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      As the war continues throughout Europe, Dashiell Blackwell, the Earl of Ravenwood, moves in the shadows, uncovering secrets and thwarting Napoleon's schemes as a trusted operative of The Lion Watch. With no room for distractions, he has resigned himself to a life of duty—one that does not include love or marriage. The battlefield and the whisper of coded messages have long been his world, and he has no intention of surrendering to the dangerous pull of emotion.

      Lavinia "Vivy" Ellsworth has spent years watching Dash from afar, her heart belonging to him long before he ever took notice. As the daughter of a powerful duke there are expectations she must consider, but she has never been one to quietly obey. When she stumbles upon a secret that places her in the path of a deadly conspiracy, Vivy does the unthinkable—she takes matters into her own hands.

      When their fates collide in a whirlwind of intrigue and danger, Dash is forced to see Vivy as more than just a duke's daughter—she is clever, courageous, and far too tempting. Tasked with keeping her safe, he vows to protect her at all costs, even as she challenges every rule he has lived by. But with war closing in and enemies lurking in the shadows, can he keep his heart from becoming the ultimate casualty?

      As love and loyalty are tested, will Dash risk everything for the one woman he never dared to love? Or will duty demand the ultimate sacrifice?
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        “The Very first moment I beheld him, my heart was irrevocably gone.”

        JANE AUSTEN, LOVE AND FRIENDSHIP
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      The day Lady Lavinia Ellsworth lost her heart, she fell head over heels, quite literally, for the most beautiful man in all of England. Other than it being her birthday, the day was as normal as could be, or at least it ought to have been.

      That is…until he walked into the room.

      He was not what Vivy would have expected to be the man of her dreams…he was so much better.

      He had broad shoulders and he was tall…taller than any man had a right to be. His coat fit him perfectly and there was nothing foppish about him. He wore fashion the way one might wear armor...as a requirement and not because it made him feel anything resembling delight. Even the set of his posture suggested he was accustomed to observing everything instead of being the one watched. He measured a room without appearing to do so.

      But it was his gorgeous face that held her captive.

      His hair was a rich chestnut, catching the light with every movement. It was softly waved and neatly styled, but a few strands escaped and fell over his forehead as if it could never be entirely tamed. And his eyes…

      Vivy forgot, for one mortifying heartbeat, how to breathe.

      They were hazel, not the muddy sort she had seen in other men at dinners. No, his were clear and arresting, a shifting blend that refused to settle into one color for long. Near the candlelight they seemed warm with gold, like sunlight trapped in a glass. But when he turned his head, green sparked through them—sharp and bright, like the first leaves of spring after a long winter. Those flecks of gold and green made his gaze look alive in a way that was almost unsettling, as if he could see far too much…as if he might look straight through her and find the truth beneath.

      He did not smile as other gentlemen did. There was no easy charm and no practiced tilt of lips meant to win a lady’s favor. His mouth was firm, his expression composed, and yet there was something about him that made Vivy think of storms held at bay—powerful, contained, and dangerous if ever released. He was handsome in a way that did not feel like a compliment.

      It felt like a fact.

      A startling, undeniable fact that left Vivy standing too still with her fingers curled around her reticule as if it might anchor her to the floor. She had seen handsome men before…at a distance, and never any that captured her attention like him.

      This gentleman did not laugh loudly, and he did nothing to draw attention toward himself. He simply was…and everything in the room seemed to bend, ever so slightly, toward him. When his gaze lifted and caught hers, Vivy felt the oddest sensation, half fright and half wonder, as though she had been discovered doing something improper when she had done nothing at all.

      As though he had looked at her and noticed her staring.

      At six and ten, she was dazzled and entirely unprepared for him. She realized with a sudden, luminous certainty that there were men in the world who could alter a person's life simply by stepping into it, and one of them had just walked into hers.

      She had to know his name.

      As she started to approach him in the hope of an introduction, the worst happened. She caught the hem of her skirt beneath her slipper, curse the modiste and her insistence upon elegance, and pitched forward as if the floor had risen to smite her.

      She fell at his feet.

      Embarrassment was too small a word for what flooded her then. Heat scorched her cheeks and her stomach dropped as though she had missed a step upon the stairs. For a dreadful instant, she could not decide which she feared more—that every person in the room had seen, or that he had.

      Quiet and stillness filled the room. It was polite, sharpened, and absolute, but that eerie silence seemed to ring in her ears. Then he moved and he offered his hand to her.

      Vivy lifted her gaze and met his eyes again, he was too close now, and those eyes of his were far too clear for her peace of mind. She saw the quick flicker of surprise, the briefest softening at the edges of his expression, and something that might have been amusement…though not unkind. If anything, it was as though he found the moment less ridiculous than she did.

