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Chapter One: Ashcroft Manor, England, Spring 1815
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The first time Lady Evelina Ashcroft saw Captain Nathaniel Blackthorne, she was trying—very badly—to escape a suitor.

Her slippers, dainty and wholly unsuited for espionage, sank into the soft earth of the Ashcroft gardens as she ducked behind a stone cherub. She could still hear Lord Swithmore’s voice drifting on the evening breeze: a tedious litany of his prized bloodlines, as if he were a stallion up for auction.

Marry for love, she had promised herself. Not for horses. Not for lands. And most certainly not for a man who used the word "fecund" when discussing future heirs.

She pressed a gloved hand to her mouth to stifle a laugh. Surely even her mother’s formidable ambitions could not force her into a match with that... that talking cravat.

"Eavesdropping, my lady?"

The voice came from the shadows — low, amused, and sinfully masculine.

Evelina turned so swiftly her skirts fanned out like a bell. Standing against the twilight was a man she did not recognize, tall and broad-shouldered, with the relaxed stance of someone who had faced cannon fire and found garden parties utterly beneath him.

He wore his hair a touch too long for London’s rigid fashions. A scar, thin and pale, traced a line from the corner of one eyebrow toward his temple — the only imperfection on an otherwise striking face. His smile was not polished, not courtly — it was private, like a secret passed between lovers.

Evelina lifted her chin. She was, after all, an Ashcroft.
"I prefer to think of it," she said sweetly, "as strategic reconnaissance."
His grin deepened, crinkling the edges of dark eyes that seemed to see entirely too much.
"An excellent tactic. The battlefield of the marriage mart is a brutal one."
Before she could reply, voices floated closer — Swithmore again, along with her mother’s unmistakable sharp tones. Panic prickled under Evelina’s skin. She did not intend to be found cowering behind a statue with a stranger, no matter how handsomely disreputable he looked.

Without thinking, she grabbed his hand — large, calloused, very real — and yanked him behind the hedge. They crouched together, absurdly close, as her mother and Lord Swithmore strolled past.

For a moment, Evelina was acutely aware of everything: the rich scent of his cologne, the firm line of his jaw, the solid heat of him against her arm.
She had never been this close to a man without a dozen chaperones hovering. It felt... dangerous. It felt like freedom.
"You realize," he murmured near her ear, his breath teasing the tendrils of hair at her neck, "this is highly improper."

"Good," Evelina whispered back. "I was beginning to think I might die of propriety."

When the footsteps faded, she dared a glance at him. He was watching her, not with the usual predatory calculation she had come to expect from fortune-hunters, but with a kind of intrigued amusement — as if she were an unexpected puzzle he had every intention of solving.

"My name," he said, rising smoothly to his feet and offering his hand, "is Captain Nathaniel Blackthorne."

She took it — her gloves whispering against his rougher skin — and allowed him to help her up.
"Lady Evelina Ashcroft," she said.
Their eyes locked — a moment stretching taut between them like the lingering notes of a forbidden song.

"It seems, Lady Evelina," Captain Blackthorne said with a half-bow, "that the battlefield may be slightly more interesting than I was led to believe."

And with a roguish wink that made her heart behave most unbecomingly, he vanished into the garden shadows, leaving Evelina standing breathless, intrigued... and utterly certain that her quiet little Season had just become a very dangerous game indeed.
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Chapter Two: Ashcroft Manor, The Morning After
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BY BREAKFAST, EVELINA’S "mysterious disappearance" from the ball had already become the event of the Season.

It was astounding, really, how quickly scandal could spread among a group of women who professed themselves too delicate for gossip. Over eggs and jam tarts, Evelina heard her own reputation shredded, stitched, and redressed, all without leaving the comfort of her mother’s drawing room.

“...simply vanished from the garden, I hear,” Lady Harrow cooed behind a fluttering fan. "One moment there — the next, poof! As if spirited away by some... savage."

"Spirited away," Evelina murmured to her plate, stabbing a piece of toast with surgical precision.

If only they knew just how tempting the "savage" had looked.

Across the table, her mother, the Countess Ashcroft — a woman who could freeze a charging rhinoceros mid-gallop with a single look — was smiling tightly. Too tightly.

"Surely," she said, "my daughter merely felt faint. The evening was overwarm, after all."

The ladies tittered — a polite sound, full of venom.

Fainting was the oldest excuse in the book. It might have soothed the room had not the Dowager Lady Penhurst, who at eighty had traded her corset for brandy and brutal honesty, snorted loudly enough to make the porcelain rattle.

"My dear Countess," the dowager said, eyes twinkling, "you know as well as I that fainting rarely involves dragging a war hero behind a rosebush."

The room fell silent. Evelina, who had just taken a sip of tea, nearly choked.

Captain Blackthorne.

Of course. Someone had seen them.

She set down her cup, her heart thundering like cavalry over open ground. Calm. Poised. Untouchable. These were the rules. She could feel her mother’s gaze searing into her cheek like a branding iron.

Lady Harrow leaned in, voice syrupy and false. "Such a charming captain, isn’t he? Though... his lineage, I hear, is rather modest. A second son. No fortune to speak of."

It was the ultimate condemnation. No wealth. No title. No future.

A man fit only for war and whispered encounters — not marriage.

Evelina forced herself to smile, slow and sweet and just a touch lethal.

"Sometimes," she said lightly, "a man’s character is far more valuable than his bank account."

The room went very still.

The Countess's teacup clinked hard against the saucer.

Evelina sat back, satisfied in a dangerous, reckless sort of way.

Let them whisper. Let them hiss like vipers behind fans and velvet curtains. She would not marry a man because of his horses. She would not be bartered off like a particularly troublesome shipment of tea.

As the ladies resumed their brittle chatter, Evelina allowed herself one luxurious, treasonous thought:

If Captain Blackthorne wished to spirit her away, she might not resist quite so hard next time.
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