly in her control as they funneled toward safety. 
 
    "Thank you, sir," Seraphina said finally when the last of her small flock ambled past. 
 
    "You're welcome," he replied, waiting for her to follow the sheep.  
 
    Once she and her flock were safe, he hoisted the beam to wedge it back in the rocks to prevent the sheep from retracing their steps. He was left standing outside the pasture while Sereaphina was on the inside. It was a comfortable arrangement. 
 
    "Now we can both continue to our destinations before the rain sets in," she said with relief. 
 
    It was short-lived, though. A quick glance up the road showed that the man's chances of reaching his destination were suddenly greatly diminished. His horse was gone.  
 
    Oh no! The poor animal must have spooked and run off. With all the sound of the storm and the sheep, neither of them had noticed. The man was stranded, horseless. It had been a fine looking Thoroughbred, too, probably bred for speed and for stamina. With the storm pounding around them, not only was the man in trouble, but the horse would be, as well. 
 
    The man must have noticed the problem at the same time she did. He growled low. 
 
    "Shit." 
 
    "It seems your horse has run off," she said for no other reason than to drown out his curses. Her plan did not work. 
 
    "By damnation, he surely did. I daresay your blasted dog sent him into panic." 
 
    Well, that was unfair. All her thoughts of gratitude toward the man evaporated as he blamed her poor hard-working collie for his lapse in judgment. She forgot her fear of him long enough to climb back over the beam and wag a finger in his face. 
 
    "My dog scared him? What of the weather, or you leaving him alone in the middle of a road? You should have thought about that before you strolled over here to show off your ability to swing a hammer." 
 
    She had hoped her reference to his familiarity with hand tools might be rather an insult. Apparently it was not.  
 
    "There is no doubt of my ability," he said, swiping away her accusation.  "Most women I've encountered tend to appreciate my competence with... hammering." 
 
    She rolled her eyes so dramatically that she nearly became dizzy. 
 
    "Well I would appreciate if you'd go find your horse and allow me to be on my way with my sheep." 
 
    "He could be a mile away by now," he grumbled. "How on earth am I supposed to―" 
 
    Lightning ripped through the sky, booming with thunder that interrupted his complaint. Seraphina jumped, feeling the air crackle around them. Even her proud, sturdy companion seemed to have an involuntary reaction.  The storm was upon them and by heavens, if they didn't wish to be incinerated by lightning they'd have to get out of the open. Quickly. 
 
    Fearing for her flock, Seraphina glanced up to see Tess driving the sheep at full speed toward the safety of an old stone shelter built into the hillside. Clever dog. 
 
    "Come on," she called to the man. "If we hurry we can get under roof before we're both soaked." 
 
    "Not without Thunder," he replied gruffly. 
 
    She was momentarily confused―after all, wasn't thunder what they were trying to get away from? Then she realized his horse must be named Thunder. Rather ironic, considering that the poor creature had been terrorized by his own namesake. 
 
    The man was most adamant. "I've got to find him." 
 
    Seraphina admired his selfless concern for the animal, but she had to admit it seemed a daunting task. How was he to find the horse, let alone catch it and calm it during what was escalating into a powerful storm? 
 
    "If he follows the road he'll no doubt come to one of the farms you passed on your way," she said. "I'm sure he'll find shelter there. Come, it's dangerous out here in the open." 
 
    To punctuate her words, another bright flash of lightning that sizzled around them, accompanied by its furious clap of thunder. In the distance, the loud shriek of an animal sent shivers up her spine. The horse. 
 
    "Thunder!" the man called, jumping down into the roadway and trotting off in the direction his mount had gone. 
 
    Not thinking, Seraphina clambered down the bank and took off after him. With his long legs he easily outdistanced her, but when he stopped suddenly she crashed unceremoniously into his back. Such a hard, solid back it was, too. How mortifying! What had he been thinking to stop like that? She would have roundly scolded him, if not for the sound of rapidly approaching hoof beats that caught her attention. 
 
    Peering around the man, she saw the huge, dark form of his stallion tearing around a bend in the road, racing toward them at full gallop. He appeared unharmed despite the shrill scream they had heard. The most recent thunderclap must have spooked him again and caused him to drastically change course. Now he was bearing down on them, his black main and tail whipping in the wind and his ears flat against his head. 
 
    The road was very narrow and the banks rose up on either side. How could they get out of the way in time to avoid being trampled? Seraphina cried out. 
 
    The man was fast. He swept his arm back to grab her, then pulled her in toward his body, dragging her off to the side of the road and pressing her up against the dirt and the grass of the bank. She was pinned between him and the wall, but his action saved them both. They were out of the way as his horse thundered by, puffing in terror and charging blindly past the master who had been in such control over him just minutes ago. 
 
    Seraphina blinked as wind and dirt temporarily blinded her. When her vision was finally clear she found herself gazing into the man's icy blue eyes. He held her there several moments longer than necessary. She wanted to believe that if she'd been able to catch her breath, she would have fought against him. Certainly she would have, but fortunately she didn't need to. 
 
