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Chapter 1 - The Last Winter of Cheddar
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Winter had made a prison of the gorge.

Snow lay in the cracks of the limestone cliffs and turned every ledge pale beneath the moon. The trees above Cheddar stood bare and black, their branches reaching across the sky like fingers frozen in the act of pleading. Far below, the road through the village had become a strip of churned mud and ice. No cart passed after sunset now. No shepherd lingered on the hills. Even the wolves had grown wise enough to keep to the deeper woods.

Eleanor watched from the mouth of the cave and listened to hunger moving through the valley.

It came in many forms. The thin cough of cattle inside the byre. The restless stamping of horses with too little hay. The muttered prayers of men crossing themselves before shutting doors against the night. Hunger had a sound all its own. After nearly five centuries, Eleanor knew it better than church bells, better than birdsong, better even than the slow beating of a human heart.

She looked to anyone foolish enough to come near.

Her hair hung dark around a face that was too pale for life, and her eyes, though large and solemn, belonged to no child who had ever slept safely by a hearth. She wore a woollen dress stolen from a laundress three winters before, a patched cloak taken from a dead pilgrim, and boots cut down to fit feet that had not grown since the reign of Æthelred. Five hundred years of England had passed her by like weather over stone, and still her hands remained small.

That was the first cruelty of immortality.

The second was that everyone noticed.

Men who would have feared an adult vampire, though this name did not exist at the time, laughed at her, never fearing her. Women reached for her as though she were lost. Priests blessed her head. Other vampires, or Lamias, as they came to be known, when she crossed their path, called her little one, fledgling, sweetling, child. Some had lived only half as long as she had, yet still they spoke to her as if she had not seen kingdoms crumble before their grandsires were born.

Eleanor had learnt not to correct them. Correction required conversation. Conversation required patience. She had very little of either left.

Behind her, the cave breathed cold air from the darkness. It was one of several openings hidden among the limestone folds above the village, unknown to most and feared by those who knew enough to leave it alone. Deeper within, the earth descended into black chambers where water dripped through stone, and the bones of animals lay in careful piles. Not human bones. Eleanor was particular about that. Human bones made people search. Sheep bones did not.

She had rules.

That surprised people when they lived long enough to learn them.

She did not feed on children. She did not feed from mothers with infants. She avoided fathers if she could tell from their clothes, their hands or their muttered worries that children waited for them at home. She preferred drunkards, thieves, men who travelled alone with knives they were too proud to hide. Not because their lives were worth less. Eleanor had lived far too long to believe in such tidy moral arithmetic. She chose them because they were more likely to kill her if she hesitated, and that made the act feel less like murder.

Tonight, there was no one. There had been no one for six nights. She needed to feed at least once a month, and she had fed just over two weeks ago, but she had made a mistake.

The snow had closed the roads. Famine had thinned the village. Even the desperate now moved in groups, and groups were dangerous. One body could vanish into a ditch, a stream, a cave. Three bodies became a story. Stories became priests. Priests became hunters.

Hunters had already begun.

She had seen their torches two nights before, bobbing along the edge of the woods like fireflies with hatred in their hands. They had found the tinker near Axbridge, or what remained of him. Eleanor regretted the tinker. Not the feeding itself. Regret, after so long, became a luxury one measured carefully. She regretted that she had been careless enough to leave him where a dog could find him.

The dog had barked until morning. By noon, the village knew. By dusk, men spoke of a white-faced demon child haunting the caves.

Eleanor smiled when she heard that. Not because it amused her, but because people always reached for the wrong truth first. They could accept a demon child. They could not accept a woman old enough to remember when their church had been young.

A sound moved below.

She stilled.

Her hunger sharpened so quickly that the world seemed to draw nearer. The night opened itself to her. She heard snow sliding from a branch, mice shifting beneath roots, a fox nosing at frozen earth half a mile away. Then came the sound again: cloth against bramble, a boot slipping on rock, breath pulled through cracked lips.

A man.

Alone.

Eleanor stepped back into the shadows.

He climbed badly, using both hands, cursing under his breath as loose stones skittered down the slope behind him. He wore a leather jerkin too thin for the weather and carried a short hunting spear. Not a deer hunter, then. Deer hunters moved quietly. This one carried fear instead of skill.

She smelled ale on him. Blood, too, but old blood. Someone else’s. When he reached the ledge outside the cave, he straightened with a gasp and lifted the spear towards the darkness.

“I know you’re there,” he said.

Eleanor did not answer. 

His heartbeat hammered like a fist against a door. “They said a girl lives up here.”

Still, she waited.

