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Chapter one
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The rain that fell on the Surrey road that night tasted of iron. Jack Steel drew the collar of his oil-cloak higher, feeling the drop of icy water slither beneath his stock and down the ridge of his spine like a reluctant lover. Somewhere beyond the black lacework of beech branches, the moon kept its own counsel, a silver coin slipped into the pocket of the clouds. He patted Black Star’s neck; the stallion’s skin quivered, equal parts chill and anticipation.
––––––––
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“Easy, old friend,” Jack murmured. “We wait for the world to come to us, remember?”
––––––––
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Black Star blew once through velvet nostrils, white steam curling in the lantern glow. The horse had been christened by a starving priest in a Galway field, foaled under a sky so clear the Milky Way looked like a river of spilled diamonds. Jack had stolen him at two years old, paying for him with a bloodied nose and a promise: no master but me, no chains but the horizon. They had kept the bargain ever since.
––––––––
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Tonight’s horizon consisted of a rutted road, a dripping forest, and the promise of gold. Jack flexed his fingers inside kid-leather gloves; the left still carried a powder burn from last Thursday’s mail coach. He smiled at the memory—an old duchess pressing a kiss to his masked cheek, telling him he had “dreadfully pretty eyes for a scoundrel.” Why scare them? he thought. It’s all in good fun.
––––––––
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The sound came first: the creak of iron-shod wheels, the syncopated trot of four matched bays, and the jangle of trace-chains sweeter than any opera. Then the glow—two outriders carrying pitch-pine torches, sparks whipping sideways in the wind. Jack eased the pistol from his sash, more prop than weapon; the real tool was timing. He pictured the carriage crest he’d studied in the Morning Post: Hawthorne arms, three stars argent on gules. A widow’s purse, ripe for the plucking.
––––––––
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He touched heel to flank. Black Star stepped onto the road, ears pricked like pennants. Jack drew the mask down, felt the familiar thrill of becoming someone else—someone larger, louder, and fearless.
––––––––
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“Stand and deliver!” His voice cracked through the rain, sharp as a coachman’s whip.
––––––––
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The lead outrider swore, fumbling for a carbine. Jack fired into the air; the Queen Anne barked, a tongue of orange splitting the night. Horses shied, the carriage swaying like a drunkard. The second outrider raised a torch higher, revealing the coach itself—lacquered the color of claret, with gilt scrolling that caught firelight and threw it back in molten threads. A mobile palace, Jack thought, and I'm the gate-crashing jester.
––––––––
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Then the voice.
––––––––
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“Do not be silly, highwayman. You will only make me laugh.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Low, amused, and edged with champagne bubbles. A woman’s voice, certainly, yet it carried the authority of a duchess used to being obeyed if only because the world had run out of better ideas. Jack’s pistol drooped. Curiosity, that most fatal of cats, poked its whiskers through his resolve.
––––––––
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He nudged Black Star forward until the stallion’s breath fogged the nearest window. The glass slid down with a sigh. Inside, lamplight revealed a face as pale as candle wax, framed by midnight hair pinned beneath a tiny cocked hat adorned with a single star-shaped earring that winked mockery. Her eyes—grey, storm-colored—met his without flinching.
––––––––
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“Lady Hawthorne, I presume?” Jack swept the tricorne. “Your servant.”
––––––––
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“How gallant.” She tilted her head, studying him the way an astronomer might a new comet—delighted, unafraid. “I was told the Steel Ghost possessed dreadfully pretty eyes. The reports were understaffed.”
––––––––
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Heat crawled up Jack’s neck; he thanked the mask for hiding it. “Madam, flattery will not save your coin.”
––––––––
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“Who said I wished it saved?” She lifted a velvet reticule, fat as a Christmas goose, and dangled it just beyond reach. “I propose a wager.”
––––––––
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“Ladies and their wagers,” Jack sighed. “Very well, I bite. What stakes?”
––––––––
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Her smile widened, revealing a canine tooth slightly crooked, the imperfection more alluring than any symmetry. “If, before the moon sets, you can steal my heart, you may leave with both it and the gold. Fail, and you ride away with neither.”
––––––––
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Jack laughed, surprised by the genuine note in it. “A bargain. But how does one steal a heart on a timetable?”
––––––––
[image: ]

“Creativity, sir. You are reputed to possess it.”
––––––––
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He leaned closer, catching the scent of jasmine and something sharper—ink, perhaps, or gunpowder. “May I collect a sample to be sure the merchandise is genuine?”
––––––––
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“Bold.”
––––––––
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“Part of the brand.”
––––––––
[image: ]

He kissed her. No stage peck, but the sort of kiss that started wars and ended them—soft at first, inquiry rather than invasion, then deeper when she answered with a laugh that fluttered against his mouth like a trapped moth. Somewhere a torch hissed out, as though embarrassed.
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A shout intruded. “There! The villain!”
