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​Prologue: The Mark
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Surrey, England — October 1754

The moon hung low over the Devil's Punch Bowl like a shilling pressed into black velvet, its light turning the gorse silver and the heather into pools of shadow. Cold bit through wool and leather alike—the kind of cold that settled in a man's bones and reminded him he was mortal, that he bled red as any other creature on this godless heath.

Captain Alexander Hartley—though he no longer had any right to that name or rank—stood in the lee of an ancient oak, one hand on his mount's bridle, the other resting on the brace of flintlock pistols at his belt. His breath misted white in the October air. Beneath him, the Portsmouth Road carved a pale ribbon through the wilderness, winding down toward Liphook and the coaching inns that promised warmth, wine, and the forgetfulness of sleep.

He had none of those luxuries now.

The smell rose around him: damp gorse crushed beneath his boots, the mineral tang of chalk in the soil, and the sharp resin of pine carried on the wind from Woolmer Forest. His horse, a bay gelding with a white star—stolen, like everything else in his current life—shifted restlessly, ears pricked toward the turnpike below.

Then he heard it.

The distant thunder of hooves. The creak and rattle of a well-sprung carriage taking the bend too fast for safety, the coachman no doubt eager to clear this stretch of road before full darkness fell. They all were. The Devil's Punch Bowl had earned its reputation honestly—a great hollow in the earth where the old gods were said to have supped, where travellers vanished and were found weeks later with their throats cut and their pockets turned out.

Alexander had contributed to that reputation these past six months.

He drew the silk kerchief from his pocket—black, like everything else he wore now—and tied it across the lower half of his face. His hands moved with the practised ease of a soldier, though the war he fought now bore no colours, no commission, and no honour. The Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle had ended the Austrian Succession five years past, but men like him—men who had known nothing but service, who had bled for king and country on a dozen foreign fields—had come home to find their sacrifices measured in coin and found wanting.

His father, the Earl of Ravenswood, had made certain of that.

"You are no son of mine," the old man had said, his voice carrying the weight of absolute authority, the kind that came from five centuries of unbroken lineage and the favour of monarchs. "You have brought disgrace upon this house. Your debts, your associations, your... proclivities. I will not have it. You will take nothing of ours into your exile. Not the name, not the title you would have inherited, not a single guinea. Let the world see what becomes of a Hartley who forgets his place."

That had been two years ago. Alexander had tried to live as a gentleman with no gentleman's income—had tried the gaming tables, the horses, and the desperate schemes of younger sons everywhere. Each had failed more spectacularly than the last. And when the debts had mounted to the point where Newgate or the Fleet loomed as his only destinations, when the bailiffs had come hammering at his lodgings in the stews of Southwark, he had made his choice.

Better an honest rogue than a dishonest gentleman.

Better the noose on his own terms than a slow death in debtor's prison.

The carriage rounded the bend below, its lanterns swaying wildly. Four horses, by the sound of it—a private conveyance, then, not the public stage. The quality travelled in such equipages. The kind of people who carried jewels, banknotes, and letters of credit. The kind of people who had never known what it meant to go hungry, to watch their world collapse around them while society turned its collective back.

Alexander felt no guilt. He had learnt, in these months as a rumpadder, that guilt was a luxury reserved for those who still had choices.

He pulled the pistols from his belt with smooth, practised movements. French-made, both of them, with silver inlay and walnut stocks—spoils from a previous venture, taken from a wine merchant who had screamed like a woman and fouled himself at the mere sight of a masked man on horseback. Alexander had almost felt sorry for him. Almost.

The flintlocks were loaded, primed, and ready. He had learnt to check them thrice, to never trust to chance or assumption. A misfire on the heath meant death—either from your mark's pistol or from the hangman's rope when they caught you, helpless and fumbling with a weapon that refused to spark.

Click. Click.

He pulled back the hammers, the sound sharp and final in the cold air. His horse knew this sound, knew what came after. The gelding's muscles bunched beneath the saddle, anticipation thrumming through fifteen hands of horseflesh bred for speed and stamina.

