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CHAPTER ONE
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The Ribbon That Snapped
––––––––
[image: ]

Jack Rackham tasted the dawn before he saw it: a cold, metallic tang of dew on iron, of damp flint and horse-sweat, of the highway itself. He stood in the long grass beneath Gad’s Hill, boots sunk to the ankles, coat unbuttoned so the pistol butts at his hips could breathe. A lark stabbed the silence, then thought better of it and flew off toward the Thames. Jack flexed his fingers inside kid-leather gloves that had once been white but were now the colour of old parchment and older sins.
––––––––
[image: ]

He had robbed seven coaches in as many weeks, yet every time the same quicksilver thrill ran through him, bright as a newly-minted shilling. It was never the gold he craved—gold grew dull—it was the moment a gentleman’s certainty cracked and showed the soft yellow underbelly of fear. That moment belonged to Jack, and he hoarded it like misers hoarded coin.
––––––––
[image: ]

Today, however, the shiver carried an extra edge. He had dreamed of water: a lake glass-still until a woman’s hair spread across it like fire on ice. He remembered waking with the taste of smoke in his mouth and the certainty that the dream had been a promise, or a warning.
––––––––
[image: ]

Midnight, the big bay stallion, tugged at the bridle looped over a branch. The horse knew the ritual as well as Jack: wait, listen, strike. Jack scratched the velvet chin. “Patience, old devil. We’ll feed you silver before the sun burns the mist away.”
––––––––
[image: ]

He checked his weapons—two double-barrelled pistols, a gift from a deserting dragoon who had no further use for them; a hanger sword light enough to slice silk; and a shorter piece, a lady’s muff pistol, tucked inside his coat in case tonight required treachery instead of thunder.
––––––––
[image: ]

Somewhere down the Rochester road a coach-horn sang, thin as a goose’s neck. Jack’s pulse answered. He stepped into the shadow of the hawthorns, pulling the wide brim of his hat low, and became simply another ragged silhouette in an England still half-asleep.
––––––––
[image: ]

The lark returned, then dived again. Silence. Then the creak of iron-rimmed wheels, the jingle of trace-chains, the hollow clop of shod horses on dried mud. Jack counted heartbeats the way card-sharps counted guineas. When the rhythm matched his own, he drew the first pistol and thumbed back the dog-head.
––––––––
[image: ]

The coach crested the rise like a gilded ship breaching a green wave. Four greys in hand, post-boy riding lead, two outriders in the tawny livery of the Western Mail. A plum-coloured travelling coach, varnished until it caught the sun and threw it back in knives. Curtains drawn. No blunderbuss poked from the window; the Western Mail relied on speed rather than shot.
––––––––
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Jack stepped from the hedge.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Stand!”
––––––––
[image: ]

The word cracked across the road, sharp enough to make the lead horse rear. The post-boy, a freckled lad of perhaps fourteen, froze with the reins wrapped twice around his wrist. One outrider reached for a carbine; Jack swivelled the pistol and fired a yard above the man’s hat. The report rolled away over the fields, sending up a flurry of crows like black cinders.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Next ball goes through the bridge of your nose,” Jack called, voice calm, almost friendly. “Hands where I can dine upon them.”
––––––––
[image: ]

The second outrider hesitated, then raised empty palms. Jack smiled. Civility always disarmed gentlemen faster than bullets.
––––––––
[image: ]

He walked forward, coat flapping, smoke still threading from the warm barrel. The coach door remained shut, but the curtain twitched. Someone inside was curious.
––––––––
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“Good morning, my lords and ladies,” Jack sang. “I am the poor ghost of Gad’s Hill, and I collect tolls. Gold will quiet my moans; reluctance will quicken them. Which shall it be?”
––––––––
[image: ]

The post-boy found his voice. “We carries no passengers, sir. Only His Majesty’s mail.”
––––––––
[image: ]

“Then His Majesty must pay His Majesty’s tax.” Jack kept his gaze on the curtain. Another twitch. A flash of crimson—no, scarlet—no, hair.
––––––––
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The dream slammed into him: fire on ice.
––––––––
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He was close enough now to see the Royal cipher on the lock, close enough to smell the grease on the coach-lamps. Still the door stayed shut. That was unusual. Men of property loved to bluster from behind mahogany panels.
––––––––
[image: ]

Jack holstered the spent pistol and drew its twin. “I grow impatient, gentlemen. Open, or I shall open for you.”
––––––––
[image: ]

From inside came a woman’s laugh, low, amused, dangerous. The door swung outward.
––––––––
[image: ]

She sat with one gloved hand on the frame, the other holding aside a velvet curtain. Red hair tumbled in a careless cascade, catching the early light until it glowed like embered coal. Green eyes—no, glass-green, sea-green—took Jack’s measure in a glance that felt like a hand laid flat against his chest. Her travelling dress was dove-grey silk, but at throat and cuffs she had pinned scraps of scarlet ribbon, bright as fresh blood.
––––––––
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Jack’s pistol sagged two inches before he caught himself.
––––––––
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The woman smiled. “Your money or your life, the fellow says. Which do you value higher, highwayman?”
––––––––
[image: ]

