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Return to Cornwall. Seraphina and Gabriel offer sanctuary—but warn: “The Clockmaker isn’t a man. He’s a title. And his workshop is in London.”
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Mercy will hit the northern route (Bath to Oxford)  
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Both carriages carry halves of a key.
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Mercy’s heist: storm, signal fires, and a daring leap onto a moving coach.
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Jem’s heist: a near-fatal misstep, saved by a last-minute disguise as a royal inspector.
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Confrontation in the workshop. The villain is revealed: Eleanor Pryce, a former Royal Surveyor, betrayed by Vere—and now rebuilding his empire.
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Wanted posters go up: “The Vixen and The Cornish Fox.” They flee toward Scotland, hand in hand.

Epilogue: Ballad of the Red Vixen  

A tavern singer croons a new highwayman’s song. In a snowy inn near Hadrian’s Wall, Mercy reads a letter: “Thomas is in trouble in Rio.”  

Jem kisses her temple. “Where to next, love?”  

She smiles. “Wherever the road leads.”
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Chapter 1: Ashes and Gunpowder  
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Bodmin Moor, Cornwall  

March 1755  

The wind on Bodmin Moor didn’t whisper—it warned.

Mercy Penrose felt it bite through her oilskin cloak as she crouched behind a gorse-covered tor, the cold already seeping into her bones. Below, the mail coach from Truro rattled along the Exeter Road, lanterns swinging like drunken stars. One guard up top, another beside the driver. No outriders. Fools.

She adjusted the black silk mask over her nose and mouth, the fabric soft against the scar that ran from her temple to her jaw—a gift from Vere de Montfort, along with the two missing fingers on her left hand. She flexed the right. Steady. Always steady now.

A red ribbon fluttered from her pistol’s hammer. Her calling card. The one tavern ballads had turned into legend.

“Beware the Vixen on the moor—she’ll take your coin and leave you sore.”

Mercy didn’t smile. Ballads lied. She didn’t leave men sore. She left them  alive —as long as they handed over what was owed.

Tonight’s target wasn’t coin. Not exactly.

She’d been tracking Sir Rupert Hale for three weeks—a Crown tax assessor with East India Company ties and a ledger of his own. One that listed payments made to a certain “V.D.M.” in 1753. Payments for “information on Jacobite sympathizers.” Payments that matched the dates of arrests, disappearances... and Bodmin Gaol.

Hale didn’t know it yet, but he was riding with his own death warrant.

Mercy raised her arm. Three quick flashes of her dark-lantern signal—all clear—though she worked alone now. No gang. No backup. Just her, her mare  Widow , and the ghosts she kept leashed tight in her ribs.

The coach hit the narrow pass between the tors. Perfect.

She whistled—low, sharp. Widow surged forward from the bracken, black as sin and faster than any hunter in Cornwall. Mercy swung into the saddle in one fluid motion, boots locking into place. She drew her pistol with her right hand, reins in her left. The reins she could manage. The pistol—she only needed one good finger on the trigger.

“Stand and deliver!” Her voice, pitched low and rough, carried over the wind like a curse.

The coach jerked to a halt. The guard fumbled for his musket.

“Don’t,” Mercy said, leveling the barrel at his chest. “I only shoot men who make me repeat myself.”

Hale’s face appeared at the window—pale, sweating. “Who... who are you?”

“The woman your conscience forgot to warn you about.” She kept the pistol steady. “Throw the black valise onto the road. Now.”

He hesitated.

Mercy fired. The shot cracked like thunder, and the hat flew off the driver’s head. Not a miss. A message.

Hale scrambled. The valise thudded into the mud.

She dismounted, never taking her eyes off them. Kicked it open with her boot. Papers. Seals. And—yes—a folded letter bearing the  Clockmaker’s mark  : a tiny brass gear drawn in red ink.

Her blood went still.

She’d seen that symbol before. Scratched into the wall of Vere’s private cell. Whispered by a dying prisoner in Lisbon. Now here, in Cornwall, on a letter addressed to  “The Workshop, Seven Dials.” 

The Clockmaker wasn’t a myth. And he was rebuilding Vere’s network.

She stuffed the letter into her coat. “Tell no one you saw me,” she said. “Or next time, I won’t aim for the hat.”

She vaulted back onto Widow. But as she turned to ride, a second rider emerged from the mist—cloaked, silent, watching from the ridge.

Not a redcoat. Not a smuggler.

He raised a hand. Not in threat. In recognition.

Mercy’s breath caught.

She knew that posture. That tilt of the head.

Jem Tregenna.

He shouldn’t be here. He’d vanished after Gabriel and Seraphina fled to Lisbon. Said he was done with blood, with vengeance.

Yet here he was—on her road, in her storm, with a letter of his own clutched in his fist.
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