The carriage was close now. Alexander could hear the coachman's voice, rough with the accent of Kent or Sussex, cursing the horses, cursing the road, and cursing the darkness that pressed in on all sides. A postboy rode ahead with a lantern raised high, its light catching on the bare branches of the trees that lined this stretch of highway.

Alexander touched his heels to the gelding's flanks and emerged from the shadows.

The horse took him down the embankment at a controlled slide, hooves finding purchase on the loose scree and rabbit-cropped grass. They hit the road ten yards ahead of the carriage, and Alexander wheeled the gelding broadside, blocking the way forward.

"Stand and deliver!"

The words came automatically, the traditional cry of the road agent, though Alexander's voice carried an authority that most footpads lacked. Two years ago, he had commanded a company of dragoons. Men had died at his word. Now he robbed coaches in the night, but some things—bearing, command, the ability to make other men obey through sheer force of will—didn't leave a man simply because his circumstances changed.

The coachman hauled back on the reins with a stream of profanity that would have impressed a Billingsgate fishwife. The horses reared and plunged, their eyes rolling white in the lantern light. The postboy's mount shied violently, nearly unseating its rider, and the lantern swung in wild arcs that sent shadows dancing across the road.

"Stand," I said. Alexander's voice cracked like a whip. He raised both pistols, one trained on the coachman, one on the postboy. "And you, lad—drop that lantern gently, if you please. I've no wish to shoot you, but I will if you give me cause."

The postboy—he couldn't have been more than sixteen, with the spotty face and prominent Adam's apple of youth—did as he was told, setting the lantern on the ground with shaking hands.

"Now then." Alexander kept his seat and kept his pistols level. Inside the carriage, he could hear movement, the rustle of silk, and a woman's voice raised in alarm. "Your master or mistress will step out. Slowly. Hands where I can see them."

The coachman—a thick-set brute with the cauliflower ear of a former pugilist—spat to one side. "See here, you bloody rumpadder, you've picked the wrong coach to—"

Alexander fired.

The ball took the coachman's hat clean off his head and sent it spinning into the darkness. The man froze, his face going the colour of whey in the moonlight.

"The next one," Alexander said conversationally, already drawing a third pistol from his saddle holster, "will be less courteous. Now. Your passengers. Out."

The carriage door opened.

A woman descended, and even in the uncertain light of moon and lantern, Alexander could see she was quality. The kind of quality that made his current targets look like merchants and tradesmen. Her travelling cloak was lined with fur—sable, if he was any judge—and the glimpse of her gown beneath showed silk the colour of deep wine. She moved with the unconscious grace of someone who had never been taught to doubt her place in the world, someone for whom deference was as natural as breathing.

But it was her face that stopped him.

She was beautiful—that much was obvious—but it was a cold, refined beauty, like a cameo carved from alabaster. High cheekbones, a straight nose, lips pressed into a thin line of fury rather than fear. Her hair, dark as the shadows pooling beneath the oaks, was dressed in the elaborate style favoured by London society, though the journey had loosened a few curls around her face.

And her eyes. Even in the darkness, he could see them blazing at him with an anger that bordered on contempt.

She was not afraid.

"Well?" she said, and her voice matched her bearing—clear, aristocratic, and edged with ice. "You've stopped us. You've terrorised my servants. What is it you want, precisely? I assume this is the part where I surrender my jewels and swoon obligingly into the mud?"

Despite himself, despite the danger and the desperation and the fact that he was committing a hanging offence, Alexander felt his lips curve beneath the silk kerchief.

"Your jewels will do for a start, madam," he said. "And any coin you might be carrying. Though I confess, I've rarely had a victim offer commentary on the proceedings. Most are too busy screaming or praying."

"I am not most people."

"Clearly."

She studied him for a long moment, her gaze travelling from his masked face to his pistols to the quality of his coat—worn now, but still recognisably the work of a Bond Street tailor. He saw the calculation in her eyes, the sharp intelligence that marked her as dangerous in a way that had nothing to do with physical threat.