    He released her. Instantly, it seemed she was forgotten as he turned to chase after his horse, calling its name in deep, commanding tones. Seraphina was still trying to find air to breathe when she stepped back into the road to watch the horse easily sail up the bank and over the beam into the pasture where she had just sent her sheep. 
 
    The man ran behind, his own pace nearly as impressive as the thoroughbred's. Seraphina gathered up her skirts and dashed along behind them. And to think, she'd complained to Papa more than once that life here in Nottinghamshire was far too dull. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thorston tried to get Thunder's attention, calling after the horse even as the distance between them grew. The low walls around this pasture might be enough to discourage sheep from straying, but they would hardly be enough to contain a terrified Thoroughbred. Thorston's commands were going unheeded, though. Fear had taken over the poor animal and he was running on instinct, not training. It seemed nothing Thorston did could help him. 
 
    A loud whistle pierced the blustery air. In an instant the whistle sounded again and Thorston realized it was coming from behind him. He paused to turn and saw that the young woman was standing at the gate, whistling into the wind. 
 
    It seemed a ridiculous thing until he hear the answering yelp of the dog that had herded the sheep. The woman wasn't simply whistling, she was sending direction to her dog. Sure enough, somehow the pattern and tones of her whistles brought the dog back into view. 
 
    The collie made a wide arc over the hillside and raced toward Thunder. The burst of speed was amazing and in no time the dog had positioned itself to intercept the flying horse. Thunder was startled and for the first time his pace faltered. As he moved to change direction, the dog reacted instantly, blocking his way. 
 
    Confused and exhausted, Thunder stopped in his tracks. The dog dropped low to the ground, its eyes fixed on the horse and its tail wagging with excitement. The woman gave a couple short whistles that must have instructed the dog to hold its ground. Thunder stamped and snorted, but for the first time his ears flicked when Thorston called to him. 
 
    Rain was falling steadily now but for a brief moment thunder and lightning abated. Wind still tossed wildly, but Thorston was able to keep his steed's attention as he moved toward him with long, easy steps. The dog stayed in position, crouched low, but every muscle on alert. 
 
    Finally Thorston was able to grasp his mount's halter, pat his lathered hide and soothe him with comforting words. He could feel the tension radiate from the animal's body, but at least there was hope of getting him to shelter now. 
 
    A couple more signals sounded from the woman and Thorston glanced across the pasture to see her approaching. She was doing her best not to make any sudden movements, although the wind was having its way with her skirts and her hair. She waved at him and pointed toward a building built into the hillside. 
 
    Hiding from a storm in a barn with a flock of nervous sheep and a terrified horse didn't seem particularly appealing, but Thorston knew they had no other options. Every minute they stood here in the pasture put them in greater danger. At the next loud burst, Thunder could spook and there was no way Thorston would be able to hold him. 
 
    "Go!" the woman shouted, motioning toward the barn. 
 
    Of course it was the sensible thing to do, Thorston realized that. But what of her? She was still a good distance away and would be left out here alone if he ran on ahead. That just didn't seem right. Thorston tightened his grip on the halter and murmured into Thunder's ear, hoping to keep him calm for just a few more minutes. The steadfast dog provided its own form of comfort, remaining silent, still, and low to the ground despite the rain that beat down on them all. 
 
    At last the woman was within speaking distance. She held her skirts as still as possible in the windy conditions, possibly for modesty and possibly to keep from startling the horse. Her golden hair had escaped her wilted straw bonnet and danced in damp curls over her shoulders. A splash of freckles had become visible over her nose and her cheeks were rosy from the chill. 
 
    "Take him into the shelter," she said, sounding slightly annoyed. "What are you waiting for?" 
 
    "You," he replied, although it should have been obvious. 
 
    "Oh. Well, come along then." 
 
    The sky rumbled and Thorston was happy to let the woman lead the way to the shelter. She sent her dog on ahead, most likely to maintain order among the sheep, and Thunder went willingly once he realized they were heading to safety. Thorston divided his attention between his horse and the swaying motion of the very feminine figure ahead of them. She wore a pelisse over her dress and these articles clung to her form, wet from rain. He wondered how long before the damp would  soak all the way through to her petticoats. 
 
    Not that her petticoats were any of his business, of course. He tried to tell himself that they passed through his mind merely because he worried for her wellbeing. He was a gentleman, after all. 
 
    "In here," she said at the doorway into the shelter. 
 
    Thorston held Thunder's head to steady him as they passed under the low threshold. Light came through the door and two windows in the front of the barn, but the interior was dim. The dog had pushed the sheep into a corner and seemed content to hold them there. They jostled and bleated softly, adding to Thunder's anxiety, but Thorston spotted a secure spot in an opposite corner. Rough-hewn timbers had been built to form two separate stalls and with gentle coaxing he got Thunder inside one of them.  
 
    He could finally breath in relief. They were safe from the lightning, and out of the wind and rain. Of course, the air inside was nearly as damp as the outside. Thorston couldn't relax yet. He'd been traveling all day, keeping Thunder to a brisk pace. Not only was the horse winded from work, now the poor creature was dripping with rain and wild-eyed with nerves. In this state, a chill was likely to set in and cause no end of ill effects.  
 
