

    
        
          The Highwayman's Promise

        

        
        
          The Bagshot Chronicals, Volume 4

        

        
        
          Lavinia Ashford

        

        
          Published by Lavinia Ashford, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE HIGHWAYMAN'S PROMISE

    

    
      First edition. January 17, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Lavinia Ashford.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8233538940

    

    
    
      Written by Lavinia Ashford.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Lavinia Ashford

	    

      
	    
          
	      The Bagshot Chronicals

          
        
          
	          A Fire on Bagshot Heath

          
        
          
	          The Keeper's Legacy

          
        
          
	          The Keeper’s Legacy

          
        
          
	          Where The Pines Stand Witness

          
        
          
	          The Highwayman's Promise

          
        
          
	          Pistols & Promises

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Sedition in Surrey

          
        
          
	          The Cambridge Town Obelisk

          
        
          
	          The Devil's Coin

          
        
          
	          The Highwayman's Kiss

          
        
          
	          Shadows of Bagshot Heath

          
        
          
	          The Runner of Chesil Beach

          
        
          
	          The Rogue of The Whim

          
        
      

      
    
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By Lavinia Ashford

The Highwayman's Promise

Chapter 1: “The Weight of a Name”

Chapter 2: “The Letter and the Lie”

Chapter 3: “The Note in the Book”

Chapter 4: “The Clearing”

Chapter 5: “The Price of Knowing”

Chapter 6: “The Cottage at Blackwater”

Chapter 7: “The Sign in the Blood”

Chapter 8: “The Tide’s Secret”

Chapter 9: “The Man from Rye”

Chapter 10: “The House on Rue des Vents”

Chapter 11: “The Letter from Dover”

Chapter 12: “The Road to Harrow Grange”

Chapter 13: “The Visitor from Guildford”

Chapter 14: “The Name on the Spine”

Chapter 15: “The Circle at Blackwell’s”

Chapter 16: “The Fire Between Us”

Chapter 17: “The Ink That Binds Us”

Chapter 18: “The Chancellor’s Shadow”

Chapter 19: “The Hearing at Whitehall”

Chapter 20: “The Book on the Shelf”

Sign up for Lavinia Ashford's Mailing List

Further Reading: Pistols & Promises

Also By Lavinia Ashford

About the Author


Prologue: “The Locket on Bagshot Heath”

By Lavinia Ashford

October had come to Surrey with teeth.

The wind off Bagshot Heath didn’t howl—it whispered, low and insistent, like a secret meant for no one but the gorse and the gravel. It carried the scent of wet earth, woodsmoke from distant cottages, and the sharp tang of fear that clung to Sarah Whitmore’s skin like a second cloak.

She shouldn’t be here. Not alone. Not after sunset.

But the letter had to be delivered.

It was tucked inside the lining of her stays—a single sheet of paper bearing words too dangerous to entrust to any postboy or servant. Words that accused Sir Edmund Pryce, magistrate of Guildford, of accepting bribes from smugglers while condemning honest farmers to the gallows for stealing turnips. Words her father would have spoken if he’d lived.

Sarah pulled her woollen cloak tighter, though it offered little against the chill—or the dread pooling in her stomach. She was twenty-two, unmarried, and already marked as inconvenient. Since her father’s death six months past, she’d been shunted to the care of her mother’s sister, Lady Eleanor Harrow, whose modest manor just outside Cambridge Town smelt of beeswax and disapproval.

“Gentlewomen do not meddle in politics,” Aunt Eleanor had sniffed just that morning, watching Sarah mend a tear in her riding habit with uncommon precision. “They embroider. They receive callers. They marry well.”

Sarah had said nothing. But her fingers had tightened on the needle until her knuckles whitened.

Now, walking the old coach road that cut through the heart of Bagshot Heath, she felt the weight of every unspoken rebellion. The moon was new, offering no light, only the faint silver edge of cloud cover to soften the blackness. Her boots sank slightly in the mud—recent rains had turned the track treacherous. Somewhere ahead, the road dipped toward the Devil’s Punch Bowl, that strange hollow where highwaymen were said to gather like crows before a storm.

She quickened her pace.

And then—hoofbeats.

Not the steady clop of a post-chaise, nor the weary plod of a farmer’s nag. These were swift, deliberate, echoing off the pines like a heartbeat.

Sarah froze.

Three riders emerged from the tree line, their horses’ breath pluming in the cold. The lead man wore no mask—only a tricorn pulled low over his brow, his greatcoat dark as sin and trimmed with worn leather. Moonlight caught the glint of a pistol at his hip, but it remained holstered.

“Stand and deliver,” he said.

His voice was calm. Not rough, not theatrical. Just... tired. As if he’d said those words a hundred times and wished never to say them again.

Sarah’s pulse hammered in her throat, but she lifted her chin. “I carry nothing of value, sir.”

A lie. The letter was worth more than gold—if it reached the right hands.

