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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            A COACH CRASHES

          

        

      

    

    
      December 1815, somewhere in Wiltshire, England

      Tossed hard into the side of his traveling coach, Thomas awakened from his slumber with a start. His eyes rounded as his body was thrown toward the ceiling, his breath knocked out of him when his back slammed hard against the unyielding wood. If not for the velvet-covered squabs, he might have suffered more than a twisted arm and a slight cut to his forehead.

      The equipage jerked to a halt on its left side, the window pressed against the bottom of a snow-covered ditch. Lumps of coal from the brazier on the floor of the coach scattered about the interior and landed on the curtains of the window. Embers continued to swirl about, leaving trails of orange and red light before they winked out of existence.

      Smoke curled up from the puddled curtains. If the fabric caught fire, the thickly varnished wood surrounding the window would soon suffer the same fate.

      For the moment he struggled to take a breath, Thomas, Duke of Pendleton, was sure he was experiencing a nightmare.

      Is this suppose to be how I die?

      The thought had him realizing he needed to move.  To inhale deeply while there was still breathable air and make his escape.

      Given the position of the coach, he thought to simply stand and push up on the door. There wasn’t enough space for him to straighten his body, though, and his hunched posture didn’t provide enough leverage for him to force open the door.

      The latch refused to budge.

      Is this suppose to be how I die?

      Near panicked, he lay nearly upside down on one of the benches and kicked the door latch with a boot heel. The sound of splintering wood was accompanied by the whoosh of flames lighting the curtains.

      Before he was completely free of the interior, his crushed top hat in one hand and his sprained arm tucked against his midsection, the fire had spread to the squabs.

      Backing away from the equipage, his attention went to where his driver should be—and wasn’t.

      “Fredericks!” he called out, panic nearly closing his throat. Or perhaps it was the cold air.

      For a moment, he feared the driver was in the ditch and under the coach, but there was no sign of him. Repeated calls were met only by whinnies of complaint from the two horses still hitched to their yokes.

      They were both in the hollow of the ditch, fighting against their awkward-angled hitches. Moving to free them, Thomas struggled with the leather leads. When flames rose from where he had exited the coach, their orange and yellow fingers accenting an already brilliant sunset, the beasts panicked. Despite his attempt to restrain one of them—he was sure he could ride it if necessary—both ran off, their neighs and whinnies loud in the quiet cold.

      Cursing, Thomas climbed up to the road and looked both ways. Given the time of year, he wasn’t surprised there were no signs of other travelers. There was something near the road about a hundred yards back, though. Something dark against the white snow.

      Following the tracks left by the coach, Thomas found Frederick’s body at the edge of the road. From his position, it was apparent the driver had fallen from the coach. With no sign of breath coming from the prone man, nor any evidence of a pulse, Thomas realized Fredericks had probably suffered apoplexy.

      Is this how he was suppose to die?

      Retracing his steps back to the burning coach, Thomas soon understood what had happened.

      With their driver having fallen from the bench, the horses spooked and ran too fast for the road conditions. The coach skidded on the icy surface and careened into the ditch.

      A wave of heat from the fire had him stepping back.

      Is this how I was supposed to die?

      If only he hadn’t insisted they continue when they were stopped for a change of horses at the Old Bell at Warminster. The ancient coaching inn wouldn’t have had a room for him, though, and although he might have used his title to insist on accommodations, he had no desire to put the owners out of their beds on such a cold night. Not when he was sure Fredericks and the fresh horses could make it to his hunting lodge near Saltford.

      Realizing he needed to find shelter or he would freeze to death, Thomas buried his hands into his greatcoat pockets and hurried down the road.

      Is this how I’m suppose to die?

      He had no idea how far the coach had made it after leaving the Old Bell—he had fallen asleep shortly after they resumed the trip—so he had no sense of how far he was from his hunting lodge.

      In the growing gloom of twilight, surely there would be lights on the horizon, especially if he was close to Bath. Or maybe not. The city was built into a depression. Perhaps the lights wouldn’t show.

      As the cold seemed to penetrate his bones, he thought about why he had decided to go to his hunting lodge in the first place. This time of the year—a fortnight before Christmas—and with this much snow on the ground, it certainly wasn’t to hunt. No one would be meeting him there. No servants were scheduled to staff the five-room lodge.

      That is where I’m supposed to die.

      The thought brought him out of his stupor with a start. No longer sure he was even walking on a road—the white blanket of new-fallen snow under a black canopy created a landscape he had never seen before—he stopped his trudging and slowly turned around in a circle. Surely there must be a light other than the pinpoint diamonds that dotted the sky above. If he hadn’t felt so cold, he might have appreciated the Milky Way.

      At least he could find the North Star now. He was fairly sure he was heading in a generally northern direction. Earlier, clouds had hid it, as had the falling snow. The accompanying breeze had made travel even more difficult.

      As for how far he had come since leaving the coach, he had no idea. He didn’t even attempt to pull his chronometer from his waistcoat pocket, for it would require him to remove his gloves, and he would lose what little warmth they were providing.

      He slowed his turning, sure he had seen something on the horizon. Squinting, he made out a light in the distance and hurried on, the deepening snow preventing him from jogging as he had been doing when he first left the burning coach.

      His thoughts went once again to the poor driver. Fredericks had been with the Pendleton dukedom for half a century. To suffer as he had, his heart probably giving out as he continued to drive the horses, seemed a terrible way to die.

      Dying in a burning coach would have been far worse, he supposed. An hour ago, he hadn’t welcomed the warmth of the flames. Now he wished he had brought along a piece of the burning coach, or attempted to find one of the coach lanterns. His freezing hands could use the heat, and the lantern would provide some light since the peaches and oranges that had colored the sky only the hour before had given way to an inky blackness that was both infinite and too close for comfort.

      Convinced the light on the horizon was growing closer, Thomas picked up the pace, ignoring the gnawing hunger that had begun the hour before. Although he had a scarf wrapped around his neck and most of his clean-shaven face, he was sure his eyelashes sported icicles at their tips.

      All at once, the light brightened, dimmed, and brightened again. He slowed his steps. A few more yards and he realized why. The light was coming from beyond a line of perfectly spaced trees.

      He nearly collided with a hedgerow encased in a snow blanket, and he followed it until it stopped. From the opening beyond, he paused and stared down a tree-lined lane, the snow-covered branches forming an arch above him that led to several lights.

      Lights in windows.

      Lots of windows.

      Behind his scarf, his face split into a grin of relief.

      I’m not going to die on this night.

      Given the coverage from the tree branches above, the snow wasn’t nearly as deep as on the road. He hurried along the the crushed granite drive, past a fountain covered with a layer of snow, and to the front entrance.
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