    Thorston had to dry his animal quickly. He began looking around for a cloth or even clean straw to rub the horse down, but this was certainly not a stable and nothing like that was on hand. Thunder would suffer unless some suitable material could be found for drying the beast. 
 
    Thorston's eye fell on the young woman. She was working at her disheveled hair, tucking and primping in some vain attempt to bundle it back under her bonnet. The effort was futile, given the sad state of her bonnet. What truly caught Thorston's attention, though, was the woman's apparel―the many layers of it. 
 
    She looked up, noticing his gaze. 
 
    "What is it?" she asked. "What's wrong?" 
 
    Nothing was wrong. Thorston knew exactly what he needed to make everything right. He looked her square in the eye. 
 
    "Take off your petticoat." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    "I beg your pardon?" Seraphina snorted. 
 
    She wasn't certain she had heard him correctly. Surely the man hadn't asked her to remove her... but what else could he have said? She wasn't certain she'd ever heard a man utter the word "petticoat," but it truly sounded as if this one had. Of course the sheep were bleating, the wind was howling, and the horse was stamping his discontent. Perhaps in all of the din she had misheard. That had to be the explanation. 
 
    "Your petticoat," the man repeated, erasing her doubt. "I need you to take it off." 
 
    She hadn't misheard. He really was speaking of her underclothes! And demanding she take them off, apparently. 
 
    Well, she most certainly would be keeping them on. What had she been thinking, to accept help from a stranger then take shelter alone with him in this forgotten hole? He presented himself as a gentleman, but clearly he was not. 
 
    "I will not take off anything for you, sir," she announced firmly. "I'd much rather take my chances outside against the elements." 
 
    "But it's a typhoon out there," he said, as if shocked to think she might prefer that over him. 
 
    She made it to the doorway and whistled for Tess. They were leaving. Hopefully the man could be trusted with sheep, but there was no way Seraphina would remain in his company. Nor would she trust him with her dog; Tess would be going with her. How foolish she was to have misjudged him. 
 
    "Wait," he called. "I think you misunderstood." 
 
    She paused, the tiny flicker of hope that perhaps she had heard him wrong. Perhaps he wasn't the ogre she'd painted him to be. 
 
     "I don't want you to remove your clothing for me," he declared. "It's for my horse." 
 
    His words were so absurd that all she could do was turn and stare dumbly at him.  
 
    "Did you say your horse? Your horse wants my petticoat? I'm appalled to even try to comprehend your reasoning for that." 
 
    The man pulled off his hat and raked a hand through his damp, golden hair. Seraphina tried not to watch. How could his eyes still be so bright even in the darkness of this in-ground shelter? Especially as his heart was so black. 
 
    "Forgive me," he said. "I have not made my intentions plain." 
 
    "Oh, they are very plain, sir. You―and your horse―wish to part me from my clothing." 
 
    "Certainly not!" 
 
    "Did you not just ask me to remove my petticoat and then claimed it was at the whim of your horse?" 
 
    "Er, yes, it does sound unseemly when you put it that way, but I assure you I meant no disrespect." 
 
    "Well that is a relief, to be sure." She made certain her voice dripped with the distain she felt for him. And for his whimsical horse. "Since you're so respectable, I suppose you'd like me to pour tea while I disrobe? Sorry to be a disappointment. Good day sir." 
 
    Instead of disappointing him, though, she seemed merely to have been annoying. His brow furrowed and he raised his voice when he spoke.  
 
    "Now see here! You have a sharp tongue, miss, and you are quick to jump to some very, very inappropriate conclusions. Before you gallantly throw yourself out into the storm, take one moment to hear me." 
 
    Lightning flashed, thunder crashed, and a gust of wind blew cold rain through the doorway. It pelted her and sent a shiver down her spine. To be honest, she did not relish the notion of going back out into that. Tess crouched at her side, inching away from the door. Perhaps the man could offer an explanation that might convince her to remain safely inside the shelter. It was doubtful, but she was inclined to let him try. 
 
    Crossing her arms defiantly, she gave him a curt nod. "You have half a moment, sir. Explain yourself." 
 
    He was safely several strides away from her, standing at the stall soothing his nervous Thoroughbred. It was clearly more than half a moment before he continued, but Seraphina granted him leeway. She could still escape if needed, but for now she was safe. To be honest, a great part of her was hugely curious to hear what he might say. 
 
    "I'm worried for Thunder, my horse," he said, apparently confirming his concern for the creature by actually nuzzling him. "He's had a long day and if I can't find something to dry him, his health could be compromised." 
 
    Seraphina weighed his words, considering the possibility of any of them being truth. "You want to use my petticoat to dry off your horse?" 
 
    "Precisely. You see? There is nothing sinister at play here." 
 
    "Except that you want to use my petticoat to dry off your horse." 
 
    "Because it's dry and protected under your layers of skirts and pelisse." 
 
    "And that's exactly how it will remain, as a matter of fact." 
 
    "But my horse needs attending." 
 
    "So he does, by why must it be my underthings that attend him? What about yours?" 
 
    "Don't be ridiculous. I don't wear a petticoat." 
 
    "No, but you have a shirt on. Isn't it dry and protected under layers of waistcoat and cloaks?" 
 