"You're educated," she said. "Your accent is quality, for all you're trying to roughen it. And that coat—six months ago, you were a gentleman. What happened? Gaming debts? A scandal?"

Alexander felt something cold settle in his chest. This woman saw too much. Knew too much.

"My history," he said quietly, "is none of your concern. Your valuables, madam. Now."

She reached into her reticule—slowly, watching him watch her—and withdrew a small leather purse. She tossed it to him, and he caught it one-handed, never lowering his pistol.

"Forty guineas," she said. "And before you ask, I'm wearing no jewels of value. I'm travelling to my husband's estate in Hampshire, not attending a ball."

Husband. Of course she was married. Women like this always were, their lives arranged and ordered by men of power and property, their own desires as irrelevant as the opinions of the servants who dressed them.

"Letters," Alexander heard himself say. "You're carrying correspondence. I'll have that as well."

Her eyes narrowed. "Why would a highwayman want letters?"

"Because they're worth more than gold to the right people. Because secrets are the truest currency in this world. Because I say so, madam, and I'm the one with the pistols."

For a moment, he thought she would refuse. He saw her jaw tighten and saw her hand move instinctively to the pocket sewn into the folds of her cloak. Then, with visible reluctance, she withdrew a sealed letter.

"This is private correspondence," she said. "It contains nothing of value to anyone but myself."

"Then you'll suffer no great loss in surrendering it."

She held it for a moment longer, her fingers white-knuckled on the paper. Then she walked forward—walked, not cowered or crept—and held it up to him.

Alexander leaned down from the saddle to take it, and for a brief moment, their hands touched. Even through his glove and hers, he felt it—a spark, a shock, something that had nothing to do with the cold or the danger.

Her eyes met his, and in that instant, he saw past the ice and the anger to something else. Something wounded and wild and trapped.

Then she stepped back, and the moment shattered.

"I'll remember you," she said softly. "Your voice. Your bearing. And when they catch you—and they will catch you—I'll remember this night."

Alexander touched his hat to her, a gesture of mockery and something that might have been respect.

"Then remember me well, madam. The Knight of the Heath, at your service."

He wheeled his horse and was gone, the gelding's hooves striking sparks from the stones as they climbed back up the embankment and vanished into the gorse and shadow. Behind him, he heard the coachman's voice raised in fury and heard the woman's calm tones giving orders.

But all he could think about, as he rode hard for the safe house hidden deep in the New Forest, was the feel of her hand against his and the look in her eyes.

He had robbed coaches for six months. He had taken jewels and coin and plate. But tonight, he suspected, he had stolen something far more dangerous.

And as the letter crackled in his pocket, her seal still unbroken, Alexander Hartley realised with cold certainty that this was only the beginning.

The heath had marked him long ago.

Now, perhaps, it had marked her too.
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​Chapter One: The Letter
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Three Hours Earlier — The George Inn, Southwark

Lady Eleanor Ashford had learnt, in the eighteen months since her marriage, that there were many kinds of prisons. Some had stone walls and iron bars. Others had silk hangings and gilded mirrors.

She sat in the private parlour of the George, watching the October rain streak the diamond-paned windows, and reflected that her particular cell was moving at approximately six miles per hour toward Hampshire and a fate she had spent the better part of a week trying to avoid.

The parlour smelt of beeswax and coal smoke, with undertones of the mutton pie the landlord had brought up an hour ago—most of which remained congealed on its pewter plate. Eleanor's stomach, which had been in knots since dawn, refused to accept anything more substantial than tea. And even the tea, Bohea laced with enough sugar to make her teeth ache, sat uneasily.

"My lady." Her maid, Susan, appeared in the doorway, her round face creased with concern. "The coachman says we must depart within the quarter-hour if we're to make the Portsmouth Road before full dark. He's worried about the stretch past Liphook—says there's been trouble with footpads."

Eleanor set down her teacup with more force than necessary. "There's always trouble with footpads, Susan. It's a convenient excuse for every delay and every surcharge. Last month, Lord Pemberton's coachman claimed to have fought off three masked highwaymen single-handedly, when in truth he'd stopped at a tavern and drunk himself insensible."

