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Bagshot Heath, Surrey — October 12, 1763

The heath did not sleep.

Even at near-midnight, when the coaching road to London lay empty and the last embers of the Windlesham alehouse had cooled to ash, the wind still moved through the pines like a restless spirit. It carried the scent of damp earth, woodsmoke from Frimley brick kilns, and something sharper—brine, perhaps, or fear.

Gabriel Finch knew that smell well. He’d smelt it in Flanders, in the moments before the French cavalry broke the line. He smelt it now as he pressed his back against the mossy trunk of a Scots pine, one hand clamped over the wound in his side, the other gripping the cold iron of his pistol.

He should have been dead.

Three hours ago, they’d been ambushed just east of Chobham Common, where the track dips into the hollow near the old Roman ford. Five men—himself, two riding officers from Guildford, and two local constables hired for muscle. They’d been acting on a tip: a gang moving French brandy and Flemish lace through the Liberty of Frimley, using gipsy waggons as cover. Routine work. Dangerous, but routine.

It wasn’t routine.

The attackers came out of the mist like wraiths—six, maybe seven—dressed in rough wool and leather, faces blackened with soot. But Gabriel saw past the disguise. One man’s coat bore a brass button stamped with the crest of the Windlesham Manor court. Another spoke with the clipped vowels of a clerk, not a poacher.

These weren’t smugglers. They were enforcers.

The first shot took young Tom Ellis through the throat. The second shattered Constable Pike’s knee. Gabriel fired twice, dropped one man, then ran—not in cowardice, but because he saw the ledger. Saw them snatch it from Ellis’s saddlebag. And he knew: this was never about contraband. It was about silence.

Now, alone, bleeding, and miles from any magistrate who wouldn’t slit his throat for asking questions, Gabriel forced himself upright. His coat was stiff with blood—his own and Ellis’s. His boots sank into the wet peat of the heath, each step a gamble. If he collapsed here, the crows would pick his bones by dawn. If he reached help, he might live long enough to name the men who’d ordered this slaughter.

He turned east, toward Bagshot.

Not for sanctuary—he knew better than to trust village loyalty—but because the old gamekeeper’s cottage stood just beyond St Anne’s churchyard, isolated on the edge of the common. The keeper had died last winter, they said. His daughter lived there now. A woman who kept to herself, traded herbs with the Quaker widow in Frimley, and never attended parish meetings. A woman who owed no fealty to the Windlesham bench.

He didn’t know her name. Only that she’d once argued with the magistrate over a hare-poaching charge—and walked away with the accused boy in tow.

That was enough.

The sky threatened rain. To the west, a dull orange glow pulsed above Lyne Common. Not lightning. Fire. Someone had lit the bracken. Heath fires in October were rare—but not unheard of. Smugglers used them to blind revenue patrols. Landlords used them to clear squatters. And men like Squire Harrowby of Windlesham? They used them to erase evidence.

Gabriel stumbled, catching himself on a gorse bush. Thorns bit through his sleeve. He cursed softly, then froze.

Hoofbeats.

Not on the main track—the Devil’s Highway—but on the sheep path that cut south toward Pirbright. Slow. Deliberate. Hunting.

He slid behind a fallen log, breath held. Two riders emerged from the mist, their mounts steaming in the chill. One carried a lantern. The other, a carbine.

“Check the hollows,” one said—voice low, educated. “If he’s alive, he’ll head for water. Or shelter.”

“He won’t make it past dawn,” the other replied. “Not with that gut wound.”

Gabriel’s fingers tightened on his pistol. One shot. Maybe two. Then silence.

But shooting meant noise. Noise meant more riders. And he had no bullets to spare.

He waited until they passed, then moved faster, ignoring the fire in his side. The cottage was close now—just beyond the copse where the Bagshot boys used to trap rabbits. He could see its slate roof, crooked chimney, and the faint glimmer of a candle in the single downstairs window.

Hope was a luxury he couldn’t afford. But survival demanded risk.

He reached the woodshed first—a lean-to built against the cottage’s stone wall. The door hung ajar. Inside, stacked logs, a rusted axe, and bundles of dried mugwort hanging from the rafters. He collapsed onto a pile of sacking, gasping.

From inside the cottage, a floorboard creaked.

Then silence.

He closed his eyes, listening. No dog. No cry of alarm. Just the wind—and the distant crackle of flames spreading across the western heath.

Minutes passed. Then the cottage door opened.

A figure stepped out, wrapped in a wool shawl, holding a lantern high. Moonlight caught the line of her jaw and the dark braid down her back. She scanned the yard, then the woodshed.

Gabriel didn’t move.

She took three steps forward, set the lantern on a stump, and walked straight to the shed.

“You’re either very brave or very stupid,” she said, her voice calm as river stone. “Bleeding all over my father’s floorboards won’t earn you mercy.”

He opened his eyes. “I’m not asking for mercy, miss. Just truth.”

She knelt and lifted the lantern. Her gaze flicked to his belt—where the King’s seal on his excise badge gleamed dully.

“A revenue man,” she said, lip curling. “You’ve come to the wrong heath.”

“I came because your father once told me justice isn’t always found in courtrooms.”

Her eyes narrowed. “My father’s been dead eight months.”

“I know. I stood by his grave after they buried him in unhallowed ground for refusing to evict the Clay family.”

She went very still.

Then, without a word, she tore a strip from her shawl and pressed it to his wound.

“Don’t mistake this for kindness,” she said, tying the bandage tight. “I need you alive long enough to tell me who gave the order to burn the Clay cottage last spring.”

Gabriel winced. “Squire Harrowby. With a warrant signed by the Windlesham magistrate.”

Her hands stilled. “And the ledger?”

“Stolen tonight. But I memorised the names. Twenty-three families marked for eviction. All paid ‘fees’ to Harrowby’s agent. All accused of smuggling to justify seizure.”

She sat back on her heels, face unreadable in the lantern light. “Why tell me?”

“Because your father believed the heath belonged to those who lived on it—not to men who draw lines on maps and call it law.” He met her gaze. “And because if I die here, the fire will spread. And no one will remember who lit it.”

Outside, the wind rose. The orange glow on the horizon brightened.

She stood and brushed dirt from her skirts. “My name is Clara Vale. And you’ll stay in the root cellar until I decide whether you’re worth saving—or burying.”

She turned to go.

“Miss Vale,” he called softly.

She paused.

“If the fire reaches the pines... it’ll burn for days.”

She looked back, eyes sharp as flint. “Then we’d best hope it burns clean.”

And with that, she closed the shed door—leaving him in darkness, the scent of pine and blood thick in the air, and the first true spark of something neither of them expected: trust.
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