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The moon hung low over the Yorkshire moors, casting long shadows across the heather-strewn landscape like fingers of darkness reaching across the earth. A solitary rider moved through the night, his black cloak billowing behind him like the wings of some predatory bird risen from the depths of myth and legend. The horse's hooves made no sound on the soft earth, muffled by the thick carpet of fallen leaves and moss that lined the ancient track, and the man might have been a phantom but for the determined set of his shoulders and the cold steel glinting at his hip, catching the pale moonlight like a promise of violence.

Captain Nathaniel Thorne—known to the local populace only as the Black Fox—reined in his mount at the crest of a hill and surveyed the road below with eyes that had learned to see through darkness. His eyes, the color of storm clouds over a troubled sea, narrowed as he spotted the distant glow of carriage lamps winding their way through the valley like fireflies caught in a summer breeze. The Earl of Westmorland's coach, if his intelligence was correct, traveling with an escort that suggested its cargo was valuable beyond measure. And with it, the evidence he had spent six months hunting, six months of living in shadows and becoming the very thing he had once sworn to destroy.

Nathaniel's jaw tightened beneath his black silk mask, the fabric cool against his skin. Six months of living in shadows, of becoming the very thing he had once sworn to destroy. Six months of letting the world believe that Captain Thorne, hero of Yorktown and Saratoga, had died in a gaming hell brawl in London, only to be reborn as this creature of darkness—the highwayman who terrorized the roads of northern England with a reputation that grew more fearsome with each passing week.

But the Black Fox took nothing from those who could not afford to lose it. His targets were carefully selected: men who trafficked in secrets, who sold England's future to foreign powers, who plotted against the Crown that Nathaniel had bled for on battlefields across two continents. He robbed the corrupt and gave to those they had wronged, a Robin Hood for a new age, and in doing so had become something of a legend among the common folk who protected him and kept his secrets.

And tonight, finally, he would have the proof he needed to bring down one of the greatest conspiracies England had ever known.

The coach drew closer, its four horses laboring up the incline with the steady rhythm of beasts that knew their work. Nathaniel could see the armed outriders, four of them, their muskets gleaming in the moonlight like silver fish in a dark stream. The Earl traveled with an escort fit for a prince, which only confirmed what Nathaniel suspected—Lord Westmorland had something to hide, something worth protecting with armed men and the weight of his noble title.

With a whispered command, Nathaniel guided his horse down the slope, moving parallel to the road until he was positioned ahead of the approaching carriage. His heart beat steady and strong, the familiar calm of impending action settling over him like a well-worn coat that fit him better than any garment of fine silk. He had faced cannon fire at Saratoga, bayonet charges at Camden, the hellish confusion of Yorktown where the fate of empires had been decided. Four outriders posed no real threat to a man who had survived all that and more.

But he would not kill them. That was not his way, not anymore. The war had taken enough lives, had filled his dreams with enough ghosts. Nathaniel would disarm them, disable them if necessary, but he would not add to the tally of specters that already haunted his sleep, their faces rising before him in the dark hours before dawn.

He drew his pistol—a beautifully crafted flintlock with an ivory grip that had been a gift from a grateful general—and checked the priming with practiced ease. One shot, if needed. But preferably none at all. The Black Fox preferred to work without killing, to leave his victims alive to consider their sins and perhaps, in time, to change their ways.

The coach was nearly upon him now, the sound of wheels and hooves filling the night air. Nathaniel spurred his horse forward, emerging from the shadows with a cry that had become legendary on these roads, a challenge that had struck fear into the hearts of the guilty and hope into the hearts of the oppressed.

"Stand and deliver!"

The outriders reacted instantly, wheeling their horses and raising their weapons with the trained precision of men who had faced danger before. But Nathaniel was already among them, his mount dancing through their formation with practiced ease that spoke of years in the saddle. His pistol cracked once, and the lead outrider's hat went spinning into the darkness like a leaf caught in a gale. The man cursed and clutched at his head, his horse rearing in alarm at the sudden noise and confusion.

