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CHAPTER ONE
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Ash Wednesday
Bagshot Heath, Surrey
14 February 1721
––––––––
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A quarter past eleven, by the cracked church bell of Windlesham that carried on the wind.
––––––––
[image: ]

Jack Hawkins heard the bell and counted the strokes, the way other men counted heartbeats. Eleven. Then a faltering half-chime, as if the bell itself were cold. He grinned, pulled the collar of his scarlet coat higher, and stepped out of the charcoal-burners’ hut into a night the color of burnt paper.
––––––––
[image: ]

The heath was a black sea. Gorse bushes rattled like sabers; the February wind carried the sting of salt, though the sea lay forty miles south. Somewhere beyond the pines a mail-coach horn moaned—long, mournful, and inviting. Hawkins touched the butt of the flintlock holstered at his saddle-bow. The coach would pass the Basing Stone in twenty minutes. He had timed it twice this week.
––––––––
[image: ]

Inside the hut a single tallow dip guttered, showing the map they had scratched in soot on the plank table: London Road West, the narrow bend where the Exeter mail slowed, and the deer path that swallowed riders whole. Two horses tethered to the ring-bolt stamped and blew steam. Reeves sat hunched over the table, quill scratching, lips moving as he totted the last haul—thirty-seven guineas, a silver-hilted sword, and the parson’s pocket watch that still kept God’s time. Ryley stood at the doorway, coat open to the wind, listening to the night like a man courting a woman.
––––––––
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“Bell’s done,” Hawkins said. “We ride.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Reeves wiped the quill on his sleeve. “The Guildford proclamation goes up at dawn. Forty pounds for your head alone, Jack. Dead or alive.”
––––––––
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“Then we’ll stay alive long enough to spend it.” Hawkins took the watch from Reeves and flicked open the lid. The parson’s enamel dial showed eleven-twenty. He snapped it shut and dropped it into the purse with the rest. “Time’s a thief, same as us. Mount up.”
––––––––
[image: ]

They doused the dip. The hut fell into darkness that smelled of tallow, horse sweat, and the sour promise of snow. Outside, the wind had shifted west; it carried the faint jingle of trace chains from the distant coach.
––––––––
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Hawkins swung into the saddle. His mare—he called her Fortune—curvetted once, feeling the excitement that ran through his own blood. Ryley took the lead, Reeves the rear, and Hawkins the middle, where the leader should ride when the road narrows. They moved at a walk, bits wrapped in felt to mute the clink. Pines closed overhead, trunks pale as bones.
––––––––
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Ten minutes brought them to the Basing Stone, a granite shoulder-high, older than the Romans, route marker for every traveler since. Hawkins drew rein. From here the London road curved downhill between heather banks; coaches always slowed to save the horses. He could already see the sway of a single lantern, a gold coin of light tossed through the darkness.
––––––––
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“Remember,” he whispered, “one shot over the leaders, one at the box. No killing unless forced. We’re thieves, not murderers.”
––––––––
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“Speak for yourself,” Ryley muttered, but he smiled as he said it.
––––––––
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The lantern grew and became two—coach lamps throwing halos on the frosted road. Four horses, grey breath streaming. The driver was hunched in a monkey-fur coat, and beside him was a guard in the King’s livery, with a musket across his knees. Hawkins felt the familiar lift beneath his ribs—fear and joy braided tight. He drew the pistol, thumb on the cock. The world shrank to the width of the road and the weight of the gun.
––––––––
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“Stand!” he roared, spurring Fortune sideways into the lantern glow. “Stand and deliver!”
––––––––
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The coach lurched. Horses screamed. The guard swung his musket up, but Ryley was already there, pistol kissed to the man’s temple. Reeves covered the door, shouting calm words that sounded like prayers. Hawkins kept his gaze on the driver’s eyes—wide, white, calculating.
––––––––
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“Your money or your life, friend. Choose swift—my finger’s cold.”
––––––––
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The driver let the reins fall. Coins clinked as the purse sailed through the air; Hawkins caught it one-handed, never shifting the pistol. Inside the coach a woman sobbed once, stifled. The guard’s musket clattered to the road. Thirty heartbeats and it was done—no shot fired, no blood on the stones.