"Yes, my lady." Susan bobbed a curtsy, though her expression suggested she thought her mistress was being foolhardy. "Shall I tell him we're ready, then?"

Eleanor looked down at her hands, at the golden band on her left ring finger that felt heavier than any shackle. Six months. Her husband, Sir Richard Ashford, had given her six months in London while he attended to matters on his Hampshire estate—six months of relative freedom, of theatre boxes and assembly rooms, of mornings spent in her brother's library and evenings at political salons where ideas mattered more than bloodlines.

Six months to forget that she was chattel, property transferred from her father to her husband with all the ceremony and emotion of a bill of sale.

Now the reprieve was over. Richard's letters had grown increasingly insistent. He wanted her at Ashford Hall. He wanted an heir. He wanted, in his own cold, measured words, "to begin our life together properly, as befits our station."

Their life together. As if the six weeks they had spent under the same roof after the wedding had been some sort of aberration, some temporary arrangement rather than the iron reality of her existence.

"My lady?"

Eleanor realised Susan was still waiting, her hands twisted in her apron. The girl was barely twenty, plucked from a tenant farm on her father's Buckinghamshire estate and trained up as a lady's maid. She had been chosen, Eleanor suspected, precisely because she was young and inexperienced—unlikely to gossip, unlikely to have loyalties that predated her service to the new Lady Ashford.

Unlikely to question or judge.

"Yes," Eleanor said, rising from her chair with the fluid grace that had been drilled into her since childhood. "Tell him we're ready. And Susan—bring my travelling writing desk. I'll want it close to hand during the journey."

Susan's eyes flickered to the small rosewood box already sitting on the side table, the one with the silver lock and the hidden compartment that Eleanor thought no one knew about.

The one that contained the letter.

"Of course, my lady."

When Susan had gone, Eleanor crossed to the window and pressed her forehead against the cool glass. Below, in the courtyard of the George, ostlers and stable boys moved through the rain, loading the final trunks onto the carriage. It was a fine equipage—Richard spared no expense when it came to appearances—with the Ashford arms emblazoned on the door panels and velvet squabs inside.

A gilded cage, she thought. With excellent suspension.

She reached into the hidden pocket of her travelling cloak and withdrew the letter for what must have been the dozenth time that day. The paper was heavy and expensive, the kind used for important correspondence. The seal was already broken—she had done that three nights ago, in the small hours of the morning when even the servants were asleep.

She unfolded it, though she knew the contents by heart now.

My dearest Eleanor,

I write to you in the greatest secrecy and with the gravest urgency. What I am about to reveal could destroy us both if it were to become known, but I cannot in good conscience allow you to remain ignorant.

Your husband is not the man you believe him to be. Sir Richard Ashford's fortune—the very wealth that made him an acceptable match in your father's eyes—is built upon a foundation of human misery. He is a principal investor in the Guinea trade, Eleanor. Ships bearing his name and his capital make the Middle Passage even now, carrying human cargo in conditions that would sicken the hardest heart.

I have seen the ledgers. I have proof. And I tell you this because you deserve to know what manner of man claims you as his wife and what enterprise your very presence at Ashford Hall legitimises.

I do not tell you this lightly, nor without understanding what I ask. You are in an impossible position. But you are also the most courageous woman I have ever known, and I believe—I must believe—that you will find a way to act upon this knowledge according to your conscience.

Burn this letter as soon as you have read it. Trust no one. And know that whatever you decide, I remain,

Your devoted friend,

J.T.

James Thornbury. Her brother's closest friend, a young lawyer with a practice in Lincoln's Inn and a reputation for taking on cases that more established men wouldn't touch. Cases involving the rights of apprentices, the treatment of prisoners, and the welfare of parish children.

Cases, increasingly, involving the abolition of the slave trade.

Eleanor had met him a dozen times over the past six months, always in her brother's company, always in settings that were entirely proper. He had never said anything that could be construed as improper. Had never looked at her with anything but respectful admiration.