The man swallowed. “My brother saw you. Said you stood by the old yew and watched him pass.” That had been a mistake. She had been weak that night and too hungry to hide properly. “He died yesterday,” the man said. “Cold in his bed with his throat torn.”

Eleanor tilted her head. That was not her work. She never tore the throat if she could help it. Too much mess. Too much waste.

The man took one step into the cave. His mistake. She moved with the silence of falling ash. One moment she stood deeper in the dark, the next she was behind him, one hand upon the spear shaft, the other closing over his wrist. He cried out, but the sound broke when she twisted his arm hard enough to make the joint fail. The spear struck the stone floor. He turned, saw her face, and froze.

That was always the moment Eleanor hated most. Not the blood, not the death, but the recognition.

People expected monsters to look monstrous. They expected horns, claws, rot, and smoke. When they saw a small, pale girl instead, their minds fought the evidence of their own terror. Some wept. Some prayed. Some tried to bargain. This man did none of those things. He stared at her as if she were an accusation.

“You’re only a child,” he whispered.

Eleanor’s grip tightened. “No,” she said. Her voice was soft, educated, and older than the village below. “I was a child.”

He tried to scream then. She did not let him.

When it was over, she carried him deeper into the cave where the darkness held secrets better than snow. She fed only as much as she needed. Hunger had begged for more, but she denied it. Hunger was a poor ruler. She had seen Lamias give themselves to it until they became little more than elegant animals, all appetite driven by need, nothing but existing for the next feed. Eleanor had survived by refusing that simplicity, that addiction. She fed when she had to; it was no longer an urge she had to satisfy. Mathias had taught her how to control it five centuries ago.

The man’s name, she learnt from the little wooden token around his neck, was Martin Hobb. She sat beside him for a while after he had died. Not from pity, not exactly. From habit.

Once, long ago, she had spoken to the dead. She had apologised. She had asked forgiveness from people who could no longer give or deny it. Then decades became centuries, and apology changed into witness. She would not pretend that they had never existed. That was the one kindness she still allowed herself.

“Martin Hobb,” she said into the dark. “Brother. Drunk. Foolish. Brave enough to come alone.”

The cave gave no answer.

By dawn, his body lay hidden in a fissure no villager could reach without a rope. By dusk, Eleanor had cleaned the blood from her dress with snow and buried the wooden token beneath a hawthorn tree. That was another rule. Names should remain above ground if bodies could not.

On the seventh night, the other Lamia came. She smelled him before she saw him. Old blood had a different scent. Not stronger, not fouler, but deeper, as though centuries had soaked into him like smoke into wool. Eleanor stood at the cave mouth and looked down through the skeletal trees to where a tall figure moved along the frozen track below. He wore black, as old Lamias often did when they wished to look impressive, and walked with the slow confidence of someone who believed the world existed merely to be crossed by him.

Mathias.

She had not seen him in fifty-three years. That had not been long enough.

He reached the slope beneath her cave and looked up. Moonlight touched his face, revealing handsome features untouched by time and eyes that had forgotten how to be kind. He had been turned when Rome still claimed Britain. He liked to mention that. Not directly, of course. Mathias rarely said anything directly when arrogance could be embroidered.

“Eleanor,” he called. “Still nesting in stone.”

She considered retreating into the deeper cave and letting him speak to the cold until sunrise. Unfortunately, Mathias was patient when he wanted something, and old enough to be difficult to kill, not that she had any inclination to do so.

She stepped into view. “Still wearing velvet in winter,” she said.

He smiled. “Civilisation is a discipline.”

“Vanity is not civilisation.”

“No, but it outlives most kingdoms.”

He climbed the slope with easy grace and stopped several yards from her. Old Lamias respected distance, even when pretending not to. Mathias looked down at her, as everyone looked down at her, and Eleanor felt the familiar flicker of contempt ignite beneath her ribs.

“You look hungry,” he said.

“You look pleased by that.”

“I am observant.”

“You are many things. Observant is among the least offensive.”

His smile widened. “I have missed you.”

“I have not missed you enough to lie.”

Mathias laughed softly, though his gaze moved past her into the cave where the darkness concealed its recent dead. “The west is becoming inconvenient. Villagers talk. Priests listen. Men with torches start believing themselves righteous. You have been careless.”

Eleanor said nothing.

“Do not sulk. It is unbecoming for one of your age.”

Her hand curled slowly.

There it was. The little cut delivered with elegance. One of your age. Never one of us. Never elder. Never equal. Always the ancient child hidden in caves, useful as a curiosity, dismissed as soon as men with adult faces began speaking of power.

“What do you want, Mathias?”