    "I'd have to remove nearly everything I'm wearing to get to it," he said with some measure of astonishment that she would even suggest such a thing. 
 
    She was rather shocked to hear herself discussing such matters with a stranger, but he had already set the tone for absurdity, so she continued. "You think removing my petticoat would be any less difficult? Clearly you've not undressed enough women, sir." 
 
    That left him at an obvious loss for words. She enjoyed his discomfort, watching him struggle to decide whether to accept her accusation and admit a sad lack of experience, or deny it and admit a troubling lack of moral character. 
 
    In the end, practicality won out. He fumed silently, but began undoing the clasp of his great coat with its several capes. 
 
    "Very well. I acquiesce to your wishes, miss. I only hope gentle sensibilities will not be damaged by this necessary lapse in propriety." 
 
    "Would it be easier for you if I looked away?" 
 
    His eyes met hers and they burned with new heat. She forced herself not to give him the satisfaction of breaking the gaze, but as he took a step forward she wondered if she'd gone too far in challenging him this way. A smug smile caught the corner of his lips and he paused beside the unused stall to drape his wet coat over the wooden rail. His deft fingers worked the buttons on his jacket. 
 
    Seraphina was still in the doorway. She would have taken another step away from him if she could, but the wind and the rain already beat against her back and the loud rolls of thunder continued outside. Lightning cracked through the sky, brightening their shelter in brilliant bursts. The white of the man's shirtsleeves seemed to glow as he removed his riding coat and hung it with the other. 
 
    He took another deliberate step closer as he went to work on his very well tailored waist coat. The form of his torso was clearly visible now, the breadth of his shoulders and the narrowness of his hips. The polished top boots he wore sounded on the packed floor as he took yet another step nearer. 
 
    Seraphina couldn't move. Her heartbeat thudded in her chest and her eyes shifted from the man's forceful stare to the way his shirt clung to his body. He shrugged and the striped waist coat slid over his shoulders. She realized he was no longer near the stall with his horse or the spare stall next to it. He haphazardly hung his apparel on a peg jutting from the nearby support beam. Two more bootsteps and he stood before her, dashing and dangerous with nothing more than the thin linen of his fine shirt preventing her eyes from viewing every inch of his top half. 
 
    Indeed, this had been a horrible miscalculation on her part. She should have just given over her petticoat and been done with it. It tied about her waist; she could have discreetly lifted her skirts and removed it with ease. How could that have been worse than this? Somehow the man's calculated movements, his leering grin, his lack of wool overcoat left her feeling far too vulnerable in this scenario. He smiled down at her and for the life of her she could not look away. With wide open pasture behind her, she was completely held fast where she was. 
 
    "Perhaps you might help with the cravat?" he asked, his voice deeper and more deadly than the thunder outside. 
 
    If only she could run away, get as far from this man as possible! She couldn't, though. Lord save her, but more than anything in the world she wanted to help with the cravat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He watched her watching him. Those green eyes darkened with a mixture of curiosity and terror that obviously warred within her. Thorston flattered himself that perhaps there was something more, something just a little bit carnal in the depths of those eyes as they gazed over his form. True, his reasons for today's journey left him no time for dalliance, but it was nice to know this worthy young woman was not completely immune to his charm. He'd been so busy of late that he'd begun to wonder if he'd ever find time for such pursuits again. 
 
    Unfortunately he did not have time now, but as the storm outside seemed to have temporarily delayed his plans, he might as well make the best of things. He intentionally fumbled at the damp knot of his cravat. One more step closer to the woman and he was practically breathing on her. She stood where she was, transfixed. 
 
    "I seem to be having trouble coming undone," he said after a meaningful pause. 
 
    She stammered a bit. "Maybe... maybe the storm will clear soon. The sun could come out and dry your horse for you." 
 
    Another prolific roll of thunder drowned out her optimism. A wild gust blew cold spray through the doorway and even Thorston shuddered from chill. The dog whined nervously and leaned into its mistress's legs. It was obvious none of them would be seeing sunshine anytime soon. 
 
    "If you could just help me with this knot..." 
 
    He let the request hang in the air between them. Her discomfort was obvious, but so was her determination not to let him win this odd competition. She took a deep breath and raised her eyes to boldly meet his. 
 
    "Of course, sir. For your horse. I have a soft heart for animals." 
 
    Without further pause, she stood straight and tall to reach for his neck. The cold fury in her eyes nearly made him worry for his safety, but her fingers merely went to work at the knot. If she had any inclination to choke him, she did not give in to it. At least not yet. 
 
    The knot was not complicated. Thorston had never been one to waste needless time with his appearance. This simple knot had been adequate, but not elaborate. The competent young woman had it untied in a quick moment. 
 
    "There," she said, her hands dropping away from him. "You are loose." 
 
    "So I am," he said, taking the cravat by one end and sliding it slowly from his neck. "Perhaps you might help pull my shirt over my head?" 
 
    She answered quickly. "No!" 
 
    He truly hadn't expected a positive response, but it had been a nice thought, no matter how fleeting.  
 
    "Very well." He gave her a disappointed sigh just before whisking his shirt off with an unnecessarily dramatic flourish. 
 
