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Prologue
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Bagshot Heath, Surrey — 1743

The heath was never truly silent, though men said it was.

On nights like this, when the moon hung thin and sharp above the open waste and the wind moved low through the gorse, the land breathed. Hooves struck the hard-packed earth and were swallowed again by distance. The faint creak of leather, the whisper of steel against cloth, the restless murmur of unseen life—all of it belonged to Bagshot Heath and always had.

The coach had no business travelling so late.

Its lamps cast narrow tunnels of yellow light across the road, illuminating little beyond drifting mist and the pale gleam of flint. The driver hunched against the cold, reins tight in his gloved hands, eyes fixed ahead as though staring hard enough might keep misfortune at bay. Inside, the passengers sat in uneasy silence, lulled neither by the rhythm of the wheels nor the pretence of safety that came with hired steel and loaded pistols.

Every soul aboard knew the stories.

They were whispered at inns and muttered over tankards, spoken softly lest the very heath hear and answer. Of a gentleman rider who appeared without warning. Of a voice calm as a drawing room and a pistol held steady as law itself. Of coins taken and blood rarely spilt. Of men who swore they had looked upon his face and later could not swear to its shape.

Some called him a phantom. Others a demon in velvet and leather.

Most simply called him the highwayman of Bagshot Heath.

The first shot came not as thunder but as punctuation.

A sharp crack split the night, close enough to freeze breath in the lungs. The lead ball struck the road ahead of the horses, bursting stone and sparks, and the animals reared in terror. The coach lurched violently, wood groaning, passengers crying out as the driver hauled back on the reins.

“Easy—easy!” he shouted, though his voice betrayed him.

From the edge of the heath, a figure detached itself from shadow.

He rode a dark horse, tall and sure-footed, its tack clean and well-kept. The rider’s coat was black and finely cut, his boots polished despite the road. A scarf masked the lower half of his face, and beneath the brim of his hat, his eyes gleamed with cold intelligence rather than frenzy.

He raised his pistol—not at the coach, but skyward.

“Remain where you are,” he called, his voice composed, almost courteous. “No one need come to harm tonight.”

The guard on the rear seat fumbled for his weapon. He was young, barely old enough to grow a proper beard, and his hands shook as he lifted the pistol. He did not have time to aim.

The second shot was closer.

The ball struck the man’s weapon cleanly, knocking it from his grasp and sending it spinning into the heath. The guard cried out more in shock than pain, clutching his hand as the smell of burnt powder drifted on the air.

The rider did not smile.

“Sir,” he said calmly, “I would advise against further foolishness.”

There was a pause, heavy and breathless.

Then the coach door opened.

A merchant emerged first, red-faced and sweating despite the cold, his hands already raised. Another followed, lips pressed tight with resentment and fear. The highwayman dismounted smoothly, his boots touching the ground with unhurried confidence.

“Purses and watches,” he said, holding out a gloved hand. “Leave your rings. I am not a thief of sentiment.”

Coins were surrendered quickly. A gold watch changed hands. No one argued. No one dared.

When it was done, the highwayman stepped back and inclined his head, as though concluding a polite transaction.

“Thank you for your cooperation. You may continue.”

He mounted again, gathering the reins. Before he turned away, his gaze swept the coach once more, sharp and assessing. There was no triumph in it, no cruelty—only calculation and something else harder to name.

Then he was gone, swallowed by the heath as though the land itself had claimed him.

The coach did not move for several long seconds.

At last, the driver crossed himself with shaking fingers.

“God preserve us,” he whispered. “It’s him.”

By morning, the story would reach every inn between London and Guildford.

By noon, it would grow in the telling: the precision of the shots, the civility of the words, and the elegance of the rider’s bearing. Some would swear he bowed to the ladies. Others would insist he quoted scripture or poetry. One man would claim the highwayman smelt faintly of bergamot, like a gentleman fresh from a tailor’s fitting.

By evening, a name would be spoken aloud where before there had only been whispers.

And by the next day, in Guildford, a notice would be nailed to the door of the Shire Hall.

REWARD OFFERED

For information leading to the capture of the man styling himself

The Highwayman of Bagshot Heath

Wanted for robbery upon the King’s highway

Dead or alive

The paper would flutter in the wind, edges curling, ink already beginning to fade beneath the winter sun.

No mention would be made of mercy.

No allowance for honour.

Only the gallows, waiting.

And somewhere beyond the town, on the open heath where the road narrowed and the mist gathered thickest, the man himself would ride on—unaware that before his legend ended, it would become entwined with a woman whose name he did not yet know and whose courage would cost him far more than gold.
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The Road Through the Heath

Eleanor Whitcombe had never liked Bagshot Heath, and on that grey November afternoon it showed her no reason to change her mind.

The road stretched ahead of the carriage in a pale ribbon of churned earth and flint, bordered by scrub and gorse bent low beneath the wind. The sky pressed down heavily, a dull pewter sheet promising rain before nightfall. Eleanor drew her cloak closer about her shoulders and resisted the urge to peer too often through the narrow window, though every instinct urged her to do just that.

The heath made one feel watched.

“Another mile,” the driver called, his voice muffled by scarf and distance. “Then the trees thicken. We’ll be off this cursed stretch soon enough.”

Eleanor did not answer. She sat upright, hands folded in her lap, posture drilled into her since girlhood, though her fingers had tightened unconsciously around her reticule. Inside it lay little of value—some coins, a pair of gloves in need of mending, and a folded letter she had read and reread until the paper softened at the creases.

Still, she knew that highwaymen were not always particular.

Opposite her, Mrs Hartley sniffed and adjusted her bonnet. “If I had known the road would be so bleak, I would have delayed my journey. One hears such stories.”

“One hears stories everywhere,” Eleanor replied evenly.

“Yes, but this place—” Mrs Hartley lowered her voice, glancing towards the driver’s seat. “Bagshot Heath is different. My cousin swears she saw the fellow herself. Tall as a grenadier and dressed better than a lord.”

Eleanor had heard the same tale, with variations. Sometimes the highwayman was courteous to the point of mockery. Sometimes he was ruthless. Sometimes he vanished like smoke the moment one dared look away.

Legend grew quickly on lonely roads.

The carriage lurched suddenly, throwing Eleanor forward. The wheels ground to a halt.

Mrs Hartley gasped. “What is it?”

Before Eleanor could answer, a sharp report cracked the air.

The sound was unmistakable.

A pistol.

The horses screamed, rearing, and the carriage rocked violently as the driver shouted and hauled at the reins. Eleanor’s heart slammed against her ribs, breath caught painfully in her throat. She had known this moment might come—everyone who travelled the heath did—but knowledge did little to soften the terror when it arrived.

Another voice cut through the chaos, calm and controlled.

“Easy, sir. There is no need for heroics.”

Eleanor’s blood chilled.

She leaned forward, peering through the window despite herself. At first she saw only mist and scrub, but then a rider emerged from the grey as though the land itself had shaped him. His horse stood steady, head lowered, utterly untroubled by the commotion. The rider sat easily in the saddle, one gloved hand resting on the reins, the other holding a pistol angled—not threateningly, but decisively.

He wore black from boots to coat, the cut unmistakably that of a gentleman rather
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