But she had seen the way his hands shook when he handed her a book across her brother's library table. Had heard the catch in his voice when he spoke her name. Had known, with the instinct that women developed early and honed sharp, that James Thornbury was in love with her.

And God help her, she was not indifferent to him.

Which made this letter—with its devastating revelations and its implicit appeal to her conscience—both a gift and a weapon. A gift because it offered her knowledge, truth, and a reason to refuse her husband beyond simple incompatibility of temperament. A weapon because it could be used to destroy her marriage, her reputation, and her entire life.

If she chose to use it.

The problem, of course, was that she had no idea what to do with this knowledge. Confronting Richard would be pointless—he would simply deny it or, worse, admit it without shame and remind her that wives had no say in their husbands' business affairs. Going to her father was equally futile. The Earl of Thornwick had made it clear when he arranged her marriage that her feelings on the matter were as relevant as her opinions on the weather.

"You will marry Sir Richard Ashford," he had said, his voice brooking no argument. "He is wealthy, well-connected, and willing to overlook the unfortunate business with the Carstairs boy. You should be grateful."

The unfortunate business with the Carstairs boy. That was how her father referred to the scandal that had nearly ruined her three years ago—an entirely innocent friendship that society had twisted into something sordid, simply because she had been seen walking alone with young Lord Carstairs in Vauxhall Gardens. Nothing had happened. Nothing improper, nothing shameful. But the gossip had spread like plague, and suddenly Eleanor had gone from being one of the season's most sought-after debutantes to damaged goods.

Sir Richard had been her salvation, in her father's eyes. A widower of forty-five, childless, respectable, and rich enough that he didn't need to care about whispered rumours.

The fact that he was cold as marble, that his touch made her skin crawl, that he looked at her the way one might assess a broodmare—these were details unworthy of consideration.

Eleanor folded the letter and tucked it back into her pocket. She should burn it, as James had instructed. She should reduce it to ash and scatter those ashes to the London wind and forget she had ever read those damning words.

But she couldn't. Not yet.

Perhaps she would burn it in Hampshire. Perhaps she would find her courage somewhere on the Portsmouth Road, in the anonymous darkness between one life and the next.

Or perhaps she was simply a coward, and the letter would remain in her pocket like a talisman, a reminder that there had been, however briefly, someone who believed she deserved better than what she had been given.

"My lady." Susan was back, slightly breathless. "The carriage is ready. John Coachman is growing anxious about the light."

Eleanor turned from the window and became, once more, Lady Ashford. She smoothed her skirts—the wine-coloured silk she had chosen specifically because Richard hated bold colours on women—and picked up her travelling writing desk.

"Then we mustn't keep him waiting," she said. "Come, Susan. Let us embrace our fate with whatever grace we can muster."

The girl looked at her strangely but said nothing. They descended the narrow stairs of the George, Eleanor's heeled shoes clicking on the worn oak treads. In the courtyard, the rain had slowed to a fine mist that haloed the lanterns and made everything look slightly unreal.

John Coachman—the former pugilist who served as her husband's man in all things—stood beside the carriage door, his battered face set in its habitual scowl. He had been a bare-knuckle fighter in his youth, had killed a man in the ring and had narrowly avoided the noose. Richard had bought his loyalty with coin and position, and John repaid that debt with absolute, unswerving devotion.

He was also, Eleanor had learnt, her jailer.

"Lady Ashford." He touched his hat but did not smile. John never smiled. "We'll make Liphook by nightfall if we press on. There's a decent inn there, the Anchor, where we can take rooms for the night. Should have you at Ashford Hall by tomorrow midday."

"That will be acceptable," Eleanor said, allowing him to hand her into the carriage. Susan scrambled in after her, and John shut the door with a solid thunk that sounded terribly final.

Inside, the carriage smelt of leather and the lavender sachets that had been tucked into the squabs. Eleanor settled herself against the cushions and arranged her skirts while Susan fussed with the travelling rugs and the hot brick that was meant to keep their feet warm.