––––––––
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They backed their horses into the dark and vanished up the deer path while the coach lamps still swung, painting shaken shadows on the heath. When they were half a mile off, Hawkins reined in and laughed aloud, the sound swept away by wind. He tossed the new purse to Reeves.
––––––––
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“Count it when we’re safe. Add it to the parson’s thirty-seven.”
––––––––
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Reeves hefted it, eyes shining. “That’s a hundred guineas and more. Enough for America.”
––––––––
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“America can wait,” Hawkins said. “First we pay the hearth its due.”
––––––––
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They rode on, letting the horses stretch into a canter, then a gallop, trusting to moon-white patches of snow to show the rabbit tracks. The wind carried the faint smell of charcoal again—home ground. Hawkins felt invincible, the way he always did after a clean take. Tomorrow the proclamations would fly; tonight the heath belonged to him.
––––––––
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The hut reappeared, a black lump against blacker trees. They dismounted, legs stiff, breath pluming. Inside, Reeves struck flint and revived the dip. Gold spilled across the table—guineas, crowns, a single Portuguese piece, and the parson’s watch ticking as if scandalized. Ryley poured brandy from a stone jug and passed it round. They drank, teeth chattering.
––––––––
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Hawkins lifted his cup. “To the road, to the wind, to the King’s purse poorly guarded.”
––––––––
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They drank. The brandy burned like swallowed sun.
––––––––
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Reeves set down his cup and wiped his mouth. “There’s more, Jack.” He pulled a folded sheet from his coat, grease-spotted and still warm. “Posted tonight at the castle gate. I bribed a lad to bring it.”
––––––––
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He spread the paper. The king’s seal, cracked wax. Hawkins leaned close, spelling out the words he had never troubled to master. Reeves read aloud, voice steady.
––––––––
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“Whereas one John Hawkins, late of Bagshot Heath, gentleman by birth but rogue by practice, did feloniously assault the mails... reward of forty pounds sterling for his apprehension, dead or alive. Further, any person harboring said rogue shall be deemed an accessory and suffer likewise. Given at Guildford this fifteenth day of February, Anno Domini 1721.”
––––––––
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The hut fell silent except for the watch, ticking, ticking.
––––––––
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Ryley broke the quiet. “Forty pounds. That’s more than most men earn in a year. Every farmer’s boy within twenty miles will be hunting your shadow, Jack.”
––––––––
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Hawkins stared at the flames. The laughter had drained out of him, leaving something sharp and bright. “Then we’ll give them shadows to chase.” He folded the proclamation and tucked it inside his coat next to the parson’s watch. “We ride west before dawn. Dorset coast. I know a place where the king’s word runs thin as moonlight.”
––––––––
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“Moonfleet,” Ryley said softly. “Smugglers’ country.”
––––––––
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Hawkins nodded. “Health to the horizon, lads. Gather what you need. We leave the heath its gold, take only the road.”
––––––––
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Outside, the wind had stilled. Snow began to fall, fat slow flakes that melted on the horses’ necks. Inside, the candle guttered once more and went out, as if the night itself had drawn a blade across its throat.
––––––––
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Hawkins stood in the doorway, feeling the snow on his face, tasting ash and brandy and the iron tang of the future. Forty pounds for his head. He smiled into the dark. Let them come. The road was long, February was young, and Valentine’s night had just begun.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Basing Stone Split
––––––––
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Snow had stopped falling some time between the first cock-crow and the false dawn that now silvered the gorse. Jack Hawkins stood at the Basing Stone with his boot soles freezing to the granite, watching the horizon divide into pale land and paler sky. The great stone—shoulder-high, lichen-blackened, older than the roads it guarded—was the only witness he trusted this morning. It had seen Claudius’s legions, Cromwell’s dragoons, and every thief who ever rode the heath; it would not flinch at one more.
––––––––
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Behind him the charcoal-burners’ hut smelled of dead fire and wet ash. Inside, Reeves and Ryley worked in silence, saddling horses, muffling irons with felt, and pouring the last of the brandy on the embers so no tell-tale plume would rise. A hundred guineas in gold and silver—last night’s haul—lay divided into three leather purses and sewn inside the skirts of their coats. The parson’s watch ticked against Hawkins’s breast like a second heart, louder now that the brandy had worn off.