He looked at her for several seconds, amusement fading into something more serious. Nine weeks.”

Eleanor’s stillness changed.

Mathias saw it. “You know, then.”

“I know many things.”

“You know what happens in nine weeks.”

The cave behind her seemed colder than before.

Five hundred years.

Lamias counted time differently from humans. Humans measured by crops, marriages, children, and wars. Lamias measured by reigns, plagues, fires, migrations, and languages dying on tongues. Eleanor had stopped marking birthdays after her first century. Yet the date she had never forgotten. No Lamia could. After five hundred years, the blood ripened.

That was how the oldest ones described it, though Eleanor disliked the phrase. It sounded too much like fruit left to soften in a cellar. The truth was stranger and crueller. Before five centuries, a Lamia could drain, kill, enthral, corrupt, haunt and ruin, but could not create another of their kind. After five centuries, there came a narrow span of time when turning became possible, just one year, or she would have to wait another hundred years.

Not easy. 

Never easy.

Several feedings over time. Blood shared and taken back. A slow binding between maker and chosen. A dangerous thing, a choice that could be made only once, or she would have to wait another century to be able to use the gift.

Mathias stepped closer. “Have you decided?”

“No.”

“You lie badly when hungry.”

“I lie perfectly well.”

“You have thought of it, though?”

“Every Lamia thinks of it.”

“Most pretend they will refuse. Then the hour comes, and loneliness sharpens its teeth.” He glanced towards the village lights far below. “You, more than most, must understand that.”

Eleanor looked at him then. “Do not make the mistake of thinking my loneliness makes us kin.”

For the first time, irritation touched his face. “You waste yourself here.”

“I survive here.”

“You hide in caves and feed on the trash. You let peasants chase you from one wood to another. In nine weeks, you may create something extraordinary, and I find you buried under limestone like a saint’s relic.”

“What would you have me create?”

“An heir.”

“I have no kingdom.”

“A companion, then.”

“I have no desire to be copied.”

Mathias studied her with the expression of a man examining a locked door. “You will choose a child.”

Eleanor’s silence betrayed her.

He nodded slowly. “Of course. Someone who will not outgrow you. Someone who might look at you without condescension. How very human.”

“Leave.”

“You mistake my purpose. I do not disapprove.”

“That is not an endorsement I seek.”

“England is changing,” Mathias said. “The old places grow thin. Forests are cut. Roads spread. Men gather in cities where one death may vanish among a thousand. London is fat with hunger. If you mean to choose, choose there.”

Eleanor watched him carefully. “Why tell me this?”

“Because if you remain here, hunters will find you before your nine weeks are done.”

“And if I go to London?”

His smile returned, small and sharp. “Then history may become interesting.”

She hated him for saying it, because he was right.

By dawn, Mathias was gone.

Eleanor stood at the cave mouth while the eastern sky paled behind the Mendip Hills. She had not felt sunlight on her skin for nearly five centuries, yet she remembered it. That was one of immortality’s quieter cruelties. It took the world from you, but left the memory intact.

Below, Cheddar began to wake. Smoke rose from the chimneys. A cock crowed early and miserably. Somewhere, a woman called a child indoors, though the child had not yet gone out. Ordinary life continued with its usual stubbornness.

Eleanor watched until the first light threatened the cliff tops. Then she went inside and began to gather what little she owned. A knife, a comb, a pouch of coins taken across seven reigns, a scrap of blue ribbon so old that she no longer remembered the name of the girl who had given it to her. At the back of the cave, wrapped in waxed cloth and hidden beneath loose stone, lay a small wooden doll. One arm was missing. Its face had been rubbed almost smooth by time. Eleanor held it for longer than she intended.

She had been fourteen years old when she died. Fourteen years old when she woke. Fourteen years old when her mother screamed and called her by name. Fourteen years old when she first learnt hunger could love the sound of a heartbeat.

She placed the doll in the pouch with the coins.

Her eyes drifted towards the deepest chamber of the cave, where another cache lay hidden behind a wall of loose limestone. Wrapped in waxed leather, beyond the reach of damp or curious hands, rested the only possessions she had never been able to abandon. She stood looking towards them for a long moment before turning away.

“Tomorrow,” she whispered. It was a promise rather than a delay.
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Chapter 2 - Things Worth Remembering
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The cave was quiet in the peculiar way only ancient places could be. Water fell steadily from the limestone roof into a pool somewhere beyond the reach of Eleanor's lantern, each drop arriving with the measured certainty of a clock whose maker had never imagined time being counted in centuries. She stood in the deepest chamber where the air remained cool even in summer and drew a slow breath.

The promise she had whispered before dawn still lingered in her thoughts.