    Her gawking expression was priceless. 
 
    "I'm happy to see you're not overcome by maidenly virtue," he said. 
 
    "And I see you're determined to flatter yourself. Go tend to your horse, sir." 
 
    "Are you certain you wouldn't rather have me attend to you first?" 
 
    Her hateful glare was more than enough reply. Apparently this woman―no matter what Thorston had seen in her eyes moments ago―was done with him. 
 
    "A pity," he said, draping the shirt and cravat over his arm and turning his back on her. "I should think you might want someone to warm you up after taking such a chill." 
 
    "I'm quite warm enough," she assured him. 
 
    He turned to look over his shoulder and was pleased to find her eyes had been fully glued to his back. When he smiled a knowing grin, her cheeks flamed with color. 
 
    By God, he had no doubt she was quite warm, indeed. He would have loved to borrow some of that heat, as a matter of fact. Nothing would feel better right now than pulling a hot, blushing bundle into his arms. He wouldn't, of course. Despite the things he had been forced to do in the course of his service to the crown, he never misused a woman. 
 
    He would keep his eye on this one, though. Once they were out of this storm and he was on to his destination, there was a possibility their paths might cross again. After all, Lesser Crossing was a small village. His business at Northgate Hall was sure to keep him in the area for some time, and surely he might find reason to leave the estate and go into the village and surrounding areas. It was altogether likely that he might see her. 
 
    Especially if he managed to get her name. The obvious thing would be to ask her. The fact that her eyes flashed at him with more fury than the lightning outside seemed to hint that his questions would be futile. If he intended to learn more about her, he'd have to do so through less straightforward means. 
 
    To start with, he'd have to give her reason to trust him. It was always a good idea to make friends when he was on a mission, and she seemed just the right sort of friend. Clearly she was too prim to enjoy his suggestive teasing, so he'd have to find what would secure her regard.  
 
    So far, she had responded to his concern for Thunder's well-being. Given her efforts to preserve the sheep, and her obvious rapport with her dog, it was a certainty that she really did have a soft heart for animals. Fortunately, Thorston could honestly say that they had this in common.  
 
    Still feeling the woman's eyes on him, he made the effort to ignore her. Thunder stamped nervously as Thorston let himself into the stall. He stroked the animal's strong neck and spoke soothingly until he could sense those muscles calming, loosening, warming. Slowly, quietly, Thorston stooped and began rubbing his fine shirt over the beast's long, muscular legs. 
 
    The wind outside lashed at the exposed facade of their little shelter. Now that Thorston was occupied with his horse, the woman seemed to feel comfortable enough to inch away from the door. The sheep were restless so she sent her dog back to their corner to contain them. Thorston continued tending to Thunder. From the corner of his eye he noticed the young woman gingerly test out a wobbly stool she found in the shadows. She seemed to be poking through some of the debris she found there, a few empty bottles likely left behind by whatever farm worker usually used this place. 
 
    He was glad to see her distraction, though. It meant she was feeling more comfortable with him. Perhaps he could take advantage of that. 
 
    "The thunder seems to be moving farther away," he noted after quite a lengthy time of silence between them. 
 
    "Good. It will be safe to go out again soon." 
 
    "I'm sure you'll be eager to get home," he said, sensing an opportunity. "You must have someone who is worried for you after all this time." 
 
    "I do." 
 
    Dash it all, but he should have phrased his statement more carefully. He had wanted to lure her into conversation, into giving up information about herself and her identity. Obviously the simple answer she had given him accomplished neither of those goals. He would simply have to try again. 
 
    "You have family?" 
 
    "Of course. Everyone has family." 
 
    "But do you have family nearby, on a farm or in the village? Is there someone at home waiting for you?" 
 
    "I'm not alone in the world, if that is what you're asking," she replied. "Yes, someone is waiting for me, so you can discard any roguish ideas you may have had. No doubt my father has someone looking for me already." 
 
    "So you live with your father?" 
 
    "I do." 
 
    He was finished with Thunder's rub down, so he moved to stand just outside of the stall. By the sound of it, the storm had indeed begun to move off, although Thorston was in no hurry to rush back out into what remained of it. The wind and lightning may have eased a bit, but the rain continued unabated. Like it or not, this woman would be trapped here with him for some time yet. 
 
    "Your father must be worried by now," he said. "Since I found you playing with sheep, I am going to suppose that your father is a farmer." 
 
    "You may suppose whatever you like," she said. 
 
    The tone of disapproval and the careful way she pronounced every syllable convinced Thorston that her father was, in fact, not a farmer. This woman may have been herding sheep in the rain, but she displayed education and breeding. He could not yet work out her situation, but he had no doubt that she was gently born. 
 
    Why the devil, then, was she out here with these sheep? 
 
    "I thought you might prefer that I didn't suppose," he said, dropping his ruined shirt over the railing and leaning against a post. "Perhaps you ought to tell me about yourself." 
 
    "Why on earth should I do that? We will both of us be leaving here soon. I will go to my home, and you will continue on your way." 
 
    "What makes you so certain I will continue? Perhaps I've come to stay in your peaceful little village." 
 
