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The Surgeon’s Shadow

October 28th, 1750

Bagshot Heath— Dusk

The wind didn’t howl on Bagshot Heath. It sighed.

A low, weary exhalation through gorse and pine, carrying the scent of damp earth, woodsmoke from distant crofts, and the faint metallic tang of coming frost. The sun had bled out behind the ridge, leaving the sky bruised violet and gold, and the great sandy track that wound south toward Portsmouth lay empty—save for one coach, its lacquered black panels dulled by dust, its four horses lathered from the climb.

Inside, Colonel Everard Pike clutched a leather dispatch case to his chest like a prayer book. His knuckles were white. Not from cold—though the autumn air bit through his greatcoat—but from memory. He’d seen men die screaming in Scottish glens. He’d signed orders that sent boys to the gallows. But tonight, for the first time in twenty years of service, he was afraid.

Because the letter in his hands wasn’t just sealed with red wax stamped HM. It was addressed to General Lord Harrowby—and it named names. Names of officers who’d taken bribes to falsify reports after Culloden. Names of magistrates who’d seized estates under false pretences. And one name, circled in faint ink: Vane.

Dr Alistair Vane. The surgeon was hanged for treason in ’46. A man Pike had once called friend.

A twig snapped.

Pike’s hand flew to his pistol. Outside, the horses snorted, ears pricked. The coachman cracked his whip nervously. “Nearly at the top, sir,” he muttered, though they both knew the worst stretch was here—where the road crested the ridge and slowed to a crawl, exposed on all sides.

Then—a whistle.

Not the call of a curlew. Not the rustle of a fox. This was human. Deliberate. Two short notes, then a long one—the old army signal for halt and yield.

From the treeline, a rider emerged.

Not galloping. Not brandishing a cutlass. Just walking his horse forward, calm as a parson on Sunday. He wore a faded blue cavalry greatcoat, frayed at the cuffs, and a tricorn pulled low over his brow. No mask. No theatrics. Only stillness.

Behind him, two more shapes detached from the shadows—locals, by their rough woollens and bare feet in the stirrups. One held a lantern. Its light caught the glint of something stitched inside the lead rider’s sleeve: a small red cross. The mark of an army surgeon.

Pike’s breath hitched. Impossible.

“The dispatch, Colonel,” the rider said. His voice was quiet but clear—educated, even. Younger than Pike expected. “And your signet ring. That’s all I want.”

“You’re mad,” Pike spat, though his voice trembled. “Do you know who I am?”

“A man who carries proof of his own corruption,” came the reply. “I’ll take it before you burn it—or sell it to someone worse.”

For a heartbeat, Pike considered firing. But the lantern-bearer shifted, and in that flicker of light, Pike saw the rider’s eyes—grey as flint, steady as a surgeon’s hand. And suddenly, he remembered: Dr Vane had a son. A boy of sixteen when the scaffold took his father.

God help us all.

Hands shaking, Pike unbuckled the case. He handed over the letter. Then, slowly, he tugged the heavy silver ring from his finger—the crest of his regiment, the one that had stood silent while good men died for lies.

The rider took both without a word. Turned his horse.

But as he did, a small glass vial slipped from a saddlebag. It hit the sandy track and shattered.

The scent rose instantly—lavender, opium, and bitter willow bark. The smell of a battlefield apothecary. Of mercy given where the Crown offered none.

The riders vanished into the mist as quickly as they’d come.

And far below, in a stone cottage nestled in the lee of the heath, Eleanor Vane stirred a simmering pot of feverfew and valerian. Her fingers were stained with tinctures, her apron smudged with soot. On the table beside her lay a clean bandage, a scalpel, and a single sheet of paper—blank, waiting.

She didn’t look up when the owl cried from the pines. But her hand stilled.

Come home, Tom, she thought, staring into the flames. Please, just come home before dawn.

Outside, the wind sighed again—this time, like a warning.
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The Fevered Stranger

October 29th, 1750

Eleanor Vane’s Apothecary — Bagshot Heath

The fever came in waves, like the tide dragging a drowning man out to sea.

Eleanor felt it the moment she opened her door just past dawn. Not in herself—in the man slumped against her lintel, one hand braced on the stone, the other clutching his side as if holding his ribs together. His uniform coat was mud-splattered, his boots caked with the red clay of the Portsmouth road, and his face—pale beneath stubble and travel grime—was slick with sweat despite the morning chill.

“Please,” he rasped, before his knees gave way.

She caught him more by instinct than choice. He was heavier than he looked—broad-shouldered, lean with muscle gone slack from illness. She dragged him inside, kicking the door shut behind them with her heel. No one saw. No one ever did, this early. The heath kept its secrets well.

By the time she’d laid him on the settle near the hearth, his breathing had turned shallow and fast. She peeled back his coat, then his waistcoat, then the linen shirt beneath—and hissed through her teeth.

A wound. Three days old, maybe four. Stitched crudely, but festering at the edges. Likely from a smuggler’s knife or a highwayman’s blade. And now, the fever had taken root.