Tomorrow.

She had not lied.

The daylight belonged to the living, and so it belonged to memory.

The hidden chamber lay beyond a narrow fissure that forced even Eleanor to turn sideways. Few people would ever have found it. Fewer still could have reached it without becoming wedged between the limestone walls. She had discovered the passage during the reign of King Stephen, the first time she stayed in Cheddar, after chasing an injured fox through the caves. At first, she had thought the small chamber no more than another forgotten pocket in the rock, but the floor remained dry throughout the year. It had been untouched by the damp that ruined leather and warped wood. She had claimed it immediately.

Not as a treasure room.

As a library.

She knelt before a low oak chest, darkened by age. The hinges had been forged by a blacksmith in Wells almost two hundred years earlier. Eleanor still remembered his hands, broad and scarred from a lifetime at the forge, and the look of quiet satisfaction when he had finished the work. He had believed he was making a merchant's strongbox. She had paid him fairly and never corrected him.

The lid opened without complaint.

The familiar scent rose to meet her: dry leather, oak, beeswax, and old parchment. There was something else beneath it, impossible to describe to anyone who had not spent centuries among books. It was the smell of patience. Ink that had waited hundreds of years to be read. Glue that had been mixed by hand had long since become dust. Woollen bindings rubbed smooth by generations of careful fingers.

Eleanor rested both hands on the edge of the chest before touching anything inside. There were only nine books. She had owned more. Fire had claimed some. Flood had ruined another. One had been traded to a monk in return for shelter during a winter so severe that wolves had entered villages in broad daylight. She had regretted losing it for nearly a century before deciding the monk had needed it more than she had.

Nine remained.

She lifted the first with the reverence another woman might reserve for a child.

Its leather binding had once been crimson, though centuries of use had darkened it almost to brown. A silver clasp, tarnished beyond polishing, still held the covers together. She released it gently and opened the book.

The script was beautifully regular; each letter formed with a confidence that only years of practice could produce. At the beginning of every psalm, tiny painted vines curled around bright blue capitals.

Brother Oswin. She smiled. He had been impossible.

Even after nearly five centuries, she could still picture him sitting beneath the narrow window of the monastery scriptorium, muttering under his breath whenever another novice sharpened a quill too noisily. He had claimed that silence improved penmanship. Eleanor had never believed him. The monks talked constantly, only pretending they did not.

One afternoon, while delivering grain to the monastery under another borrowed name, she had paused beside his desk. “You've painted the vine incorrectly,” she had said.

Brother Oswin had looked up in horror. “You can read Latin?”

“I can.”

He had frowned at the page, then at her. “What's wrong with the vine?”

“It climbs against the sunlight.”

The old monk had stared for almost a minute before quietly scratching out three days' work. “You are quite right,” he had admitted.

For the next twenty years, he greeted her as though she were another scholar rather than a wandering village girl. When he died, the abbot had allowed Eleanor to keep the psalter. She had never told anyone. She closed the book carefully and returned it to the chest.

The second volume was heavier. A collection of medical writings copied in Winchester during the previous century. The margins contained notes added by generations of physicians, each correcting the one before. Eleanor smiled as she read one particularly confident declaration that garlic cured almost everything.

“If only,” she murmured.

Some remedies had been absurd. Others had vanished from common knowledge for no reason she had ever understood. She had watched physicians forget treatments that worked while preserving dozens that never had. Time did not simply erase the past. It edited it, often badly.

The third book was different. There was no title. No illumination. Only plain calfskin wrapped around pages Eleanor herself had stitched together over many winters. She hesitated before opening it. Unlike the others, this one contained no borrowed wisdom.

Only hers.

The earliest entries had been written in Old English, the language of her childhood. Later pages shifted into Norman French before settling into the English now spoken across much of the kingdom. The handwriting remained remarkably consistent. Lamias did not suffer the trembling fingers of age.

She turned to the final page. It was blank.

Beside the chest stood a small travelling desk no larger than a breadboard. She unfolded it, trimmed the wick of her lantern, and prepared fresh ink. The familiar ritual calmed her. Whatever happened beyond the Mendips, words remained obedient.

She dipped the quill. For a long time, she simply watched a bead of ink gather at its tip. Finally, she began to write.

1498

Leaving Cheddar.

She paused. The sentence looked strangely lonely on the page. After a moment, she continued.

The hunters grow bolder each winter, though I cannot blame them. If I were human, I would hunt myself too.

She allowed the ink to dry before adding another line.

Mathias believes London is the future. I suspect he is correct, which is precisely why I dislike the idea. Great cities consume memory as quickly as they consume people. Villages remember names. Cities remember numbers.

