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​Chapter 1: The Devil’s Descent
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The mist did not merely sit in the Devil’s Punch Bowl; it breathed. It rolled up from the lightless bottom of the great sandstone amphitheatre, thick and smelling of damp bracken and ancient earth.

High above the hollow, on the narrow, treacherous ribbon of the Portsmouth Road, Julian Vane sat motionless on a black gelding that was as silent as the grave. He adjusted the silk vizor across the bridge of his nose. The fabric was cool, but his blood was beginning to hum.

"Steady, Silas," he whispered, his hand gloved in scarred leather patting the horse’s neck.

Below them, the rhythmic thud-clack of a coach-and-four laboured up the incline from Thursley. It was the London-bound stage, but Julian wasn't interested in the mailbags. His contact in Haslemere had been clear: a private carriage followed ten minutes behind, bearing the Beckinsale crest and a specific leather-bound dispatch box.

The carriage lanterns appeared first—two weak, flickering yellow eyes cutting through the Hampshire fog.

Julian checked his flintlocks. The powder was dry, tucked beneath the heavy folds of his Garrick coat. He didn't want to use them. Lead was messy; fear was much more efficient.

As the carriage reached the sharpest bend of the rim, where the drop-off into the darkness was steepest, Julian squeezed his heels. The gelding lunged forward.

"STAND AND DELIVER!"

The shout echoed off the natural walls of the Bowl, sounding like the roar of a dozen men. Julian swung the horse across the path. The lead coach horse reared, whinnying in terror. The coachman, a shivering lad in a damp livery, hauled on the reins, the wheels skidding dangerously close to the precipice.

"Hold! For God's sake, hold!" the lad screamed, his hands shaking so hard the whip fell to the mud.

Julian levelled a pistol at the coachman’s chest, though his eyes remained fixed on the carriage door. "Keep your seat, boy, and you’ll see the sun rise over the Surrey hills. Move, and you’ll be the centrepiece of the next gibbet on the heath."

The carriage door swung open with a bang.

Julian expected a trembling merchant or a screeching dowager. Instead, a slim, gloved hand gripped the frame, and a woman stepped out into the mud. She wore a deep emerald riding habit that hugged a frame more athletic than any debutante’s he had ever seen. Even in the gloom, her eyes—wide, defiant, and startlingly intelligent—found his.

"You've chosen a cold night for a robbery, sir," she said, her voice steady, possessing a crisp, aristocratic edge that should have been laced with fear. It wasn't.

Julian felt a strange, unwelcome jolt in his chest. "The weather is of no concern to the hungry, Madam. Your jewels. Now."

She stepped closer, ignoring the pistol. The scent of her—something like lavender and expensive soap—cut through the smell of the damp earth. Julian didn't move, but as she reached up to unfasten a heavy gold locket from her throat, his gaze dropped to the pulse point at her neck. It was beating fast, yes, but she didn't flinch.

"Is this what you want?" she asked, holding the gold piece out.

As Julian leaned down from his saddle to take it, their fingers brushed. The contact was electric—a jolt of heat through the leather of his gloves that made his breath hitch. For a heartbeat, the world narrowed to the space between them: the smell of the rain, the sound of the horses blowing steam, and the terrifyingly sharp look in her eyes.

She wasn't just giving him the locket. She was studying him.

"You're no common thief," she whispered, her voice dropping so only he could hear. "I know that voice. I know those eyes."

Julian snapped his hand back, the locket disappearing into his pocket. He pulled the reins, the gelding dancing sideways. "Then you know enough to stay silent, Lady Isadora."

He turned the horse toward the dark descent into the Bowl, but before he disappeared into the mist, he looked back. She was standing in the middle of the road, the wind whipping her hair, watching him not with terror but with a challenge.
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​Chapter 2: The Magistrate’s Cage
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The town of Farnham was waking up under a grey, oppressive sky. While the morning mist still clung to the River Wey, the bustle of the market square provided a sharp contrast to the silent, terrifying rim of the Devil’s Punch Bowl.

Inside the magistrate's house—a looming Georgian structure of red brick and cold authority—Isadora Beckinsale sat at the breakfast table. She wasn't eating. Her thumb traced the bare skin of her throat where the gold locket had sat for ten years.

"You are fortunate to be alive, Isadora," her father, Sir Thomas Beckinsale, boomed from the head of the table. He didn't look up from his papers, which were stained with candle wax and the seal of the Crown. "That stretch of the Portsmouth Road is a godless wasteland. I have told the Council a dozen times: we need more patrols near Hindhead."

"He didn't seem godless, Father," Izzy said quietly, her mind replaying the way the highwayman had sat his horse. "He seemed... purposeful."

Sir Thomas finally looked up, his eyes narrowing. "Purposeful? He is a parasite. A shadow that preys on the industry of better men. And he has taken a piece of jewellery worth fifty guineas. I’ve already sent word to the Guildford barracks. Colonel Sterling will have his riders out on the Heath by noon."

At the mention of the Colonel, the heavy oak door opened.

Colonel Marcus Sterling entered as if he already owned the house. His red tunic was pristine, his boots polished to a mirror shine that seemed out of place in a county of mud and gorse. He walked straight to Izzy and took her hand, his grip a fraction too tight.

"My dear Isadora," he said, his voice a smooth, practised baritone. "To think that such a ruffian laid hands on you. It sickens me. Rest assured, I shall personally see him swing from the gibbet at Bagshot before the month is out."

Izzy pulled her hand away under the guise of reaching for her tea. "He didn't lay hands on me, Marcus. He took what he came for and departed. He was almost... gentlemanly."

Sterling’s smile didn't reach his eyes. "There is no such thing as a gentleman in a mask, Isadora. Only a coward is afraid of the light. Once we are wed, you will never have to travel those roads without a full escort of my dragoons."

"Wed?" Izzy looked at her father. "The date hasn't been set."

"I have set it," Sir Thomas said, his voice final. "The first of next month. With the unrest on the Heath and the threat to our carriages, a union with the military is the only way to secure our family’s interests. The Colonel has been granted the lease on the Eversley lands—a fine estate for a new bride."

Izzy felt a cold spike of dread. She knew the Eversley lands. They had belonged to the Vane family for generations until they were seized under mysterious circumstances two years ago. The thought of Sterling living there—of her living there with him—felt like a prison sentence.

"I need air," Izzy said, standing abruptly.

"Isadora, sit down," her father commanded.

"I am going to the stables," she countered, her voice rising with a defiance that made Sterling’s eyes flash with a dangerous curiosity. "If I am to be a colonel’s wife, I should at least ensure my mare is ready for the move to the barracks."

She swept out of the room before they could protest. As she crossed the cobblestone yard toward the stables, the memory of the highwayman’s voice returned to her. Lady Isadora, he had said. He knew her name. And his eyes—dark, flinty, and filled with a strange sort of grief—didn't belong to a common thief.

She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small, crumpled piece of paper she had found caught in the carriage door after the robbery. It wasn't hers. It was a fragment of a ledger, listing horse feed and stable rentals at a place in Bagshot.

The "Blackwood Rogue" had made a mistake. Or perhaps, he had left a trail.

"You want to play a game, Mr Rogue?" she whispered to the crisp morning air. "Then let us see who finds whom first."

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
SERAPHINA SINCLAIR





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