      “Careful,” he said, quietly enough that she suspected no one else heard. “Falling again would not be wise.”

      It was not the warning one gave a child. It was the sort of warning one gave someone he believed needed to hear it. As if those words would somehow calm her enough to remember how to walk and breathe at the same time. His patience gave her the strength to ignore the whispers spreading throughout the room.

      Vivy’s fingers trembled as she had placed her hand in his. He drew her up with ease, as if she weighed nothing at all. Her slippers landed on the floor again and her reticule swung at her wrist like a cruel reminder of her foolishness. For one horrid heartbeat, she stood so near she could see the faint shadow at his jaw, the clean line of his throat above his cravat, and the calm strength in the way he held himself.

      She managed a curtsy that was half stumble and half instinct. “I…pardon…” she began and promptly ruined it by saying nothing coherent afterward. She had lost all ability to form words into sentences and even the politest nicety failed to find its way from her mind to her mouth.

      His mouth twitched again, as if he might have smiled if he were the sort of man who did. “Are you unharmed?” he slid his gaze over her, as though injury were the only thing that mattered.

      “I am quite…whole,” she whispered, wishing the floor would open up and swallow her. She still did not know how she managed even to say that much to him.

      His passed his gaze over her quickly again and then he inclined his head with the smallest gesture. A quiet dismissal, a permission that she could go…without forcing her to endure the humiliation of further attention. Because she was six and ten, and she had just flung herself, quite literally, at the feet of the most arresting man she had ever seen, she fled immediately.

      Her mortification lent her wings. She slipped out of the drawing room before anyone could prevent her from leaving, before her mother could call her back with that gentle voice that was never truly gentle, and before her father could decide that a lesson in composure was required after her mishap.

      She did not stop until she reached the corridor beyond, where the bustle of servants and the safety of anonymity wrapped around her like a cloak. Only then did she press a hand to her burning cheeks and draw a breath.

      She had wanted his name.

      Instead, she had given him a memory…one she was certain would be laughed over for years in some gentlemen’s club, her clumsy tumble reduced to a jest.

      She would never survive it if he learned her name. Not being out in society offered her a convenient excuse. A girl could be forgiven a retreat when she was not yet expected to bear the scrutiny of public notice. So, she went to her bedchamber and hid while the world in the drawing room continued without her.

      But later she had learned his name. Her father had spoken of him with deference and respect. His name was Dashiell Blackwell, and he was the second son of Earl of Ravenwood. The name lodged in her mind with a painful sweetness, as though she had swallowed a shard of sugar-glass—delicate and sharp all at once.

      She saw him a handful of times after that, but she had never been near enough to speak to him or brave enough to attempt it. Each time her gaze landed on him, she drank in the sight as if she were storing sunlight for winter.

      And then he was gone.

      Not long after that wretched, glorious day, he left England for the Continent. War, everyone said, as if that single word explained everything. He had considered it his duty to serve and the Crown required it. His family expected it. His country demanded it.

      Vivy pretended to understand.

      But in the evenings, when she lay in bed with the curtains drawn and the house fell into silence, she thought of him in places she could not imagine—fields she had never seen, roads soaked with rain and blood, all the foreign languages and foreign dangers he was sure to encounter. She imagined his calm voice, his alertness, and his eyes that shifted from gold to green depending on the light.

      She prayed, ridiculously in her private moments, that the light would still find him wherever he went. She hated to think of him bathed in darkness and all the evil in the world.

      Years passed, as years did. Seasons turned one after the other, and London’s gossip continued to chew and spit out names as if hearts were nothing but sweetmeats at a party. Vivy grew older and she went through her first season, and then another, until she became a fixture in the ton. Suitors began to circle with the predictable patience of men who scented the advantage in her father’s title. None of them compared to him and none of them had a chance of finding their way into her heart.

      Vivy refused them with a smile that was always polite and never encouraging. But then the whispers began. Not of war this time, but of death. Ravenwood’s father had died and the title had passed to the second son, and he had become the earl. Dashiell had never been meant to inherit the title, but he was not the first spare to claim it by far. His older brother had died a year before their father, leaving him the heir. She had not understood why he remained on the continent after that. Surely, he should have returned sooner, but to her disappointment, he had not.

      But now, Dashiell Blackwell had come home, and he was in London because duty demanded it. He was the earl and had to see to his estates. She had not seen him yet. She had not dared ask after him too openly. A duke’s daughter might be bold, but she was not foolish. At least not in public.

      Still, the hope would not be silenced.

      Perhaps he would attend Lady Whitcombe’s ball tonight. The Whitcombes were connected to everyone worth knowing. It was the sort of gathering a man could not easily avoid without inviting speculation. The Earl of Ravenwood would understand the value of avoiding a scandal. He would know, as her father had once said with an exasperated sigh, that one must sometimes allow oneself to be seen in order to remain unseen.