The quill hovered above the page once more. Then, more slowly than before, she wrote the words that mattered.

I do not know whether I shall return.

For the first time in many years, she found herself unable to continue. 

The silence inside the little chamber deepened until she could hear the faint rasp of the quill between her fingers. She thought of Brother Oswin. Of the blacksmith in Wells. Of the frightened novice who had hidden a manuscript beneath his robe while Danish raiders searched the monastery. None of them remained. Only their words.

Eleanor closed the notebook. “I'll remember for all of you,” she whispered. The promise sounded strangely inadequate.

One by one, she wrapped each volume in fresh waxed linen before placing it back into the chest. Between every layer, she tucked dried lavender gathered from a hillside near Glastonbury many summers earlier. The herb no longer carried much scent, but it discouraged insects, and insects cared nothing for history.

When the final book had been packed away, she lowered the lid and fastened the clasp. There was no lock. A lock invited curiosity. Secrecy invited neglect.

She slid the chest into the narrow cavity at the rear of the chamber, where it disappeared almost entirely beneath the rock. Then she replaced the carefully shaped limestone slabs that concealed the entrance. By the time she had scattered a thin layer of dust across the floor, there remained no sign that anyone had ever hidden anything there.

Eleanor rested one hand against the cool stone. “I remember,” she said quietly. Then, after a moment's thought, she smiled to herself. “No.” She shook her head. “We remember.”

The cave returned her words as a faint echo. Outside, evening was gathering across the Mendips, and London waited.

A city where a thirteen-year-old boy, not yet known to her, already lay awake beneath embroidered blankets, listening to his older brother laugh in the next room and wondering whether his own life would ever belong to him.

Eleanor pulled up her hood and stepped into the dark.

Nine weeks remained.

By nightfall, she left Cheddar.

She did not look back until she reached the ridge above the gorge. The caves opened below her like dark mouths in the pale stone. For nearly ten years, they had hidden her from priests, soldiers, kings, thieves, plague carts, and men who thought monsters should be larger.

Now they could hide her no longer.

To the east, beyond fields, rivers and forests, London waited. A city large enough to swallow the forgotten. A city crowded with children no one counted and bodies no one claimed.

By the time Eleanor reached the eastern edge of Somerset, the land had begun to change.

The limestone ridges gave way to softer hills where hedgerows divided the countryside into neat strips of winter pasture. Villages appeared more frequently now, each clustered around a church whose tower rose above the surrounding cottages like a finger pointing towards heaven. Smoke drifted lazily from thatched roofs, carrying with it the comforting smell of peat and burning oak. Had she still possessed the ability to feel warmth, she imagined those little homes would have seemed inviting.

Instead, she kept to the woods. Travelling had always been easier in winter. The trees stood bare, allowing her to see further through the undergrowth, while the frozen ground carried fewer scents that might betray her presence to dogs. Even so, she avoided roads whenever she could. Roads belonged to the people. Forests belonged to memory.

By the time dawn approached, she found a shallow cave beneath a rocky outcrop and settled herself inside. Sleep never came easily to Lamias. It was less a surrender than a retreat, a state somewhere between waking and dreaming in which memories drifted without order through the long hours of daylight.

She dreamed of Brother Oswin. Not as he had been when she first met him, but on the final evening of his life. He had been too weak to leave his bed, yet still complained that the novice illuminating his manuscript held the brush incorrectly. “You rush the leaves,” he had muttered.

The novice smiled. “I don't think anyone will notice.”

“They will.” Brother Oswin's voice had become surprisingly firm. “If not today...” He paused to catch his breath. “...then in a hundred years.”

Eleanor remembered smiling from the doorway. “Do you think someone will still be reading your work then?”

The old monk had looked at her with those clouded eyes that somehow still seemed to see everything. “No.” He smiled. “I think you'll be reading it.”

She woke just after sunset. For several moments, she remained perfectly still. The dream lingered with unusual clarity. Brother Oswin had never known what she truly was.

Or perhaps... She frowned thoughtfully. Perhaps he had.

She had often underestimated people in her younger centuries, assuming they noticed less than they truly did. Age had taught her that human beings were remarkably good at recognising mysteries they preferred not to explain.

Outside, evening mist drifted between the trees. The road east lay only a few hundred yards away now. She could hear wagons. Many wagons. London was drawing trade towards itself like the sea drawing rivers.

Eleanor rose, adjusted the strap of her satchel, and continued eastward. With every mile, the roads became busier—pilgrims, merchants, messengers carrying sealed letters, nobles travelling beneath embroidered banners.

