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CHAPTER ONE
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“The Hold-Up That Changed Everything”
––––––––
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Newmarket Road, 14 October 1791
The night smelled of bruised apples and gun oil.
––––––––
[image: ]

A southwesterly had been bullying the Suffolk hedgerows all evening, shaking the last golden globes from late-bearing trees so that they thudded like muffled drumbeats on the soft verge. Each fall reminded Jack Harrow of grapeshot dropping into mud—an echo he could never quite outride. He shifted his weight in the saddle, felt the blood-bay stallion—Brutus—breathe beneath him, and narrowed his eyes at the bend of the road where the mail-coach lamps should appear.
––––––––
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“Mind the ditch, lad,” he murmured to the horse, though Brutus knew every hoofprint of this heath better than the king’s own surveyors. They had patrolled here for six months now: one gentleman-highwayman, one scout who called herself Molly Magpie, and a dozen ghosts of unpaid dragoons who had once served under Major Harrow in the American war—before the court-martial that never should have been.
––––––––
[image: ]

Jack touched the blackthorn spray tucked inside his hatband. A superstition, nothing more; the thorn had pricked him the first night he turned robber, and he had bled onto the collar of his shirt like a christening. Since then he left a twig on every victim—a calling card of the “Black Thorn Highwayman,” as the papers dubbed him—so the world would know the same hand had lifted their purse and, if they behaved civilly, returned a shilling for the poor box.
––––––––
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“Coach!” Molly’s voice drifted from the gorse, a low boyish whisper, though she was skirted tonight for camouflage. “Four inside, two outriders, red shabraques—might be the Norwich mail.”
––––––––
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Jack’s pulse steadied to the old martial cadence. “Or the Ashworth charter,” he answered, “if the dice fall kind.” He had studied the racing calendar: after the October meet at Newmarket, the Duke’s party always returned to London by private carriage, heavy with winnings and with the daughter who was spoken of in town as “the Bonny Rose of Berkeley Square.” Rich freight, but richer gossip—and gossip, Jack had learned, could unseat a man faster than a cannon.
––––––––
[image: ]

He drew the muffled pistol from his sash—one of a matched pair of 12-inch barrels, a gift of a Spanish colonel who no longer needed them. The flint was new, and the pan was charged with the finest Tower powder. A second gun rested opposite; a third, smaller, hid inside his boot for the intimate emergencies. Then he swung down the silk mask, the color of dried blood, and gave Brutus his heels.
––––––––
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They emerged onto the crown of the road at a hand-canter, moonlight skating across the bay’s polished quarters. Twenty yards ahead the coach loomed—glossy claret lacquer, gilt ducal crest, and four greys blowing steam. The outriders wore the Ashworth livery: silver-grey coats and rose-colored capes. Pretty targets, Jack thought, and pity for the horses.
––––––––
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“Stand!” he roared, leveling the pistol. “In the name of the King—and of every tenant bled dry to pay your masters’ vices!”
––––––––
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The lead rider, a square-set man with the scarlet face of a lifetime’s port, made the fatal mistake of reaching for his own holster. Jack was fired. The report cracked across the heath like ice splitting on a winter pond. The ball struck the man’s wrist and spun him from the saddle; his horse plunged, traces fouled, and the whole equipage lurched to a halt with the protesting shriek of brake chains.
––––––––
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Jack reloaded at a gallop—powder, ball, wad, and ramrod tossed in the air and caught again—the trick that had once won him a purse of guineas from admiring subalterns. By the time the coachman gathered breath to swear, the second pistol stared between his eyes.
––––––––
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“Down reins. Hands visible. Pass the word inside: purses, jewels, and no heroics.”
––––––––
[image: ]

