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Chapter 1: The Unlikely Encounter
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Lady Eveline Carrington was not a woman who belonged in a ballroom, at least not in the eyes of the ton. Her family was well-known in society, but they were not of the noble bloodlines that carried the true weight of power. They had money, yes, and influence, but Eveline had never quite mastered the art of pretending to be something she was not. She had always found the glittering world of the aristocracy to be suffocating, full of empty pleasantries and hollow gestures.

Tonight’s gathering, hosted by Lady Worthington, was no different. The chandeliers overhead sparkled like a thousand stars, casting their light over a sea of lace, silk, and whispers. The men were impeccably dressed in their fine coats, the women in gowns of every imaginable color, their laughter ringing in the air like the sound of chimes. Eveline, however, stood on the edge of it all, looking out at the grand room from the safety of a shadowed alcove. She had no desire to join the endless circle of introductions and pleasantries.

Her gaze wandered over the room, but something—or rather, someone—caught her attention.

Across the room, a figure stood with an air of stillness that set him apart from the rest of the crowd. Duke Sebastian Ashford. He was taller than most men, his broad shoulders draped in the finest of dark velvet. His black hair, slightly tousled, framed a face that could have been sculpted by the gods themselves—sharp jaw, high cheekbones, and eyes that gleamed like the cool, distant ocean. But it was the unmistakable weight of his presence that drew her in, as if the air around him thickened, demanding attention without uttering a word.

Eveline’s breath caught in her throat as their eyes met across the room. She quickly averted her gaze, her heart inexplicably racing. She didn’t know what it was—perhaps the challenge in his gaze, or the way his presence stirred something deep inside her—but she felt a pull, one that she could not explain.

She tried to shake the thought away. A Duke was the last person a woman like her should ever entertain, especially with his reputation. Sebastian Ashford had a history, a past filled with whispers of tragedy and scandal. His fiancée had died under mysterious circumstances years ago, leaving him a shadow of the man he once was. And yet, there was something about him—something in the way he carried himself—that made Eveline ache with curiosity.

With a steadying breath, she turned her attention back to the group of ladies she had been speaking with, hoping to ignore the thrum of desire that had begun to build in her chest.

But fate had other plans.

Just as she moved to join the conversation, a sudden commotion at the edge of the ballroom caught her off guard. A loud gasp followed by a sharp cry. Without thinking, Eveline spun toward the noise, her heart leaping into her throat.

A woman—no older than Eveline herself—had tripped on her gown, crashing to the floor with a painful cry. The room fell silent for a moment as the woman scrambled to regain her composure, but before anyone could move to help, a figure appeared at her side.

It was Duke Ashford.

With a speed that belied his stoic demeanor, Sebastian knelt beside the fallen lady. His hands, strong and assured, helped her to her feet. Eveline's breath caught as she watched the interaction from across the room, noticing the way he held the woman gently but firmly, his lips moving in concern. He spoke in soft, comforting tones, his face a mask of calm, but there was an intensity in his eyes that made the air around them crackle.

Eveline stood frozen, captivated by the scene.

The woman, flustered but clearly grateful, blushed furiously as she brushed herself off. Duke Ashford straightened, his gaze sweeping the room, his attention now fully directed toward Eveline. He stood for a moment, surveying the crowd, as if waiting for something. And then, as though he had no choice in the matter, his eyes locked with hers.

For a heartbeat, the room seemed to disappear. Time itself stood still.

Eveline could feel the weight of his gaze like a tangible thing, a force that seemed to draw her to him, and her pulse quickened. She couldn’t look away. His eyes held hers, dark and deep, and though he said nothing, there was a message there—something unspoken, an invitation she couldn’t quite grasp.

Before she could recover from the shock of their silent exchange, the moment was broken by the fluttering of a fan. Lady Worthington, ever the gracious hostess, stepped forward with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes.

"Lady Carrington," she called with a tone laced with mock sweetness, "I do believe it is time for you to make your rounds. Don’t you think?"

Eveline, startled by the interruption, blinked and then turned to Lady Worthington with a polite smile, though her heart was still racing. She excused herself from the group of ladies and walked toward the refreshment table, trying her best to ignore the heat spreading across her face.

But as she moved past the crowd, she could feel the weight of Sebastian’s gaze following her, and a strange shiver of awareness ran down her spine.
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Chapter 2: A Promise of Secrecy
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The days following the ball were filled with a strange quiet that Eveline had never known. She could still feel the weight of Duke Sebastian Ashford’s gaze, burning into her thoughts like a forgotten flame. She had spent hours replaying that moment across the ballroom, his eyes locked with hers in a shared silence, full of questions and promises yet to be spoken. But that was all it was—just a moment. He was a Duke. She was... well, she was Lady Eveline Carrington, an eligible young woman in society, nothing more.

The distance between them seemed vast, a chasm that could never be crossed. Or so she had convinced herself.

Yet, each time she passed through the hallways of her family estate, her heart would skip at the thought of the Duke, and she found herself aching with the memory of his touch on the woman at the ball—the way he’d held her with such ease, such authority. Eveline quickly banished the thought. There was no room in her world for such longing.

But life, it seemed, had other plans.

The next time their paths crossed was entirely unexpected.

Eveline had been walking through the gardens of Carrington Manor one late afternoon, hoping for a bit of solitude to clear her head after another round of the dull, never-ending social calls. The gardens were her refuge, where the scent of roses and jasmine could almost drown out the noise of the world. She had just taken a few steps into the lush green space when she heard a voice—a familiar, rich tone that seemed to echo in the stillness of the evening.

"Lady Carrington."

She froze.

Duke Sebastian Ashford was standing at the far end of the garden, leaning casually against a stone pillar, his presence commanding as ever. His gaze, however, was softer than she remembered, almost hesitant, as though he wasn’t entirely sure if his actions were acceptable. But there he was—here, in her family’s private garden.

“Your Grace,” Eveline said, her voice barely more than a whisper. “What are you doing here?”

A half-smile touched his lips, but there was a certain seriousness in his eyes, a weight of something unspoken. He pushed himself off the pillar and took a step forward.

“I’ve come to speak with you,” he said, his voice low. “In private.”

Her heart beat a little faster, but Eveline’s thoughts spun in confusion. The garden was secluded, yes, but it was still part of her family’s grounds. Anyone could wander in, though the Duke’s presence here was, to say the least, unexpected.

“About what?” she asked, her curiosity piqued but also tempered with caution.

Sebastian’s eyes flickered to the large stone bench beneath the weeping willow, his gaze lingering there before returning to her. He seemed to be weighing his words carefully, and for the first time, Eveline saw something vulnerable in his expression—a rawness that matched the vulnerability
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