Through the window, she watched London slip away—first the coaching inns and warehouses of Southwark, then the market gardens and scattered cottages that marked the city's ragged edge. The rain picked up again as they crossed the Thames at Vauxhall, turning the world outside into a smear of grey and green.

Eleanor closed her eyes and tried not to think about what waited for her at Ashford Hall. Tried not to imagine Richard's hands on her body, his cold efficiency as he went about the business of getting an heir. Tried not to calculate how many such encounters it might take, how many months or years of submission and silent endurance.

The alternative—rebellion, scandal, ruin—was unthinkable. Women of her class did not leave their husbands and did not defy the social order that gave meaning and structure to their existence. To do so was to become nothing, no one. An outcast with neither name nor fortune nor protection.

Better to endure. Better to close her eyes and think of England, as her mother had once advised her, in the only conversation they had ever had about the marital duty.

The carriage rattled south and west, following the Portsmouth Road through Wandsworth and Putney, through Wimbledon and across the Kingston Bridge. The afternoon faded into evening, the sky turning from pearl to pewter to the deep purple-black of approaching night.

Eleanor dozed fitfully, her head bouncing against the velvet squabs, her dreams full of confusing images—James Thornbury's earnest face, her husband's cold eyes, ships with black sails crossing an endless ocean.

She woke to Susan shaking her shoulder.

"My lady. My lady, wake up. Something's wrong."

Eleanor blinked, disoriented. The carriage had stopped. Outside, she could hear John's voice, raised and angry, and another voice responding—younger, frightened.

"What is it?" Eleanor asked, her heart beginning to pound. "Have we broken a wheel?"

"I don't know, my lady. But John sounds—"

The rest of Susan's words were drowned out by the sudden, violent thunder of hoofbeats. The carriage rocked on its springs as something—someone—passed close by. Then a voice rang out, clear and commanding in the darkness:

"Stand and deliver!"

Susan gasped and clutched Eleanor's arm. "Highwaymen! Oh, my lady, we'll be murdered! We'll be—"

"Hush." Eleanor pulled free of Susan's grip and moved to the window, peering out through the rain-streaked glass.

They were on a lonely stretch of road, nothing but heath and gorse on either side, the occasional stunted oak rising from the darkness like a gnarled fist. And there, blocking the road ahead, sat a man on horseback.

Even in the uncertain light of the carriage lanterns, Eleanor could see he was no common footpad. He sat on his horse with the ease of a cavalry officer, his bearing erect, his movements controlled. He wore black—coat, waistcoat, breeches, even the kerchief tied across the lower half of his face. Only his eyes were visible, and they gleamed in the lantern light with an intelligence that made Eleanor's breath catch.

A pistol shot cracked through the night, and Susan screamed.

But Eleanor's eyes were fixed on the highwayman, on the way he held his weapons, on the quality of his coat and on the gold watch chain just visible beneath it.

This was no desperate criminal. This was a gentleman playing at robbery.

And somehow, that made him infinitely more dangerous.

The carriage door opened, and cold air rushed in, bringing with it the smell of wet earth and gunpowder.

"Out," John growled. "He wants you out, my lady. And God help me, I can't stop him. He shot the hat clean off my head."

Eleanor felt something shift inside her—some combination of fear and fury and a strange, wild exhilaration. For six months, she had been passive, obedient, and dutiful. She had allowed herself to be moved like a chess piece across the board of other people's games.

But this—this was different. This was chaos, danger, and the complete disruption of the ordered world she inhabited.

And part of her, the part that had never quite fit into that world, welcomed it.

She gathered her cloak around her, checked that James's letter was still secure in her pocket, and stepped down from the carriage into the mud and the darkness and the levelled barrel of a highwayman's pistol.

"Well?" she said, surprised by the steadiness of her own voice. "You've stopped us. You've terrorised my servants. What is it you want, precisely? I assume this is the part where I surrender my jewels and swoon obligingly into the mud?"

The highwayman's eyes crinkled slightly—amusement, she thought, or perhaps respect.