She watched them all from the trees, fascinated by the sheer number of lives crossing one another. In Somerset, she might observe three travellers in an entire night. Here she counted dozens before midnight.

England was changing. It was growing faster than any kingdom she had known. That thought excited her. It also frightened her. Great cities do not remember people. They remembered events. Names disappeared beneath numbers. Faces dissolved into crowds.

Perhaps that was why Mathias had smiled. London was the first place in England where a monster could disappear simply by becoming one more stranger among thousands.

Three nights later, Eleanor climbed a low rise shortly before dawn. Beyond it, stretching further than she had imagined possible, stood London. She had visited once before, more than two centuries earlier, when the city had seemed immense. Now it was beyond her imagining—a forest of chimneys sent smoke into the pale winter sky. Church towers rose above a maze of timber-framed buildings, while beyond them the great walls enclosed a city that appeared almost alive. Even from this distance, she could hear it.

Not voices, but thousands of voices. Thousands of lives beginning another day.

She stood without moving for a long time. Then, almost unconsciously, she whispered the words Brother Oswin had spoken so many years before. “If not today...” Her eyes travelled across the sprawling city. “...perhaps in a hundred years.”

London was not simply another place. It was the future.

And somewhere within that vast, restless city walked a thirteen-year-old boy who still believed his greatest fear was living forever in his brother's shadow. He had no idea that another fate, older than the kingdom itself, had already begun walking towards him.

For three nights, Eleanor watched London without entering it. Her vantage point from the long, derelict house on the hill was perfect, and the cellar gave her somewhere to rest during daylight, somewhere she would not be disturbed.

She remained among the low hills west of the city, moving only after sunset and keeping well clear of the roads. Travellers continued to arrive throughout the night, wagons creaking beneath sacks of grain, merchants urging reluctant horses towards the gates before dawn, pilgrims wrapped in threadbare cloaks, and messengers who rode with the weary determination of men carrying someone else's urgency. London drew them all towards itself, swallowing one procession after another until the darkness beneath the walls seemed to breathe with the movement of thousands of lives.

Eleanor was in no hurry to join them.

Five centuries had taught her that arriving somewhere and understanding it were entirely different things. She watched which gates remained busiest after midnight, which guards inspected every cart, and which merely glanced at passing faces before waving them through. She noted where the watchmen paused to warm themselves beside braziers and where long stretches of wall disappeared into darkness. More importantly, she watched the city wake. Bakers arrived long before sunrise. Priests entered churches while the stars still shone overhead. Water carriers began their rounds at first light, followed soon afterwards by apprentices unlocking workshops whose owners had not yet risen.

By the third night, she had begun drawing a map in her mind. Not of streets. Of habits. Habits lasted longer than buildings.

A church might burn. A merchant's house might collapse. A king might widen a road or raise another gate. Yet people always carried water from the same wells and bought bread at the same hour. They gathered where the sun reached first on cold mornings and avoided narrow alleys after dark. If Eleanor had learnt anything from history, it was that cities remembered routines long after they forgot names.

She crossed the river only once during those first nights, simply to satisfy herself that the bridge remained the city's true heartbeat. Standing in the shelter beneath one of its stone arches, she watched London flow past above her. Carts rumbled overhead, children darted between horses' legs, and traders argued over tolls with the same fierce determination she had seen in market towns across England for centuries. Nothing about it surprised her, except the scale. Every hour brought more people than Cheddar had seen in an entire season.

Mathias had been right. If someone wished to disappear, London offered endless opportunities. But disappearing was not enough. She needed somewhere to remain unseen when daylight came. The thought occupied her more than hunger. Food could always be found. Shelter demanded patience.

On the fourth night, she began paying attention to buildings instead of people.

Churches interested her first, though not for the reasons most would imagine. Their crypts were tempting, but they belonged to priests, sextons, and mourners. Someone visited them every day. Taverns proved no better. Drunken men lingered until dawn, while servants arrived before sunrise to scrub floors and relight fires. Warehouses remained busy throughout the night, and merchants had an unfortunate habit of checking their goods at unpredictable hours.

Booksellers, however, fascinated her. Not because of the books. Because of the care.

Every evening, just before closing, each volume was carried inside by hand. Shutters were fastened carefully against the rain, candles extinguished one by one, and the doors secured with almost obsessive thoroughness. Fire, not theft, was their greatest fear. A single spark could destroy work that had taken years to produce.

The owners treated knowledge with the same respect Eleanor always had.