Behind her, two gentlemen in powdered wigs stirred like startled cranes, but she lifted a finger and they stilled.
––––––––
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Jack found his voice threaded thinner than before. “I generally find, madam, that possession of the first prolongs enjoyment of the second.”
––––––––
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“Then perhaps you have been robbing the wrong cargo.” She leaned forward; the scarlet ribbon at her throat lifted in the breeze. “What if I offered you something more valuable than gold?”
––––––––
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Jack’s mind, usually a polished mirror of possibilities, clouded. “The only thing more valuable than gold, madam, is life eternal, and I have yet to meet a traveller carrying it.”
––––––––
[image: ]

“Adventure,” she said simply. “A taste of freedom from this life of riches.”
––––––––
[image: ]

The older gentleman beside her hissed, “Catherine, hold your tongue!”
––––––––
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She did not. “I am Caty Ellingham, daughter of Viscount Bray. My father packs me off to London to marry a man who collects counties the way boys collect marbles. I would rather collect stars on the open road. Take me with you, and you shall have a hostage worth more than any strong-box.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Jack stared. In his experience hostages were gouty squires who whined and slowed the getaway. This woman spoke as though kidnapping were a quadrille.
––––––––
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The outrider on the left saw Jack’s distraction and made his move—hand to boot, rising carbine. Jack swivelled without looking and fired. The ball took the man’s hat off at the crown; hair and felt fluttered away like a startled pigeon.
––––––––
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“Next one centres the brow,” Jack called, though his eyes never left Caty.
––––––––
[image: ]

She laughed again, delighted. “Quick, and accurate. Better material for an escort than I dared hope.”
––––––––
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Jack felt the earth tilt. He had planned every rood of this hold-up: where to position Midnight, how long to give the passengers before panicking them into cooperation, which hedges offered cover if soldiers appeared. Now a slip of a girl had seized the script and was rewriting scenes under his nose.
––––––––
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He lowered the smoking pistol. “Madam, the road is not a parlour game. Night brings rain, hunger, wolves—both four-legged and two. Return to your cushions before I decide a viscount’s daughter is more trouble than ransom.”
––––––––
[image: ]

She untied the scarlet ribbon at her throat and held it out. The silk fluttered between them like a pennant. “I offer you my bond, Mr Highwayman. Accept, and I place myself in your custody. Refuse, and I scream so loudly every dragoons’ patrol within five miles will ride straight here. Which inconvenience suits you?”
––––––––
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Jack glanced at the horizon. No tell-tale glint of helms, but sound carried on dawn air the way gossip carried in coffee-houses. Ten minutes and this road could swarm with red coats.
––––––––
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He looked back at her. The ribbon snapped taut in the breeze, a red line drawn between two worlds.
––––––––
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Choice crystallised, sharp and simple as flint striking steel.
––––––––
[image: ]

Jack sheathed his pistol, stepped forward, and took the ribbon. The silk was warm from her skin. He tucked it inside his coat, next to the muff pistol.
––––––––
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“Very well, Miss Ellingham. You have commandeered yourself a kidnapper. Descend, before I remember that discretion is the better part of valour and ride off alone.”
––––––––
[image: ]

She obeyed with no more than a rustle of silk, placing her gloved hand in his as though alighting at a ball. The two gentlemen spluttered, but Jack swung up into the saddle, pulled Caty up behind him, and gathered the reins.
––––––––
[image: ]

To the post-boy he tossed a silver shilling. “For the fright, lad. Tell the magistrates Jack Rackham regrets he could not stay to breakfast.”
––––––––
[image: ]

He touched spurs to Midnight’s flank. The stallion leapt, hooves drumming, and they plunged into the hedge-gap Jack had scouted the night before. Branches whipped, a hare bolted across their path, then the green tunnel spat them into open meadow still pearled with dew.
––––––––
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Only when Gad’s Hill shrank to a brown smudge did Jack rein in and draw breath. Caty’s arms were laced around his waist; he could feel the tremor in them now, or perhaps it was his own.
––––––––
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“What have I done?” he muttered.
––––––––
[image: ]

She rested her chin between his shoulder-blades. “You have stolen something rarer than gold, Mr Rackham. You have stolen a beginning.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Ahead, the road forked: west toward Wales and wildness, east toward London and the gallows. Jack turned Midnight’s head neither west nor east but straight across the meadow, where no path ran.
––––––––
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Behind them the morning mail-coach shrank into toy-size, its horn now bleating like a lost sheep. Jack laughed—short, incredulous—and felt an answering bubble of laughter rise through Caty’s ribs into his spine.
––––––––
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They flew across the grass, hooves flinging up diamonds of dew, a man and a woman and a horse all laughing at once, while somewhere back on the Rochester road a scarlet ribbon fluttered from an empty coach window, waving goodbye to the life she had just unlaced.
––––––––
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Jack knew fear would catch up soon—fear of fathers, of soldiers, of Edward and every other jackal who would scent easy prey. But fear travelled at the speed of thought, and for now thought itself could not keep pace with the thunder of Midnight’s stride.
––––––––
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For the first time in seven years of perilous dawns, Jack Rackham tasted
d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
"MIDNIGHT'S

SILKEN

BN OOSE
LS@?’CZZD[I’ZCZ LSﬂ’lC/lT’

MY PYIPEREY Two TN





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