“You’re either very brave or very foolish,” she murmured, though he couldn’t hear her. “Coming here.”

Her cottage wasn’t marked as an apothecary. No sign hung above the door. Only those who knew—drovers, charcoal burners, women with nowhere else to turn—found their way to her threshold. Outsiders? They went to Farnham. Or died on the road.

Yet here he was. An officer. A captain, judging by the tarnished epaulettes.

She boiled water, crushed willow bark into a poultice, and mixed a tincture of feverfew and yarrow. As she worked, she studied him. Late twenties. Dark hair streaked with sun-bleached strands. A scar along his jawline—old, precise, like a duellist’s mark. Not a brute. But not soft, either.

When she pressed the cup to his lips, he stirred. His eyes opened—grey-green, like river stones under shallow water—and locked onto hers.

“Where...?”

“Bagshot,” she said simply. “You’ve got a fever. Lie still.”

He tried to sit up. Wince d. “My horse—”

“Tethered at the oak. I’ll see to him.”

He exhaled, sinking back. “Thank you.”

She nodded, turning to stoke the fire.

“What’s your name?” he asked after a silence.

“Eleanor Vane.”

“Captain Rhys Carver.” He paused. “Of the Excise.”

Her hands stilled on the poker.

Of course.

Not just any officer. One of Croft’s new hounds, sent to sniff out contraband, sedition, and—most certainly—the phantom known as The Surgeon’s Shadow.

She turned slowly, keeping her face calm. “Then you’ve come to the wrong place, Captain. I sell herbs, not secrets.”

A ghost of a smile touched his lips. “I didn’t ask for secrets.” His gaze drifted to the shelves behind her—jars of dried mugwort, poppy heads, and belladonna labelled in careful script. “Though I doubt many women keep foxglove next to lavender unless they know what it can do.”

“I know what it heals,” she said evenly. “And what it harms. That’s the difference between a healer and a poisoner.”

He held her stare a beat too long. Then closed his eyes. “Then heal me, Dr Vane. I’ve work to do.”

She said nothing. Just dipped a cloth in cool water and laid it on his brow.

Outside, a crow called from the pines. Somewhere on the ridge, a coach bell rang faintly in the distance.

And Eleanor Vane wondered how long it would take before this fevered stranger realised the vial that shattered last night had borne her mark—and that the woman tending his wound might be the very shadow he’d been sent to destroy.
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Ashes in the Apothecary

October 29th, 1750 — Late Morning

Eleanor Vane’s Cottage, Bagshot Heath

The fire had burnt low by midday, reduced to embers that glowed like watchful eyes in the hearth. Captain Carver slept fitfully on the settle, his breathing easier now but still too quick, too shallow. Eleanor watched him from the corner of her eye as she ground dried comfrey root into a fine powder—just enough to soothe inflammation, not so much it would dull his senses entirely. She needed him weak, not witless.

Outside, the heath lay still beneath a thin veil of mist. No riders. No voices. Only the distant cry of a buzzard circling over Longmoor Hill.

She should have been relieved.

Instead, her hands trembled as she measured out valerian tincture.

Last night’s ambush had gone cleanly—Tom had said so when he’d slipped in just before dawn, mud-streaked and breathless, to drop a single silver signet ring into her palm. “Pike won’t speak,” he’d whispered. “He knows what’s in that letter.” Then he’d kissed her forehead, swallowed a mug of broth, and vanished back into the gorse before the cock crowed.

But the vial...

She hadn’t told Tom about the vial.

Now, every time she glanced at Carver’s coat—draped over a chair, pockets emptied onto her table—she saw it: the small glass shard she’d swept up at first light, hidden now beneath a loose floorboard near the hearth. And beside it, the dispatch case Pike had carried. Empty.

Because she’d read it.

Not out of curiosity. Out of terror.

And what she’d found coiled in those lines—names, dates, payments—was worse than she’d feared. It wasn’t just Croft. It was men in Whitehall. Men with titles. And one name, scrawled in the margin in a hand she’d know anywhere: Colonel Edmund Carver.

Rhys Carver’s father.

A knock at the door made her jump.

“Dr Vane?” A woman’s voice—soft, urgent.

Eleanor wiped her hands on her apron and opened the door a crack.

Maggie Trent stood there, her face pinched with worry, a basket clutched to her chest. Her husband was a drover; her son, barely twelve, had broken his arm falling from a hayrick.

“He won’t stop crying,” Maggie whispered. “And the bone... it’s bent wrong.”

Eleanor nodded, stepping aside. “Bring him in. Quietly.”

As Maggie guided her son inside, Eleanor shot a glance at Carver. Still asleep. Good.

She set the boy on the stool, murmured reassurances, and felt along the swollen forearm with gentle fingers. A clean break, thank God. She’d splint it with willow bark and linen and bind it tight. He’d heal.

While she worked, Maggie hovered near the herb shelves, her eyes darting to the sleeping officer. “They say an excise man came through Camberley last night,” she murmured. “Looking for thieves. For him.” She didn’t say the name. She didn
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