She found herself lingering outside one small stationer's shop near St Paul's for three consecutive evenings. The proprietor, a broad-shouldered man with silver beginning to show in his beard, closed at almost exactly the same hour each night. First, the apprentices swept the floor. Then they covered the shelves with linen cloths to keep the dust away. Only after every book had been checked did the old man lock the front door and disappear into the narrow house attached to the rear of the shop.

It seemed perfect. Almost.

Eleanor waited.

The moon had crossed half the sky before the front door opened again. One of the younger apprentices hurried back inside, carrying only a lantern. A minute later, he emerged clutching a pair of thick leather gloves, muttered something she could not hear, locked the door again and vanished into the night.

She smiled to herself.

Had she chosen the shop after only a single evening's observation, she might have spent the daylight trapped inside with him. Patience had saved her life again. She turned away from the stationer's and continued walking.

Every city forgets something, she thought. The trick is discovering what it has forgotten.

That idea remained with her over the following nights. She wandered through older districts where the streets twisted without obvious order and the buildings leaned so closely together that little moonlight reached the cobbles below. Here, London revealed another face. New houses rested upon older foundations, while fragments of Roman brick appeared unexpectedly beneath Norman stone. More than once, Eleanor stopped to examine a wall that no one else spared a glance at.

She had seen Roman masonry before. Not in London, but elsewhere. The colour and shape of the bricks were different. Longer. Thinner. Fired harder than anything made in England for centuries. She found herself wondering how much of Roman Londinium still slept beneath the medieval city. The Romans had built well. They believed their work would last forever.

Sometimes they had been almost right.

An old mason once told her that every building was merely the latest conversation between the past and the present. At the time, she had dismissed the remark as the sort of comfortable wisdom ageing craftsmen often produced after too much ale. Yet, standing in London's oldest streets, she realised he had understood something remarkable. Every generation built upon the bones of the last. Churches rose from pagan temples. Inns occupied Roman courtyards. Timber houses rested upon forgotten stone.

History was not buried; it was simply covered. The thought pleased her immensely.

Somewhere beneath these crowded streets, she suspected, lay a place no living person remembered.

If she found it...

She might finally have another home.
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Chapter 3 - The Forgotten City
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London revealed itself reluctantly.

Most newcomers judged the city by its markets, its crowded streets, or the endless noise that rolled between the buildings from dawn until long after sunset. Eleanor found none of those things particularly interesting. Markets changed with the seasons; merchants came and went, and even the great houses of noble families eventually passed into other hands. The city people admired was only its latest facade. She had learnt long ago that if she wished to understand a place; she had to ignore what had been built yesterday and search instead for what stubbornly refused to disappear.

During the following fortnight, she became almost invisible.

Each evening, shortly after darkness settled over the rooftops, she emerged from whatever temporary refuge she had chosen for the day and walked until dawn. She rarely followed the same street twice in succession. Instead, she allowed the city to guide her, turning whenever an older wall caught her attention or a narrow alley suggested it had once belonged to another age. She learnt quickly that London possessed a habit common to every ancient settlement she had ever visited. Nothing was ever truly demolished. Buildings collapsed, burned, or were abandoned, yet the generations that followed seldom cleared them away completely. They simply built upon whatever remained, leaving fragments of forgotten centuries trapped beneath newer stone and timber like fossils preserved inside layers of rock.

It delighted her more than she had expected.

Several nights were spent doing nothing more exciting than examining masonry by lantern light after respectable citizens had gone to bed. She ran her fingertips across weathered stone, tracing the marks left by tools whose makers had died hundreds of years before. Occasionally, she would smile to herself after recognising the distinctive pattern of a Roman chisel or the rougher workmanship of Saxon builders repairing walls they no longer fully understood. The differences were obvious once someone knew what to look for, though few people ever did. Time had a habit of persuading each generation that it alone had built the world around it.

One damp evening, she found herself standing before a church whose western wall had been patched so many times that it resembled a quilt stitched together by generations of patient hands. The lowest stones were unlike anything above them. They were longer, flatter, and joined with a mortar that had hardened almost to the consistency of the stone itself. Eleanor crouched beside them, brushing away centuries of dirt with the sleeve of her cloak.

“Roman,” she murmured.

Someone had tried to disguise them by carving a newer surface across the exposed faces, yet the proportions remained unmistakable. She had seen identical brickwork beneath the baths at Bath and among the ruined villas scattered across Gloucestershire. Whoever rebuilt the church had reused the older foundations rather than removing them. It would have taken months to break Roman masonry apart. Medieval builders had possessed neither the time nor the money for such extravagance.

She stood again and looked beyond the churchyard walls.

If these foundations belonged to a Roman structure, what else still lay beneath the streets?

The thought occupied her for the remainder of the night.