The man dismounted slowly, boots sinking into the mud with a soft suck. He was taller than she’d expected, broad-shouldered beneath the coat, but there was a lean grace to his movements—like a soldier who’d learnt economy of motion. Up close, she saw he couldn’t be much older than thirty. His face was shadowed, but his eyes—sharp, watchful—held a depth that unsettled her.

“You’re Miss Whitmore,” he said. Not a question.

She stiffened. “How do you know my name?”

“I know many things about you, Miss Whitmore. That your father was John Whitmore, late magistrate of Farnham. That he died of a fever last March—though some say it was grief, after Pryce stripped him of office. That you write letters to the Gazette under the name ‘Cato.’”

Her breath caught. No one knew that. No one.

“Who are you?” she whispered.

He didn’t answer. Instead, he stepped closer. “I must search you.”

“What?”

“For weapons. For messages. Standard practice.”

“I am a gentlewoman!”

“And I am a thief,” he said, almost gently. “But even thieves have rules. “Turn around, if you please.”

She hesitated. Every instinct screamed to refuse. But something in his tone—the lack of mockery, the quiet gravity—made her obey. Slowly, she turned her back to him, clutching her cloak shut.

She heard the rustle of his gloves being removed. Then his hands—warm, calloused—brushed the outer layer of her cloak, sliding down her arms, checking pockets that didn’t exist. Then lower, along her waist, where a dagger might be hidden.

And then—

His fingers grazed the curve of her breast.

Just for a second. An accident of angle, of haste. But the contact sent a jolt through her so fierce she nearly gasped. It wasn’t lewd. It wasn’t lingering. But it was real—a spark of human warmth in the cold dark, an unexpected and electric something she had never felt before.

She felt her cheeks burn. Worse, she felt something else: a traitorous flutter low in her belly.

He drew back instantly. “My apologies, Miss Whitmore.” His voice was rougher now. “I meant no offence.”

“It’s... it’s nothing,” she managed, turning to face him, forcing her expression to stillness.

He studied her for a long moment, as if weighing whether she spoke truth. Then, to her surprise, he reached into his coat—not for a weapon, but for a small object glinting dully in the lantern light.

“This was taken from your father’s study three nights past,” he said quietly. “By men who thought it gold. It’s not.”

He pressed it into her palm. Cold metal. Familiar weight.

Her breath stopped.

It was her mother’s locket—the one stolen the night her father died. Inside, the miniature portrait of a woman with Sarah’s same stubborn chin, painted in delicate watercolour by a Dutch artist in ’32. Worth little coin, but everything to her.

“How did you—?”

“I have my ways.” He glanced toward the road, where the distant cry of a watchman echoed. “Pryce’s men took it, thinking it held a cypher. When they found it empty, they tossed it in a ditch. I retrieved it.”

“Why?” she whispered. “Why return it to me?”

He looked at her then—not as a target, not as a lady, but as a person. “Because some things,” he said, “shouldn’t be stolen twice.”

Before she could reply, he turned and swung back onto his horse.

“Wait—what is your name?”

He paused, reins in hand. “They call me Captain Thorne.”

Then he was gone—hooves fading into the mist, leaving her standing in the dark with a locket, a question, and the unsettling sense that the world was far more complicated than she’d been taught.

—-
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Back in Lady Harrow’s parlour an hour later, Sarah said nothing of the encounter.

She sat by the fire, stitching a tear in her glove, her face carefully composed as her aunt droned on about the upcoming Michaelmas ball at the assembly rooms in Guildford—the nearest proper society gathering from their isolated home near Cambridge Town.

But beneath the table, her fingers traced the locket hidden in her pocket.

And when she closed her eyes, she didn’t see the darkness of the heath.

She saw his eyes.

And the ghost of that touch—accidental, fleeting, unforgettable—still warmed her skin.

She didn’t understand it. Not yet.

But for the first time in months, she didn’t feel entirely alone.
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Chapter 1: “The Weight of a Name”

[image: ]


Three mornings had passed since the encounter on Bagshot Heath, and Sarah Whitmore could not rid herself of him.

Not from her thoughts. Not from the quiet hum of her blood when she sat still too long. And certainly not from her dreams.

It began the very night she returned—the locket hidden beneath her pillow, her body still thrumming from the brush of his hand. She fell asleep exhausted, only to find herself standing again on the heath, but this time under a full moon, the air thick with the scent of pine and damp wool. He was there, as before, but without his coat. His shirt was unlaced at the throat, revealing the strong line of his collarbone, the shadowed hollow where a man’s pulse beats fastest.

He didn’t speak. He only looked at her—as if seeing past her stays, past her manners, past every lie she’d been taught to wear.

And then he touched her.

Not as a thief. Not as a stranger. But as a man who knew the shape of her longing before she did.

In the dream, his hands were sure, gentle, and devastating. They traced the curve of her waist, slid up her spine, and cradled her face as if she were something rare and breakable. When his mouth met hers, it wasn’t plunder—it was recognition. A homecoming. Her body responded without permission, arching toward him, trembling as warmth pooled low in her belly, unfamiliar and terrifying
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