The near-side door flew open before he finished. A woman’s voice, crisp as frost, answered, “We are already informed, sir, thanks to your ungentlemanly clamor.”
––––––––
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Jack’s grin curved beneath the mask. He doffed his hat with ironic flourish, the blackthorn spray spinning to the ground. “Your pardon, madam. I strive to be ungentlemanly only when necessity insists.”
––––––––
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She stepped onto the mounting iron, and the moon showed him what the poets had failed to capture. Hair the color of winter wheat, piled high and threaded with a single rope of pearls. Eyes grey as flintlocks and as liable to snap. A cloak of midnight-blue velvet lined with white ermine—worth more, Jack gauged, than a yeoman’s farm. But it was the set of her shoulders that tightened his throat: the old parade-ground lift that said she had been bred to command obedience even while the world crumbled.
––––––––
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Behind her, a matron’s voice quavered, “Rosamund, close the door, I beg—”
––––––––
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“Hush, Mama.” The young woman—Rosie, they called her in the clubs—lifted her chin. “If this... gentleman... intends murder, he will find the chore expensive.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Jack laughed outright. “Murder is tedious, my lady. I prefer negotiations.” He swept his arm in invitation. “If you and your mama will alight, we may conclude our business with civility.”
––––––––
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The coachman growled, “Touch her, you blackguard, and I’ll see you dangle at Tyburn.”
––––––––
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“Many aspire,” Jack returned, “yet here I stand.” He kept one pistol trained while Brutus sidled close enough for Jack to hook a gloved finger under the ducal crest. “Now, ladies—if you please.”
––––––––
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Rosamund descended. The wind caught her cloak, revealing a gown of pale rose silk embroidered with silver thread—court attire for a racing meet, absurd and exquisite. She moved without hesitation to assist her mother, the Duchess Evangeline, whose face beneath a lace cap looked puffed and confused, as though she had dined too well on champagne and fear.
––––––––
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Jack’s mask itched; he ignored it. “Your valuables, placed upon the seat. Quickly, and no stripping of baubles in the dark—I have excellent night vision.”
––––––––
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Rosamund turned to the carriage’s interior lamp. In its halo Jack saw her fingers tremble—anger, not fright—before she unclasped a diamond stomacher the size of a sparrow’s heart. The stones caught fire in the lamplight, scattering prisms across the coach ceiling. She laid it on the leather seat with the care of a priestess offering sacrifice.
––––––––
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“Brava,” Jack murmured. “Continue.”
––––––––
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A pearl necklace followed, then a gold vinaigrette, a ruby clasp, and—lastly—a small silver-mounted pistol no longer than Jack’s palm. Rosamund placed it deliberately beside the diamonds. “You will not need that, I assure you,” she said, meeting his gaze through the mask’s eye-slits.
––––––––
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“Perhaps I collect curiosities.” Jack leaned from the saddle to scoop the trinkets into a velvet sack. As he did, his coat sleeve brushed her gloved wrist. The contact lasted no longer than a heartbeat, yet he felt her pulse leap like a hare’s—and his own answered with mutinous fervor.
––––––––
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He straightened, cursing inwardly. Business, fool. “Your reticules, if you please.”
––––––––
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The duchess fumbled hers free; Rosamund hesitated, then produced a beaded purse so small it might have held nothing but a thimble. Jack weighed it: coins, yes, but also the crackle of paper. He pocketed it without examination.
––––––––
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“Now,” he said, “I relieve you of one further burden—your driver’s pride.” He tossed a leather pouch toward the coachman; it clinked. “For the wounded fellow’s physic, and oats for the horses. I am not a monster, whatever your pamphleteers assert.”
––––––––
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The coachman caught it awkwardly, grudging respect warring with fury.
––––––––
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Jack backed Brutus three paces, still covering the group. “Remain still for the count of two hundred. Any pursuit, and I drop the nearest horse—expensive creatures, I know, but replaceable.” He touched his hat again. “Good night, ladies. May your journey prove less eventful hereafter.”
––––––––
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He wheeled the stallion. At that instant Rosamund stepped forward. “Wait!”
––––––––
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Jack reined, pulse kicking. She had retrieved the blackthorn spray from the ground and now held it out like a ducal favor. “You forgot your signature, sir.”
––––––––
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For a moment the heath narrowed to the two of them: outlaw and aristocrat, wind snapping her silk skirts against his boot leather. Jack accepted the twig; thorns pricked even through kidskin, a sweet sharp pain. “I shall keep it,” he said, voice low, “as a reminder that roses too have thorns.”
––––––––
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Her lips parted—whether for breath or retort he never learned, because hoofbeats erupted behind him. Molly Magpie’s warning whistle cut the night.
––––––––
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“Riders—four troopers from the Cambridge road!” she yelled, bursting from cover on her scraggy grey. “Captain Finch in the lead!”
––––––––
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Jack swore. He rammed the blackthorn into his hatband and snatched the reins tight. Rosamund’s eyes widened—not with fear of him, but for him. The knowledge flared like powder in his chest.
––––––––
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“Go,” she said, so softly only he could hear. “And damn you.”
––––––––
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“With pleasure, my lady.”
––––––––
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He spurred Brutus into a gallop. Wind tore the mask strings loose; the silk fluttered away like a wounded bird. He did not retrieve it. Let them see his face—what did it matter now? Behind him pistol shots cracked: Molly laying cover. He leaned low over the bay’s neck, felt the great muscles surge, and for one mad instant wished he had pulled her up behind him—Rosamund, the Bonny Rose—wished it so fiercely the image burned brighter than Finch’s muzzle flashes.
––––––––
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But wishes were luxuries for men with futures. Jack Harrow had only the next half-mile, the next breath, and the next road.
––––––––
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They vanished into the hawthorn darkness.
Left behind, Rosamund tasted cordite and the ghost of a stranger’s smile. Her mother’s sobs, the coachman’s curses, and the distant drumming of military horses—all faded beneath the drum of her own heart. She lifted her gloved fingers to her lips, startled to find them unsteady. The night had stolen diamonds, dignity, and something else she had not known she possessed: the certainty that her life, until this hour, had been a gilded rehearsal.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Your Grace, we must away!” the coachman urged.
––––––––
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“Yes,” she answered, though her gaze lingered on the emptiness where horse and rider had stood. Dust hung in the moonlight like powdered diamonds. “Yes, let us go.”
––––––––
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Yet as she climbed back into the carriage, a single thorn—snagged from the highwayman’s gift—pricked her palm. She closed her fist around the bead of blood, feeling absurdly, deliriously awake.
––––––––
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The coach lurched toward London. Rosamund stared at the black square of window and saw reflected there not her own face, but a pair of eyes the color of storm-lit seawater—eyes that had looked at her as though she were a woman, not a settlement for debts.
––––––––
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She opened her reticule to staunch the blood and realized with a jolt: the highwayman had taken the wrong purse. What he carried away contained not her diamonds—those lay safely beneath the seat—but her private journal: every reckless thought, every stifled dream, and every unladylike desire she had penned in Greek, in Latin, and once, daringly, in plain English.
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The thorn in her palm throbbed.
––––––––
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Somewhere ahead, the road divided—one arm toward Berkeley Square and the marriage that would save her family, the other toward the heath and the man who had bled for her jewels.
––––––––
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She felt the future tilt, like a coach on the brink of overturning.
––––––––
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“Damn him,” Rosamund whispered again, but this time the words tasted of laughter, and she did not know whether she spoke of the outlaw or of herself.
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CHAPTER TWO
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“A Gilded Cage in Berkeley Square”
––––––––
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17 October 1791
London received the Bonny Rose as it received every novelty: with applause, with envy, and with its teeth barely hidden behind a fan.
––––––––
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Rosamund Ashworth stepped from the carriage at noon beneath a sky the color of tarnished pewter, the air thick with coal smoke and the last roses of summer. Berkeley Square already rustled with anticipation—footmen in fresh powder, link-boys polishing torches for dusk, and a pair of sedan-chair men arguing over the fare to Covent Garden. The Duchess’s townhouse, Number 27, stood newly scrubbed; even the boot scraper had been replated with silver. All this fuss, Rosamund thought, for a prodigal daughter who had been gone precisely four days.
––––––––
[image: ]