    She actually laughed at that statement. "Don't be silly, sir. No one comes to stay in Lesser Crossing. There is nothing here of interest to anyone except those of us who live here, and there are fewer and fewer of us each day. No, the way things are right now, no one comes here to stay. They only come here to leave." 
 
    "And you are sure that is what I am doing?" 
 
    "With your fine horse and your fine clothes and your... your polished boots, sir, it is obvious you are bound for other places." 
 
    She almost sounded jealous of him. Did she long to be bound for other places herself? Perhaps she had been brought up in privilege, but her family's fortune had changed. How might this have affected her? What might she or her father have become involved with in the face of such hardship?  
 
    Years of experience had taught Thorston that no one was above suspicion. Good, decent men could be persuaded to do deplorable things when they became desperate. Honorable women, too. Her words clearly indicated that what he'd heard about Lesser Crossing was at least partially true. Things were tough here. Those who could leave, did. Those who could not were left to be easy prey for the foe he was after. 
 
    Indeed, Thorston was not merely passing through. Despite what this young woman assumed, he had plenty of interest in Lesser Crossing and he did intend to stay. At least until he completed his mission. His duty to the crown had brought him here―his duty to ferret out a web of traitors, pirates, and spies.  
 
    At first glance, this little village in Nottinhamshire would appear an unlikely place for such activity. In truth, though, it made perfect sense. The people were desperate, hungry. Many of their young men had gone off to fight on the Continent; those who remained were struggling to put food on the table as Napoleon's war drained every resource. For those with nefarious plans, a need for fresh recruits, and a pocket of ready blunt, a village like this one was ripe unto harvest.  
 
    Was she aware of this? He didn't see how she could not be, not in a close-knit community. She was bright, possessed a clever mind. Yes, she would know what was happening around her. Even now, in the gray light of their shelter, he could see uncountable secrets hidden behind her eyes. 
 
    "Perhaps I have found something in Lesser Crossing to pique my interest," he said, leaving his post and stalking toward her. "Perhaps I will choose to stay here a while, after all." 
 
    She was trapped, seated on a rickety stool, her back against the wall and her dog across the length of the shelter. Her eyes flashed warning, but he recognized worry in them, too. He had no wish to terrify her, but keeping her just a little off balance would be good. She might forget to govern her tongue and he could gather the answers he needed. 
 
    "What does your father do here?" he asked. "If he is not a farmer, why does he send you out with the sheep?" 
 
    "I thought you supposed that my father was a farmer?" 
 
    "Is he?" 
 
    "It's none of your business what my father is, sir. Please return to your horse. And put your clothes back on, if you please." 
 
    "But I don't please. That shirt is ruined, and my coats are quite damp. I prefer to remain as I am. Do you not like it?" 
 
    He intentionally stood broadly before her. She looked everywhere but at him, except that in her efforts her eyes seemed to keep trailing back to land squarely on him. Her blushes were bright enough to heat up the room. 
 
    "No. I do not like it." 
 
    "The rosy bloom in your cheeks seems to contradict that, my dear." 
 
    "I am not your dear! I am not anything to you, sir, and unless you'd like me to sic my dog on you them perhaps you should―" 
 
    Her words broke off as the distant rattle of a carriage caught their attention. A voice called out from the roadway down below. The dog left the sheep to stand at the door and issue a sharp bark in reply. 
 
    The woman leapt to her feet. 
 
    "It's my father! Oh, but no one can find you with me. Please sir, remain here, out of sight. And tell no one that you met me." 
 
    "What could I tell? I don't even know who you are." 
 
    That seemed to sit well with her. "Indeed you do not." 
 
    "So you are not going to tell me? Not even a hint as to your name?" 
 
    "Of course not. Good day to you, sir. I am glad your horse is well and I am sorry about your shirt, but I must go. I trust the sheep will not be too much of a bother before you are off and on your way again." 
 
    "But how will I ever find you?" 
 
    She had started out the door but his words stopped her and she turned, her expression ripe with very real confusion . "Find me? Why on earth would you want to do that?" 
 
    Unfortunately, he couldn't very well tell her why. The less she knew about any of his plans or his motives, the better. Perhaps he'd been too slow in winning her trust. Now she would be gone and he'd have to rely on fate to put her in his path once more. 
 
    Or perhaps not. Whoever she was rushing out to meet was calling her name, a bit louder and nearer than at first. 
 
    "Miss Janesley!" 
 
    She gave up questioning Thorston and went back to glaring. "You did not hear that." 
 
    He grinned. "No. I'm suddenly deaf as a post." 
 
    She rolled her eyes in mild agitation. "I'm leaving now. You will stay here until you are certain no one might see you." 
 
    "Very well, Miss Janesley." 
 
    She clenched her fists and shuddered visibly at the sound of her name on his lips. The angry scowl she gave him spoke eloquently. Its effect was tempered, however, by the fact that her eyes only met his for a moment. Apparently an involuntary motion, her gaze roved over his torso one last time before she turned into the remnants of the storm outside. 
 