––––––––
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Reeves came out first, leading his gelding. His breath hung in white ribbons. “Guildford bailiffs will be stirring before the markets. Forty pounds buys early risers.”
––––––––
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Hawkins nodded but did not turn. He was studying the road that unwound eastward—London behind them, danger ahead. Snow had already softened the ruts; by noon every tracker in Surrey would be able to read how many horses had passed and whether they carried men or women, fat or lean. Speed was armor, but speed left tracks. He needed a third way.
––––––––
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Ryley emerged, tightening girths. “West then? Dorset?” The word sounded foreign on his tongue, a country of seagulls instead of crows.
––––––––
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“West,” Hawkins confirmed. “But not by the Exeter road. They’ll expect that. We cut across heath to Farnham, then south through the chase. Three days of hard riding if the weather holds.”
––––––––
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“And if it doesn’t?” Ryley asked.
––––––––
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“Then we drown in snow instead of hanging in chains. Choose your preference.”
––––––––
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The mare Fortune nickered, nosing his sleeve. He rubbed the scar between her eyes, feeling the familiar heat of her skin. She was the only thing he owned that had never betrayed him. He spoke softly to her, promises he would not waste on human ears.
––––––––
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A clink of iron made him spin. Reeves had dropped a stirrup; the sound carried like a pistol shot. No harm done, yet Hawkins felt the hearth tilt beneath him. Forty pounds multiplied by every hungry eye in the county—he could almost see the net drawing tight.
––––––––
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“Split up,” he said suddenly.
––––––––
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Ryley frowned. “You said never split.”
––––––––
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“That was when the risk was on the road. Now the risk is in the village, the alehouse, and the stable loft. Three riders together are a banner. One man is a traveler, two are friends, and three are a gang. We meet at the Farnham Castle gatehouse by nightfall. If any man’s late, we ride on and trust the road to bring him after.”
––––––––
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Reeves opened his mouth to argue, then closed it. He had ridden with Hawkins long enough to know when the decision had already galloped ahead of them.
––––––––
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They drew lots for the routes—straws plucked from a broom in the hut. Reeves drew the Pilgrim’s Way along the North Downs: open, fast, and dangerous. Ryley drew the valley track through Alice Holt Forest: slower, softer, but a single informer could bottle him like a fox. Hawkins kept the heath itself—bare, exposed, but laced with deer paths only he and the charcoal burners knew.
––––––––
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He used the Basing Stone as a table. With the point of his dagger, he scratched a rough map in the soot that filmed the granite: three lines fanning west, a circle at Farnham, and a cross where the lines rejoined. Then he drew a deeper mark—an X on the Dorset coast. Moonfleet. The salt air seemed to reach him already, sharp as a whetstone.
––––––––
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“The sun’s up in an hour,” he said. “We ride before it.”
––––––––
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They clasped hands, quick and hard, the way men do when they may not clasp again. No prayers, no toasts. The heath had its own religion—silence, speed, and the luck of the road.
––––––––
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Hawkins mounted Fortune. The mare sidled, feeling the tension in his knees. He looked once more at the stone, half expecting it to speak. It did not. It never had. Yet he felt the map he had cut settle into his mind like a brand.
––––––––
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Snow began again, fine as flour. He turned the mare’s head toward the west, touched heel to flank, and moved off at a walk. Behind him the hut dwindled, the Basing Stone stood solitary, and the first pale gold of daybreak bled across the heath. Somewhere a curlew called—three long notes that sounded like goodbye.
––––––––
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He did not look back. Ahead, the snow-covered track curved into the pines and vanished. Forty pounds on his head, a hundred guineas in his coat, and the promise of a smuggler’s cove at the far end of winter. Jack Hawkins rode alone, but the road kept pace beside him, a faithful thief waiting for its share.
––––––––
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By the time the sun cleared the horizon, the falling snow had erased every print except the single line of hoof-marks leading west—thin, purposeful, and already filling with white. The hearth had closed its mouth, but the story had opened.
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