"Your jewels will do for a start, madam," he said, and his voice confirmed what she had already guessed. Educated. Quality. A gentleman in everything but deed. "And any coin you might be carrying. Though I confess, I've rarely had a victim offer commentary on the proceedings. Most are too busy screaming or praying."

Eleanor felt her chin lift. "I am not most people."

"Clearly."

They regarded each other across the rain-slicked road, and Eleanor felt that strange exhilaration intensify. Here was a man who met her defiance with something other than disapproval or dismissal. Here was a man who looked at her and saw—what? An adversary? An equal?

A woman, at least, rather than a possession.

"You're educated," she heard herself say, studying him with the same frank assessment he was giving her. "Your accent is quality, for all you're trying to roughen it. And that coat—six months ago, you were a gentleman. What happened? Gaming debts? A scandal?"

Something flickered in his eyes—pain, perhaps, or anger—but his voice remained steady. "My history is none of your concern. Your valuables, madam. Now."

Eleanor reached into her reticule and withdrew the small leather purse that contained her pin money. She tossed it to him and watched him catch it one-handed without lowering his pistol. The movement was graceful, precise, and economical. Military training, she thought. This man had been a soldier.

"Forty guineas," she said. "And before you ask, I'm wearing no jewels of value. I'm travelling to my husband's estate in Hampshire, not attending a ball."

Let him know she was married. Let him understand that she was not some unprotected miss who might be intimidated or compromised.

But instead of backing down, he said, "Letters. You're carrying correspondence. I'll have that as well."

Eleanor's blood turned to ice. "Why would a highwayman want letters?"

"Because they're worth more than gold to the right people. Because secrets are the truest currency in this world. Because I say so, madam, and I'm the one with the pistols."

James's letter. He wanted James's letter. The one piece of evidence that could link her to abolitionist circles, that could suggest impropriety, that could give Richard grounds to—

No. She was being paranoid. This was a chance encounter, a random robbery. The highwayman couldn't possibly know what she carried.

But he was waiting, his pistol steady, his eyes locked on hers.

Eleanor felt the weight of the letter in her pocket and felt the pull of two impossible choices. Surrender it and lose the only weapon she had against her husband. Refuse and face—what? Violence? Exposure? She didn't think this man would shoot her, but desperation made men unpredictable.

"This is private correspondence," she said quietly. "It contains nothing of value to anyone but myself."

"Then you'll suffer no great loss in surrendering it."

Checkmate. Eleanor reached into her pocket, her fingers closing around the folded paper. For a moment, she considered lying, claiming she carried nothing. But something in the highwayman's eyes told her he would know and would search her if necessary.

And the thought of his hands on her body, even in such a context, sent a shock of something that wasn't entirely fear through her veins.

She walked toward him—she would not cower, would not creep—and held up the letter. He leaned down from the saddle to take it, and their fingers touched.

The contact lasted only a second, but Eleanor felt it like a brand. Heat, despite the cold and the rain. Connection, despite the masks they both wore—his of silk, hers of aristocratic composure.

His eyes met hers, and she saw something shift in them. Recognition, perhaps. Or surprise.

Then she stepped back, breaking the spell.

"I'll remember you," she said, and meant it. "Your voice. Your bearing. And when they catch you—and they will catch you—I'll remember this night."

He touched his hat to her, the gesture somehow both mocking and sincere.

"Then remember me well, madam. The Knight of the Heath, at your service."

And he was gone, his horse carrying him up the embankment and into the darkness as if he were nothing more than a shadow, a ghost, a figment of the wild Surrey night.

Eleanor stood in the road, the rain soaking through her cloak, and felt the loss of the letter like a physical ache.

Behind her, John was cursing, and Susan was crying, and the postboy was trying to calm the horses.

But all Eleanor could think was that somewhere in the darkness, a highwayman rode with her secrets in his pocket and the memory of her touch burning against his skin.

And that she would, indeed, remember this night.

For better or worse, the Knight of the Heath had marked her.

And she suspected—feared—hoped—that she had marked him in return.
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​Chapter Two: The Unmasking
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The New Forest, Hampshire — Three Hours Past Midnight
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