"The next one finds your skull," Nathaniel called out, his voice pitched low and dangerous, carrying the weight of his reputation. "Drop your weapons. All of you."

For a moment, he thought they might fight. He saw the calculation in their eyes, the weighing of odds, the internal debate between duty and survival. Then, slowly, the muskets fell to the ground with dull thuds that seemed to echo in the sudden silence.

"Wise decision."

Nathaniel moved to the coach, his pistol trained on the door with a steady hand that revealed none of the tension coiling in his gut. "Lord Westmorland, I believe you have something that belongs to me. Step out, if you please."

The door opened slowly, and a man emerged—not the corpulent Earl Nathaniel had expected, but a younger man, lean and aristocratic, with eyes that held none of the fear Nathaniel was accustomed to seeing in his victims. This man was dangerous, Nathaniel realized instantly. This man was not afraid to die.

"The famous Black Fox," the man said, his tone almost amused, as if they were meeting at a ball rather than on a darkened road with weapons drawn. "I wondered when you would make an appearance."

"You are not Westmorland."

"I am Marcus Blackwell, the Earl's... associate. And you, Captain Thorne, are playing a very dangerous game."

Nathaniel felt a chill run down his spine that had nothing to do with the night air. No one had called him by that name in six months. No one was supposed to know. The mask, the legend, the carefully constructed identity—all of it was supposed to protect his secret.

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Don't you?" Blackwell smiled, and there was something reptilian in the expression, something cold and calculating that made Nathaniel's skin crawl. "I think you do. And I think you'll find that the game has changed. The Earl knows you're coming. He knows everything."

Before Nathaniel could respond, Blackwell produced a pistol from his coat with a speed that spoke of training and fired.

The shot went wide, burning past Nathaniel's ear close enough to feel the heat, but it was enough. The outriders scrambled for their weapons, and Nathaniel found himself fighting for his life in earnest. He fired his own pistol, catching one man in the shoulder with a shot that would heal but keep him from the fight, then drew his sword as the others closed in.

Steel rang against steel in the moonlight, the sound sharp and clear in the night air. Nathaniel fought with the desperate skill of a man who had nothing left to lose, his blade weaving a deadly pattern through the darkness that spoke of years of training and combat. One outrider fell, then another, clutching wounds that would heal but keep them from pursuing.

But there were too many, and Blackwell had already vanished into the night, taking with him whatever secrets the coach had carried. Nathaniel wheeled his horse and spurred toward the darkness, bullets whistling past his ears like angry hornets. He had failed. For the first time in his career as the Black Fox, he had failed.

And somewhere in the darkness, Marcus Blackwell was laughing.

As he rode through the night, Nathaniel's mind raced like a millwheel in flood. Someone had betrayed him. Someone in London, someone with access to the highest levels of government, someone who knew his true identity and had shared it with his enemies. The conspiracy ran deeper than he had imagined, and now they knew who he was.

He was a dead man riding.

Unless he could find allies in unexpected places. Unless he could turn this disaster into an opportunity, use the knowledge that his cover was blown to his advantage.

Unless he could find someone who knew the secrets of Westmorland's circle, someone with access to the drawing rooms and ballrooms where treason was plotted over champagne and cards, someone who could move in those circles without raising suspicion.

Someone like Lady Isabella Ashford.

The name came to him unbidden, a memory from another life before the mask and the legend. Isabella Ashford, the young widow of the late Baron Ashford, known for her beauty and her sharp tongue, her refusal to play the games of society, her reputation for being able to keep a secret. She was intelligent, resourceful, and—most importantly—connected to the very circles Nathaniel needed to penetrate.

She was dangerous. She was unpredictable. She was exactly what he needed.

Nathaniel reined in his horse at a crossroads and looked back toward the distant lights of York. Tomorrow night, there would be a ball at Thornfield Hall, one of the grandest estates in the county. The Earl of Westmorland would be there, playing the role of loyal subject while plotting treason in the shadows. And so would Lady Isabella Ashford.

The game was about to change.

The Black Fox would attend a ball.
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