    Thorston smiled. Indeed, he and Miss Janesley most definitely would meet again. The moment he heard her called by name, he knew exactly where to find her. She had no idea of it now, of course, but Miss Janesley was about to become quite useful to him. After all, a certain Mr. Janesly―likely her father―was at the very heart of Thorston's current investigation. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Breakfast the following morning was a quiet affair. Papa always enjoyed solitude with his toast, and the most recently delivered newspaper was pressed and laid out before him. Seraphina equally enjoyed the quiet, happy to enter the dining room to collect bits from the scant spread of eggs, breads and the occasional cheese that their cook had laid out for them. Food was not always in plenteous supply these days, but there was enough. Seraphina made it a habit of taking a plate and dining out of doors on warm sunny days. 
 
    Since the storms were now gone and morning had broken clear and bright, she had every intention of doing just that. Her father, however, was not in his usual reticent way. She nearly spilled her tea when he spoke. 
 
    "I see you are up early, my dear." 
 
    "No earlier than usual, Papa. How are your eggs today?" 
 
    "Cold, but I fear that's what to expect now that cook has lost another maid." 
 
    "Another? Oh dear, it seems soon we'll have no one left. I'll go into the village today and see if I can find someone to replace her. I heard that Mrs. Brown might have a daughter coming up who would like to enter service." 
 
    Papa clucked his tongue. "Then you'd be lucky to engage her. Seems all the young people go off to Nottingham, if they don't first take up with the rabble going around making such chaos these days." 
 
    Seraphina had to agree. Lately it seemed things were turning upside-down. With the war raging on the Continent, too many young men were gone from the area. The ones who remained were leaving their work on the farms and going for more lucrative positions at the growing number of mills with their knitting frames and steam-run machinery.  
 
    Women, too, were being lured into industry. Seraphina could hardly blame them. Why should they sit at home and spend days and months making expensive lace that no one had money to buy when they could go off to work in the hosiery mills making huge quantities of product that could be sold for but a few pennies? 
 
    It was understandable, but certainly not popular with everyone. The recent stories Seraphina had read in Papa's newspapers told about shocking hostility by persons calling themselves Luddites. They smashed the new powered looms and burned down the facilities that housed them. They claimed steam-powered industries were causing people to lose their businesses and their homes―people who had once prospered on their own. Of course those hard working folk were angry and their passions erupted with violence. 
 
    Even here in their quiet village frustration was simmering. It seemed friend was pitted against friend, families were divided. Some locals championed the new opportunities provided by these fanciful enterprises, while others abhorred them for the changes they brought and the threat they were for anyone who struggled to compete. Seraphina was not certain which side of the issue she sat upon, but she certainly did regret not having enough staff on hand to keep up with the needs of their house. The rumors of sabotage and the reports of government intervention certainly did not help her to rest easy, either. 
 
    How must this be affecting Papa? He rarely spoke of business or financial matters with her, but as his health had declined she knew he was becoming less and less able to manage things. His nurse assured her that as long as he was kept calm, his heart would grow stronger and he might even regain the strength to walk again. Seraphina truly hoped so, so for his sake she took on as much of the household management as she could. 
 
     Fortunately, dear Mr. Hornwell―Papa's man of business―had the good sense to share things with her. She'd been able to quietly advise him and act as a filter for Papa. For Papa's sake, Seraphina worked with Mr. Hornwell on any matters that did not directly need Papa's hand. Papa had leased the estate years ago, before she was even born. He loved it like it was his own and she would do everything in her power to see that he could stay here. Even, apparently, falsify their annual statement to the duke. 
 
    HopefullyPapa would never need learn of that. He was blissfully unaware of just how tenuous things were and she would see that he remained so. Until he was much stronger again, Seraphina would just have to keep doing what she could and praying for miracles. One more year of bad harvest, though, and they might not have enough to satisfy Papa's arrangement with the duke.  
 
    Papa let this house and the adjoining lands from the Duke of Ashguard. Apparently he was some sort of very distant relative and that's why he had been willing to allow Papa a life lease on the house. A part of the agreement was that Papa would oversee the modest estate. A portion of the profits would go each year to pay rents to the duke, while the rest was income for Papa. There never seemed to be much of that, though. Everything earned from the land around Northgate Hall seemed to go right back into its upkeep. 
 
    But Papa never complained. He loved this house and Seraphina did, too. It was their home. Her mother and an infant sibling were buried in the parish cemetery in Lesser Crossing and someday Papa hoped to be buried there, too. This was their home and Seraphina would feel no guilt for lying to the duke about those silly sheep. They needed the money and the deal with the man from the mill was a good one. 
 
     Mr. Hornwell, however, had expressed some concern. Although the duke had ignored them for decades, it seemed that recently the man of business had received correspondence from him. The Duke of Ashguard―with all his estates and all his grand holdings―had noticed the faltering productivity of Northgate Hall. As his annual percentage from them diminished, his interest in them had grown.  
 
    Seraphina still was not entirely sure why the estate was faltering so, but Mr. Hornwell explained that it was due to multiple causes. As their work force diminished, so did their harvest. That much made sense. Also, there was the matter of the condition of  structures and implements on their lands. As she had witnessed firsthand, their buildings were aging and their walls were crumbling around them. Besides that, the practices used by the tenants were in desperate need of updating, but where would the funds for that come from? The money for improvements was not there because the whole place needed improving―it was a vicious circle. 
 