––––––––
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Jack broke away, twisting in the saddle. Red coats. Half a dozen, maybe more, bursting from the treeline like foxhounds late to the scent. Finch must have moved his patrols early. Damn the man’s efficiency.
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“Oh, dear,” Jack said, “I do believe I have overstayed my welcome.”
––––––––
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Lady Hawthorne’s hand shot through the window, catching his cloak. “Quick! Hide!” Before he could protest, the door swung inward and she yanked him bodily into the carriage. He landed half across her lap, nose full of jasmine and velvet. The reticule tumbled, spilling guineas that chimed like tiny bells.
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“Drive on!” she called to the coachman. The whip cracked; the carriage lurched. Jack sprawled, cheek against silk that smelled of rain and woman. Through the rear window he watched torches dwindle.
––––––––
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“Remind me to add ‘abduction’ to my list of skills,” he muttered.
––––––––
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“Hush.” She pressed a finger to his lips. Outside, hoofbeats converged. A voice—Finch’s; Jack recognized the nasal authority—ordered the vehicle to stop.
––––––––
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The carriage halted. Jack’s pulse hammered against his ribs. If they searched... He had one shot left in the Queen Anne, hardly enough to write a sermon. Lady Hawthorne’s eyes flicked to the pistol, then to his face. Something unspoken passed between them, bright as a fuse.
––––––––
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The door opened. Captain Elias Finch stood framed, rain dripping from the peak of his helmet. His gaze swept the interior—Lady Hawthorne was composed on the bench, apparently alone, with a travelling rug spread across her knees.
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“Good evening, Captain,” she said coolly. “Dreadful night for a patrol.”
––––––––
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Finch’s eyes narrowed. “Apologies, my lady. We pursue the highwayman Steel. He was seen accosting your coach.”
––––––––
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“Accosting? A strong word. He inquired about directions, nothing more. I sent him north toward the Devil’s Oak. You might still catch him if you hurry.” Her tone could have frozen brandy.
––––––––
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Finch hesitated, gaze lingering on the rug’s suspicious bulge. Jack held his breath, pistol cocked beneath the fabric.
––––––––
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“Very well. Drive on,” Finch barked at last, slamming the door. Hoofbeats receded into the drum of rain.
––––––––
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Jack exhaled slowly. “You’ve quite the talent for tricks, my lady.”
––––––––
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“And you for kissing.” She lifted the rug, allowing him to sit upright. “I trust the sample proved satisfactory?”
––––––––
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He touched his lips, still tingling. “I may require further study.”
––––––––
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“Patience, sir. The moon has not yet set.”
––––––––
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The carriage rocked through puddles that splashed like applause. Outside, Windsor Forest closed around them, oaks ancient as coronations. Jack studied her in the lamplight—high forehead smudged with ink, a tiny scar above the left brow shaped like a crescent. A woman who wrote dangerous things and wore the evidence on her skin.
––––––––
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“Why help me?” he asked.
––––––––
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“Perhaps I dislike soldiers more than thieves.” She shrugged. “Perhaps boredom. Or perhaps I see in you a useful instrument.”
––––––––
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“Instrument?” He winced theatrically. “I prefer partner. Even ‘accomplice’ has a certain ring.”
––––––––
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“Very well, partner—for tonight.” She extended her hand, small but steady. He took it, aware of calluses at the base of her fingers—writer’s marks, or maybe fencer’s. Outside, thunder prowled across the sky.
––––––––
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“Where to now?” he asked.
––––––––
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“Wherever the road unrolls. But first—” She unclasped the star-shaped earring and pressed it into his palm. “A token. Return it when you’ve decided what you truly want—my gold, or something less easily spent.”
––––––––
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The carriage slowed at a fork. Jack knew the left spur led to the Great North Road, the right toward London and safety. He also knew every mile carried him deeper into legend, and legends rarely ended in quiet retirements.
––––––––
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He kissed her knuckles, tasting rain and possibility. “You’re not afraid of danger, are you?”
––––––––
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“Not with you around, highwayman. Let’s see where this adventure leads us.”
––––––––
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Jack swung out of the door, dropping lightly into the mud. Black Star waited beneath an oak, reins looped over a branch, eyes shining white in the dark. The stallion nickered a greeting.
––––––––
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“Till the moon sets, my lady,” Jack called back.
––––––––
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The carriage rolled away, lamps shrinking to embers. He stood listening until even the echo of wheels vanished, leaving only the hush of rain and the steady drum of his own heart—two beats, maybe three, before he realized he was still clutching the earring so hard the star’s five points imprinted his palm.
––––––––
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He opened his fist and held the trinket to the feeble light. A diamond center, surrounded by sapphires the exact shade of her storm-colored eyes. Worth a year’s rent on his Soho lodgings, yet he knew with unsettling certainty he would rather die than pawn it.
––––––––
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“Steel, you idiot,” he told himself, “you’ve been robbed by a smile.”