      As her maid tied the last ribbon at the back of her gown and her mother’s jewels cooled at her throat, Vivy stood before the mirror and tried to summon composure. She was no longer that girl of six and ten. She was a woman grown. She had danced with lords and endured tedious compliments and learned to hold herself steady beneath scrutiny.

      But she had not learned how to face the memory of a hand offered in kindness or of a voice that made her stomach flutter. Would he recognize her? She rather hoped he would not. It would be easier, safer, if she were merely another lady in a crowded room. Some stubborn, reckless part of her, the part that had never been content to quietly obey, wanted him to look at her again and see truly see her. She wanted him to remember her the way she had remembered him.

      Not a child who tripped over her own hem. Not a duke’s daughter with his title looming over her head. But Lavinia…Vivy. The woman that had given her heart to him and never gotten it back. She wanted to be…

      Someone worth remembering.

      As the carriage rolled toward Whitcombe House and the glow of hundreds of lamps painted the night in gold, Vivy pressed her hands together and steadied her breath. She had fallen at his feet once. She would not do it again.

      At least…not in quite the same way. Somehow, she had a feeling she would always do something foolish for that man.
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      Rain glazed the cobblestones in a silvery sheen as dusk settled over London, cloaking its streets in deepening shadows. It was the hour when modistes shuttered their windows, when footmen lit household lamps—and when danger moved most freely. Dashiell Blackwell, Earl of Ravenwood, melted into those shadows as though born of them.

      Tall, broad-shouldered, and with his brown hair dampened by mist, he walked with a purposeful stride that drew no attention despite the latent power in every step. His hazel eyes—gold-flecked, keen, and unyielding—missed nothing. They never did. He had been trained too well for that. A carriage rattled past, horses stamping impatiently, but Dash did not turn. His focus was fixed on a single doorway ahead—a narrow apothecary shop, long closed, save for the faint flicker of a candle in the back room.

      That was his signal. A coded flame to match the coded message he had come to collect.

      He entered through the rear, boots silent on the worn planks. Inside, the air smelled of crushed herbs and damp parchment. A figure waited at the table. He was a contact within The Lion Watch a secret intelligence organization headed by the Duke of Lionston—Dash’s closest friend and ally.

      “You’re late, Ravenwood,” the man murmured.

      “Then we are both fortunate the French do not keep my schedule,” Dash replied, dryly.

      A thin smile formed on the man’s face as a small slip of parchment changed hands. Dash unfolded it only halfway. Lines of symbols stared back sharply angled and deceptively simple. A cipher used by Napoleon’s London agents. Too bold by half…unless they believed themselves close to victory.

      “Where did you intercept it?” he asked as he shoved it into an inside pocket. He would have to take it to the Lion Watch before going to the Whitcombe ball and hopefully Lionston would still be there so he could share it with him. The duke would want to be aware of the treachery afoot in London. They could decide later how to handle it—if they’d deal with it themselves or deliver an anonymous missive to the War Office.

      “A courier near the river. He claims he was robbed,” his compatriot explained.

      Dash’s jaw tightened. “He was meeting someone and that someone will expect this message.” He tapped his coat to make sure it remained tucked into the inner pocket of his coat. He could not make the mistake of misplacing it. “I’ll see it translated. If Bonaparte’s spies think they can operate under our noses, they will soon learn otherwise.”

      The other man nodded. “I will send word if I discover anything else of note.” With no further word, he vanished back into the night leaving the man to his work.

      This was what Dash excelled at. He had been a trained agent for the Crown for several years before he had to return to London and the duty that his father’s death had left at his door. He should never have been the earl. That honor was to be his older brother’s—never his. But Alfred had died a little over a year ago leaving Dash the heir. His father had begged him to return sooner, but Dash had not wanted to come home. He should have. Instead, he had remained on the continent as if he did not have any obligations at home. So, when news came that his father had died, he had regretted that decision. His father had died disappointed with Dash. That was something he would never be able to rectify. It was one of the few regrets he carried.

      He slinked through the shadows and headed to his next destination. He had much to do, and it started with having the missive in his pocket both translated and decoded. Then he had a ball to attend. He wasn’t looking forward to that at all. His life was duty—unyielding and consuming. There was no space in such a life for softness. None for dreams, and certainly, none for love. Love made men reckless. It made them weak. Dash had no intention of being either.

      He took care of the missive first and then hailed a hackney to take him to the ball. Luckily, he did not have to change into some outlandish attire. No one expected him to appear the dandy, and he was grateful for that. When the hackney reached the street near
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