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Chapter One
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Scene One

Hounslow Heath, 1749

The coach wheels groaned against the frozen ruts of Hounslow Heath, lanterns swaying with each jolt. The November night was a living thing—damp, restless, whispering through the gorse. Eleanor Harwood pressed her forehead to the glass, her breath clouding the pane.

How many times have I heard the tales? she thought. Gentleman Jack, the phantom of the highway. A thief, yes, but spoken of with admiration, even longing. They say he bows to ladies, spares their jewels, and vanishes like mist. A rogue wrapped in gallantry. Could such a man truly exist?

Her father shifted beside her, muttering. “Eyes forward, Eleanor. The heath breeds nothing but thieves and shadows.”

She smiled faintly. Better thieves and shadows than another dull suitor with a powdered wig and empty compliments. Better danger than the suffocating chatter of London drawing rooms.

—-
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Scene Two – The Whisper of Hooves

The sound came like a secret heartbeat—steady, steady, deliberate. Eleanor stiffened, her pulse quickening. Hooves. Riders. It is happening. The stories are not just stories. Tonight, I will see them with my own eyes.

The driver cursed, whipping the horses, but the coach was heavy, the road thick with mud. Out of the mist, two riders emerged, cloaked and masked, pistols gleaming in lantern light.

“Stand and deliver!” The cry rang out, bold, theatrical, and almost rehearsed.

Her father’s hand trembled as he clutched his purse. Eleanor’s pulse raced. So this is the moment. Not a tale, not a fireside story, but flesh and blood before me. Will I be afraid? Or will I remember this night forever?

—-
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Scene Three – Gentleman Jack

The lead rider dismounted, boots crunching on frozen earth. His mask was plain black leather, but his bearing was unmistakable—upright, deliberate, almost courtly.

“Your valuables, sir,” he said smoothly. “Quickly, if you please. We’ve no wish to frighten the lady.”

Richard Harwood sputtered, fumbling with his purse. Eleanor’s gaze locked upon the outlaw. He moves like a gentleman. Not a brute, not a common thief. His voice carries restraint, even courtesy. Who are you behind that mask? A fallen noble? A soldier turned rogue?

Her father thrust the purse forward, but Eleanor’s defiance rose. “You take what is not yours,” she said, her voice steady despite the tremor in her chest.

Jack turned, surprised. For a moment, his eyes met hers through the mask. She felt the weight of his gaze, sharp yet softened by something unspoken. He bowed slightly, as though she were a lady at a ball.

“Forgive me, madam,” he murmured. “The King’s Highway is a cruel master. I serve it as best I can.”

Forgive me? Eleanor’s thoughts tangled. What thief asks forgiveness? What rogue bows like a suitor? He is not what I expected. He is danger wrapped in civility, a pistol in one hand and poetry in the other.

—-
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Scene Four—Sparks—Sparks in the Dark

His companion snarled. “Enough poetry, Jack. Take the jewels and be done.”

Jack’s gaze lingered on Eleanor. She lifted her chin, daring him. Will you strip me of pearls, or will you prove the legend true—gallant—gallant even in crime?

Jack shook his head. “No. Let her keep her jewels. Beauty should not be stripped bare upon the road.”

Eleanor’s breath caught. He spares me. Why? Out of pity? Or something more? Does he see me as a lady or as a woman?

With a final bow, Jack mounted his horse. “Good night, sir. Good night, madam. May your journey be safe henceforth.”

And then he was gone, swallowed by mist and moonlight.

—-
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Scene Five – Aftermath

The coach lurched forward, silence heavy inside. Richard Harwood cursed, clutching his emptied purse. Eleanor sat rigid, her heart racing, her mind aflame.

Gentleman, Gentleman, Jack. I have seen him. Not a phantom, not a tale, but a man of flesh and voice. He spared me. He bowed to me. And in that moment, I felt... alive. More alive than in all my years of polite society. What madness is this, that I should admire a thief?

Her father raged. “Scoundrels! They should hang at Tyburn, every last one!”

But Eleanor whispered, almost to herself, “Notherself, not every scoundrel is without charm.”

—-
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Scene Six – The Legend Grows

At the coaching inn, the robbery was already the talk of the taproom. Men spoke of Gentleman Jack with awe, women with scandalised fascination.

Eleanor listened, cheeks flushed, her thoughts tangled. I should despise him. I should pray for his capture. Yet I cannot. His voice lingers and lingers, and his bow haunts me. Perhaps I am bewitched. Perhaps I am foolish. But I know this: tonight, my life has changed.

And somewhere beyond the heath, Jack himself rode into the night, his thoughts equally restless. Her eyes. Defiant, unafraid. I have robbed many coaches but never met a gaze that unsettled me so. Who is she? And why do I care?
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Chapter Two
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Shadows and Secrets

Scene One – The Outlaw’s Hideout

The fire crackled low in the hearth of the tavern’s back room, throwing shadows across rough-hewn beams. Jack leaned against the table, mask discarded, his dark hair damp from the mist. His companion—Tom—“Black Tom” Fletcher—slammed the stolen purse onto the wood, coins spilling like a small fortune.

“Easy work,” Tom grinned, his teeth flashing. “The merchant nearly fainted. We could have stripped the girl of pearls and rings, but you—” He jabbed a finger at Jack. “You play the gentleman again. Always the gentleman.”

Jack’s jaw tightened. He poured himself a measure of brandy, the liquid catching firelight. Always the gentleman. They mock me for it, but what else am I to be? I was raised to bow, to speak with courtesy, and to honour beauty. Crime has stolen my station, but not my manners.

He spoke aloud, voice low. “We take what we need. No more. I’ll not see a lady stripped bare upon the road.”

Tom snorted. “You’ll see us poor, that’s what. Gallantry doesn’t fill our bellies.”

Jack ignored him, staring into the flames. Her eyes. Defiant, unafraid. I’ve robbed a hundred coaches but never met a gaze that unsettled me so. Who is she? And why do I care?

—-
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Scene Two – Eleanor’s Restless Night

At the coaching inn, Eleanor lay awake, a candle guttering beside her bed. Her father snored heavily in the adjoining chamber, but sleep would not come.

Gentleman, Gentleman, Jack. The name is whispered like a curse, yet he bowed to me as though I were a queen. He spared me. Why? Was it pity, or something more?

She turned upon the pillow, restless. I should despise him. He is a thief, an outlaw. Yet my heart races when I recall his voice. Am I bewitched? Or simply foolish?

The inn’s walls echoed with laughter from the taproom below, tales of the robbery already spreading. Eleanor pressed her hand to her chest. If I were braver, I would seek him out. I would ask him why he spares beauty and beauty and why he speaks of the King’s Highway as a master. But how could I? He rides in shadows, and I am bound by duty, by family, and by society.

Scene Three – Jack’s Reflection

Later, alone, Jack opened a small wooden box hidden beneath the tavern floorboards. Inside lay relics of another life: a signet ring, tarnished but noble; a letter sealed in wax, edges frayed; and a miniature portrait of a woman long gone.

He touched the ring, bitterness rising. Once I was a gentleman. Once I had land, a name, and a future. Debt stripped it all, and the law showed no mercy. Now I ride the highway, pistol in hand, hunted by Bow Street. Yet still I bow. Still, still, I remember what it is to honour beauty.

He closed the box, locking away the past
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