She mounted the steps slowly, gloves concealing the half-healed prick in her palm. The thorn-scar had purpled to a minute crescent—no bigger than a tear—yet it throbbed whenever memory trespassed. Memory, in the forty hours since the hold-up, had trespassed often.
––––––––
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“My love, you are fatigued,” her mother murmured for the dozenth time, steering her through the portals of black walnut and into the marble hall where chandeliers trembled like chandeliers in a tempest. “We shall have laudanum and burnt feathers directly.”
––––––––
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“I need no feathers, Mama. Only silence.”
––––––––
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The Duchess blinked, wounded. Since the heath, she had aged a decade; powder could not mask the yellow tinge beneath her eyes nor the tremor that sloshed the ratafia in her glass. She had not spoken of the robbery except to lament the diamonds—never of the pistol pointed at her heart, nor of the daughter who had stood between her and the ball. That omission hung between them like a drawn curtain.
––––––––
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Mr. Pritchard, the major-domo, advanced with funereal dignity. “Your Grace, my lady. Visitors await in the small salon. Lord Valence arrived an hour past—”
––––––––
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Rosamund’s pulse stuttered. “Already?”
––––––––
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“He brings flowers,” Pritchard added, as though that settled the matter. “And a legal gentleman.”
––––––––
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The Duchess brightened through her haze. “Ah, the settlements! Come, Rosamund, we must not keep your future husband.”
––––––––
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Future husband. The phrase clanged like an iron shutter. Three weeks earlier she had accepted Valence’s proposal with the docility of a filly broken to bridle; now the memory of that consent felt like a garment borrowed from a stranger—tight in the bust, loose in the soul. She followed her mother across the checkered marble, each black square a chessboard space she could not retreat across.
––––––––
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The small salon had been recently gilded; cherubs leered from the ceiling as though privy to every whispered calculation. The Marquess of Valence stood at the window, afternoon light igniting the pale perfection of his profile. He wore claret velvet, a silver waistcoat, and a single ruby in his cravat—colors chosen, Rosamund realized, to complement her own complexion. A predator’s attention to detail.
––––––––
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“Lady Rosamund.” He advanced, taking her hand with precisely calibrated ardour. “Relieved beyond measure. The Gazette hinted at highwaymen abroad. I pictured
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