    What was she going to do about it? No matter how she juggled their limited budget, it seemed Mr. Hornwell was never quite able to stretch their money enough to do all that needed to be done. He merely shook his head and told her to be on the lookout for a wealthy husband. 
 
    Well, until one of those came strolling into her drawing room, she supposed she'd just have to go on finding creative ways to cut corners and cheat the duke out of his rents. All would be well, as long as they could keep Papa blind to the truth. How much longer she could do that, though, Seraphina couldn't guess. 
 
    "Another mill has been burned, this one not far from here," Papa announced, glancing up from his paper. 
 
    "Another? It's a wonder there are any of them left, with all we've been hearing." 
 
    "It's a wonder there are any men left to run those infernal steam engines, what with war raging on every continent." Papa grumbled, poking his nose deeper into his reading. 
 
    "Is there any good news in your paper, Papa? I wish you'd stop taking it since it only serves to upset you." 
 
    He shook his grayed head. "We must know what things are about, my dear. I shall always read the papers, no matter how bleak the news in them." 
 
    "If only there were a glimmer of hope among all that bleak news." 
 
    "My poor little Siffy. You haven't quite recovered from your ordeal yesterday, have you? I should insist you go back to your bed and spend the day there." 
 
    "I'm fine, Papa. I was simply caught in the rain as I went for a walk. I've far too much to do today to spend it in bed." 
 
    "Then I expect those dark circles under your eyes will only get worse, but if you insist on pushing yourself, far be it from me to advise you. I'm only your pitiful old father, after all." 
 
    "Oh, Papa, I promise I will not exert myself too much today. But you have to promise to put aside the dreary newspapers and get some fresh air. Perhaps you will ride into the village with me this morning?" 
 
    "This morning? No, I'm afraid I have other plans this morning." 
 
    "To skulk over the newspaper and complain about your eggs being cold?" 
 
    He surprised her with his answer. "As a matter of fact, I am expecting a visitor." 
 
    "Who is it? The curate only visits on Thursday, and Mrs. Gilbert with the benevolence league was just here two days ago. Who can you be expecting today?" 
 
    "The man from the duke is due to come here today. I'm sure I told you about it, Siffy." 
 
    "The man from the duke? No, Papa, you most surely did not tell me about this! Who on earth is the duke sending here and what does he want?" 
 
    The sound of footsteps from the hall caught her attention. Papa seemed to notice it a second after she did and they both turned to stare at the doorway in plenty of time to watch their elderly butler shuffle in. He bowed and cleared his throat. 
 
    "A gentleman is here to see you, sir." 
 
    Papa nodded, then turned to Seraphina with a shrug. "It appears you will have your answers sooner rather than later, my pet." 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thorston waited in the drawing room where the ancient butler had left him. He felt bad for the poor old man--he ought to be sitting quietly in a garden drawing a pension, not ambling of on his creaking knees to find the master of the house. Thorston made a mental note of this, a dark mark against Mr. Janesley right from the start. 
 
    Glancing around his surroundings, he determined that the house was neat and well ordered, but a thin layer of dust covered the polished wood surfaces. From all appearances this room was not used often, and certainly it had not been cleaned recently. Did this mean the Janesley's rarely had visitors, or that they were too occupied with other business to care about the maintenance of their home?  
 
    The grounds outside showed similar neglect. They were not in bad shape, not really, but they were not as well groomed as he might have expected. Were the reasons for this similar to the ones for the condition of the dust-covered interior, or was the lack of attention something more intentional? If Mr. Janesley was involved in what Thorston had come to investigate, then what better way to hide it than by feigning genteel poverty? 
 
    Surely Thorston knew better than to trust his eyes. The men he was after were experts in manipulation, in deception and subterfuge. They were taking advantage of the state of unrest in these areas to entice desperate people into service for them--service against the crown. Thorston would not let it continue. 
 
    For five years now he'd been devoting himself to that very cause. It had become his identity, his way of life, as much a part of him as breathing. It was also his greatest secret--not even his own father or brother knew of the clandestine organization that he'd become a part of. 
 
    That summer when the Earl of Hartland had called him to join a covert gathering at his country house in--of all places--Ireland, Thorston had little idea what he'd be getting himself into. An "intelligence ring", Hartland had called it. Ten like-minded men had been gathered for the express purpose of assisting Wellesley in his efforts to ferret out spies and traitors here on British soil. Thorston had been thrilled to be included among the unlikely group of scientists, officers, noblemen, and thugs. For the first time he wasn't just his father's son, another wastrel heir spending his days in mindless pursuits. He was useful. 
 
    But this mission would call for him to walk a very fine line. Not only was he following Hartland's orders, but he was here on his father's business, as well. The fusty old duke wondered why he had heard nothing from Janesley, why his rents had gone unpaid, and why he kept hearing reports of violent activity in the area. 
 
    Thorston's visit here would require careful balance. If, as Hartland suspected, the residents of Northgate Hall were central to the particular spy ring he'd been trying to uncover, Thorston must be very careful not to tip his hand. 
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