––––––––
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Black Star whickered in agreement. Jack vaulted into the saddle and wheeled toward London. Somewhere ahead, the city’s thousand chimneys fingered the sky, writing invitations in smoke. Somewhere behind, a woman with ink-stained fingers and a reckless laugh drove deeper into the night, carrying his heart like loose change in her reticule.
––––––––
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He touched heel to flank. The stallion leapt forward, hooves drumming a rhythm that matched the new refrain in Jack’s chest—two words, syncopated like distant cannon:
––––––––
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El-eanor. El-eanor.
––––––––
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And though he did not yet know it, the moon above—thin, amused, ancient—had already begun its descent toward the horizon, starting the clock on a wager he had no intention of losing.
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CHAPTER 2
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THE GENTLEMEN’S CLUB OF LAST RESORT
White’s Chocolate House brooded on the corner of St. James’s like a dowager who had forgotten to die. Its bow windows glowed through the April fog at four o’clock in the morning—an indecent hour for any honest trade save politics, poetry, or peculation. Inside, candles sputtered in silver sconces, each flame wearing a coronet of soot, while the air clotted with scents of snuff, spilled claret, and the sugar that gave the establishment its name. Somewhere a Macao banker intoned, “Les cartes, messieurs,” in the funereal tone reserved for lost souls and lost fortunes.
––––––––
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Jack Steel—silk half-mask folded to the width of a cravat and tucked inside his breast pocket—paused on the threshold to exchange his mud-splashed riding coat for the dove-grey livery the club kept for gentlemen who arrived in disreputable condition. The sleeve buttons bore the White’s crest: a unicorn chained to a dice box. He liked the symbolism.
––––––––
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“Mr. Ashworth,” the porter greeted him, voice as polished as the brass nameplate. “Your usual table is vacant, sir.”
––––––––
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Ashworth was the latest of Jack’s aliases, borrowed from a Barbados sugar factor who had died of yellow jack before he could claim it. The porter never asked for proof; the guinea Jack pressed into his palm each dawn served as a character reference.
––––––––
[image: ]

He crossed the carpet, nodding to insomniac lords and half-pay captains, and settled at a corner table where the candlelight failed to reach. From here he could watch the door, the gaming table, and the staircase to the private rooms—three avenues of escape or entrapment, depending on fortune’s mood. A waiter materialized with a silver dish of drinking chocolate, frothy as river scum. Jack sipped, felt warmth creep down his throat, and allowed himself one slow exhale. Twelve hours earlier he had been kissing a whirlwind disguised as a lady; now he was a colonial nabob with pockets deep enough to drown a regiment. The mask, he reflected, was not the silk rectangle in his pocket but the smile he wore whenever the world asked him to be someone he was not.
––––––––
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The macao table held seven players. At their center sat Prince Florian of Holstein, a minor Teutonic royal whose debts were major. The prince’s coat was strawberry silk sewn with silver wolves; his wig had been powdered so heavily it shed dust whenever he moved, as though his head were slowly disintegrating. Opposite him, Lord Wrotham, whale-boned and red-faced, guarded a hillock of chips that included, Jack noted, a single green stone the size of a musket ball—the Holstein family emerald, pledged an hour earlier when the Prince’s purse ran dry.
––––––––
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Jack’s profession might be larceny, but his hobby was human arithmetic: who could afford to lose, who could not, and who would pay handsomely to postpone the reckoning? He finished his chocolate, wiped the foam moustache with the back of his hand, and strolled toward the table.
––––––––
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“Room for one more, gentlemen?” he asked, producing a roll of guineas as fat as a sailor’s arm.
––––––––
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The banker shrugged. “The more the merrier, Mr. Ashworth. Buy-in is fifty.”
––––––––
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Jack bought it. Cards slid across the baize like secrets. He played carelessly for three hands, losing twenty guineas and establishing the persona of a man who trusted luck more than skill. Then the luck—or the skill—turned. He began to raise just when opponents bluffed and to fold when they held steel. The pile before him grew; the Prince’s wolves migrated across the cloth until they nestled beneath Jack’s elbows. Lord Wrotham scowled, mopped his brow, and finally shoved the emerald into the center. “One last throw,” he declared.
––––––––
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Jack met the man’s eyes. In them he read the desperate arithmetic: a wife at Bath, three daughters yet to be dowered, and estates mortgaged to the hilt. The emerald was Wrotham’s final illusion. Jack glanced at his hand—nine of clubs, ten of clubs, jack, queen, and king. A straight flush, rare as virtue. He could win, and the old lord would weep. Or—
––––––––
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He let his fingers drum a distracted tattoo, then sighed as though the cards disappointed him. “Too rich for my blood,” he said, and folded.
––––––––
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The table erupted. Wrotham crowed, swept the pot, and did not notice Jack’s subtle nod to the croupier. Outside, in the cloakroom ten minutes later, the Prince of
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