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CHAPTER 1
[image: ]


A Ghost on the Heath
––––––––
[image: ]

The night smelled of bruised gorse and coming rain.
––––––––
[image: ]

From the box of the London-bound mail coach, Lady Eleanor Luttrell tasted peat smoke on the wind and told herself it was only the lanterns the guard kept swinging to warn oncoming riders. She knew better. Out here, on Bagshot Heath, every curl of smoke might be a signal, every moving shadow a man with a pistol primed.
––––––––
[image: ]

She had dressed for the road in worsted breeches, her own hair braided tight and hidden beneath a felt hat two seasons out of fashion. The disguise was simple but sound: a groom they called Ellis, small for a man, light-voiced, and quick with horses. She had ridden pillion behind the coachman since Farnham, her boots skimming the wheel hubs, thighs numb, and heart feverish. If anyone inside the vehicle had glanced up, they would have seen only a slender servant hunched against the weather, eyes cast down. The trick of invisibility, Nell had learned young, was to give the world no bright surface to catch upon.
––––––––
[image: ]

A whip cracked. The coachman, Josiah Mabbs, spat over the side. "Eleven miles to Staines, lads, and the heath as black as the Devil’s pocket. Keep your pieces ready."
––––––––
[image: ]

The guard, Dawlish, answered with the rattle of his blunderbuss as he drew back the doghead. Nell felt for the butt of her own pocket pistol, a gift from her brother long before he forgot what affection meant. The barrel was warm from her body; the powder, she prayed, was still dry.
––––––––
[image: ]

They were climbing the southern rise when the wind changed. Hoofbeats rode the gust—one horse, maybe two, cantering parallel in the scrub. Dawlish stood, bracing a boot against the iron step. "Riders right!"
––––––––
[image: ]

Mabbs swore and loosened his reins, urging the leaders on. The heavy coach lurched, chains jangling. Nell’s pulse matched the iron-rimmed wheels: eight beats to the span, then twelve, then too fast to count.
––––––––
[image: ]

A whistle rose—three descending notes like a curlew’s call. She had heard that signal in childhood stories, the ones whispered by kitchen fires about the Surrey riders who took only "gold enough to hurt the proud." The Golden Farmer, they called him, though no one agreed whether Farmer was a name, rank, or jest. "Robbery with courtesy," they said. Stand and deliver; never shoot to kill unless shot at first. A gentleman of the road.
––––––––
[image: ]

A shape detached itself from the darkness: a single horseman, cape flying, hat plumed with a twist of heath-bloom white against the moon. He sat in the saddle as though born to it, pistol raised but not yet leveled. Behind him a second shadow wheeled wide—lookout or lure, Nell could not tell.
––––––––
[image: ]

"Stand!" The voice carried, cultured, and calm. "Stand for the King’s highway and for mercy on your own necks!"
––––––––
[image: ]

Dawlish answered with powder. The blunderbuss belched orange sparks; the report rolled across the ridge like summer thunder. When the smoke cleared, the first rider still came on, untouched, cloak now whipping about his mount’s quarters. He had slowed to a trot, presenting an almost leisurely target. Madness—or the confidence of a man who knew every fold of this heath and every second of the soldier’s reload.
––––––––
[image: ]

Mabbs hauled on the ribband brake. Iron shrieked against the wheel rim; the coach skidded, horses plunging. Nell tasted grit and the copper tang of fear. She thumbed back her pistol hammer and tried to measure distances: twenty yards, closing. If she fired and missed, the ball might strike the horse rather than the man. She had never killed anything larger than a stag-headed poacher’s snare.
––––––––
[image: ]

The highwayman drew rein abreast of the leaders, moonlight washing the mask that covered his nose and downward cheek. Dark eyes lifted to hers—she felt the glance like gloved fingers beneath the chin. He raised his weapon not toward the guard but toward the roof of the coach and fired. A warning, clean and deliberate. Splinters danced above Dawlish’s head; the guard ducked, cursing.
––––––––
[image: ]

"Your weapons, if you please," the stranger called. "Toss them into the road. My associate will collect."
––––––––
[image: ]

Only then did Nell notice the second rider circling behind, smaller, hat pulled low. The Golden Farmer’s lieutenant—or perhaps his scout, for the mare looked half-wild and carried no side-saddle.
––––––––
[image: ]

Dawlish hesitated. Mabbs growled, "Do it, fool. Better robbed than dead."
––––––––
[image: ]

The guard hurled his discharged piece. Nell, still unseen in apprentice garb, kept her pistol close along her thigh. Pride and desperation wrestled in her throat. That rent chest inside the coach represented three parishes of her father’s remaining credit. Without it, the estate would fall to her brother’s creditors before harvest. Without it, she might as well let the highwayman take her life along with her purse.
––––––––
[image: ]

The masked horseman swung down, landing soft as a cat on the springy turf. He moved with unhurried grace, patting the lead horse’s neck to gentle the team, then stepped to the coach door. A gloved hand rapped.
––––––––
[image: ]

"Your valuables, ladies and gentlemen. Place them in my hat, and no harm will follow."
––––––––
[image: ]

From within came rustles and a stifled sob. Coins clinked. The second rider dismounted to gather firearms; Nell saw the glint of her own pistol barrel mirrored in the moonlight and felt time narrow to a blade.
––––––––
[image: ]

She could wait, let them ride off, and explain later why Ellis, the groom, did nothing. Or she could act and perhaps save a fraction of what her people owed. She drew a steadying breath, rose on the box, and leveled her piece at the masked man’s heart.
––––––––
[image: ]

"Hold!" Her voice came higher than intended, but firm. "Another step and I fire."
––––––––
[image: ]

The highwayman paused, hat still extended toward the doorway. Slowly he turned. In the moonwash, his eyes showed amusement rather than alarm.
––––––––
[image: ]

"A brave sprite," he murmured. "But that barrel trembles. Best hand it over before it bites your fingers."
––––––––
[image: ]

Nell adjusted her aim, willing her arm to iron. "Back to your horse. We have women inside and are sick of your sport."
––––––––
[image: ]

"Sport?" He tilted his head. "I prefer commerce. And you, lad, are outnumbered."
––––––––
[image: ]

She felt rather than saw the second rider’s pistol rise toward her. A click as the hammer eased back. Still she held the Golden Farmer’s gaze, sensing calculation behind the mask.
––––––––
[image: ]

"Let them keep their wedding rings," she said. "Take the strongbox and go."
––––––––
[image: ]

A low chuckle. "Generous of you. Yet I dislike conditions." He lifted his free hand, two fingers flicking.
––––––––
[image: ]

The associate was fired. The ball hissed past Nell’s ear, slicing the crown of her hat. Hair spilled—dark, glossy, unmistakably feminine. Gasps rose from inside the coach; Dawlish swore; Mabbs stared as though she had sprouted wings.
––––––––
[image: ]

The highwayman’s laugh died. For a heartbeat only the wind spoke, rattling gorse pods. Then he stepped closer, boots crunching flint, until her pistol muzzle almost brushed his cloak.
––––––––
[image: ]

"Well, well," he said softly. "A nightingale in stable-boy plumage." His voice gentled further, almost apologetic. "Lower your piece, little bird. I have no wish to cage you."
––––––––
[image: ]

Nell’s throat burned. "Ride off," she answered, "and I will."
––––––––
[image: ]

He studied her a moment longer, something curious—almost regretful—kindling behind his eyes. Then, to her astonishment, he uncocked his own pistol and slipped it into his sash. Raising both palms, he addressed the coach at large.
––––––––
[image: ]

"Good people, you may keep your rings and your pride. I will relieve you only of the strongbox, which I suspect bears the mark of a certain spendthrift earl." His gaze flicked to Nell. "And of one sovereign, for courage." He plucked a single gold coin from the hat, held it up to catch the moon, then tossed it; the metal arced and landed at her feet.
––––––––
[image: ]

Before she could react, he spun, seized the coffer from the guard’s trembling hands, and sprang to his saddle. The mare half-reared, hooves flashing. He touched the brim in ironic salute.
––––––––
[image: ]

"Remember me kindly," he called. "We shall meet again—though next time I may demand a sweeter forfeit."
––––––––
[image: ]

The second rider gathered the scattered firearms, tossed them into the ditch, and the pair wheeled into darkness. Hoofbeats faded, swallowed by heath and wind. Overhead cloud dragged across the moon; the world seemed to exhale.
––––––––
[image: ]

Nell stooped, fingers closing round the sovereign. It was warm from no hand but her own racing blood. On its milled edge she felt fresh carving—tiny letters she could not yet read. She looked south, toward the faint silhouette of the unfinished tower that crowned the ridge, and knew with the certainty of a storm in the air that the night’s robbery was only the beginning.
––––––––
[image: ]

Somewhere out on Bagshot Heath a lantern flickered once—brief, deliberate—then vanished. A promise, or a warning. She tucked the coin inside her waistcoat, reclaimed her seat, and found that her hands no longer trembled.
––––––––
[image: ]

"Drive on," she told Mabbs, voice steady as starlight. "We have appointments in London—and debts to settle."
––––––––
[image: ]

The coachman cracked his whip. Iron wheels bit gravel, and the mail lurched forward into the tunnel of night, carrying Lady Eleanor Luttrell toward a destiny she could not name, already signed with the letter D.
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