A few evenings later, she wandered into the district around St Paul's, where stationers, scribes and bookbinders worked in narrow shops pressed tightly against one another. It was one of the few places in London where Eleanor found herself lingering simply for the pleasure of watching people at their craft. She had always believed something was reassuring about men and women who devoted their lives to preserving knowledge. Their labour lacked the glory of soldiers or noblemen, yet kingdoms often survived because someone had quietly copied a manuscript while greater men argued over power.

One particular shop became a favourite.

Its owner, Master William Harcourt, was a widower whose beard had turned almost entirely white. Every evening, he inspected each shelf before closing, gently removing dust from the bindings with a soft cloth and checking for signs of damp around the lower walls. Nothing escaped his attention. Twice, Eleanor watched him rebuke an apprentice for leaving a volume too close to an open candle, though the flame had never come within several feet of the book itself.

She approved.

Anyone who cared so deeply for books deserved a measure of respect.

On the sixth evening, she noticed something different.

The apprentices were carrying armfuls of rolled parchments from a back room and stacking them in the yard behind the shop. Some had split with age. Others remained tied with faded ribbons whose colours had long since surrendered to dust and sunlight.

Master Harcourt sighed heavily as another bundle was deposited beside the others.

“We cannot keep every scrap of paper ever brought through that door,” he said.

One apprentice looked doubtful. “Some of these appear very old.”

“They are.”

“Shouldn't they be preserved?”

The old bookseller smiled sadly. “My boy, if I preserved everything, there would be no room left for new knowledge.”

The answer lingered with Eleanor long after the apprentices returned inside.

She waited until the lamps upstairs had been extinguished and the alley behind the shop lay deserted before crossing quietly to the pile. The parchment crackled softly beneath her fingers as she untied the nearest bundle.

Most of it deserved its fate: old invoices, letters concerning debts settled decades earlier, shipping records, inventories of warehouses long since demolished.

Yet Eleanor had spent five centuries discovering that the most valuable truths were often hidden among things everyone else considered worthless.

She continued searching.

Halfway through the third bundle, she stopped.

The parchment she had unrolled was thicker than the others and carried faint lines drawn in red and black ink. At first, she assumed it to be another account sheet until she recognised the tiny measurements running neatly along one edge.

It was a drawing.

Carefully, she spread it across the top of the pile, weighing down the corners with loose stones so the night breeze could not disturb it. The faded ink slowly revealed itself beneath the moonlight. Walls. Doorways. Staircases. Someone had recorded every detail with the precision of a craftsman who expected another builder to follow his work many years later.

An architectural plan. She smiled.

Already this was worth rescuing. She thought to herself, maybe this one evaded Master Harcourt’s scrutiny. Then she noticed the title written across the top in Latin.

Survey of St. Bride's Following the Great Fire.

Her smile faded into curiosity. The date placed it nearly eighty years earlier.

She leant in a more comfortable position to study it.

Whoever had prepared the drawing had made careful notes in the margins describing repairs, alterations, and foundations considered unsafe for rebuilding. Most of the comments were routine, but one line, squeezed almost as an afterthought into the lower corner, caught her attention. She read it twice. Then a third time.

“The old crypt had been left sealed. Too costly to remove.”

Eleanor remained perfectly still.

Her eyes travelled slowly back across the drawing until she found the small section marked in faded brown ink. There, beneath the rebuilt church, another chamber had been sketched in lighter lines before someone crossed it through with a single confident stroke.

Not demolished, abandoned, and forgotten.

A slow smile spread across her face. Every city forgets something. She thought that London had just told her where to begin.

Morning came quietly to Ashcombe House.

The great hall, so noisy during feasts and celebrations, possessed an entirely different character at first light. Fires still burned low upon the broad hearths, servants moved across the rush-covered floor with practised silence, and the smell of fresh bread drifted from the kitchens before the household had properly begun to stir. Outside, frost silvered the gardens, while beyond the walls, London was already awake, though little of its clamour reached the house.

Edmund Ashcombe stood at the long window overlooking the inner courtyard and watched stable boys leading horses towards the gate. They always seemed happier than he felt. It was an observation he had never dared to share with anyone. His tutor would undoubtedly have called it foolish. His father would have reminded him that stable boys worked because they had no choice. His mother would have smiled sadly and kissed his forehead before changing the subject. None of them would have understood. The stable boys knew exactly what tomorrow expected of them. Edmund did not. Or did he?

A knock sounded behind him. “Master Edmund?”

He turned to find Thomas, one of the younger servants, standing respectfully in the doorway. “Your brother is already in the schoolroom.”

Edmund smiled faintly. “Then I suppose I should not keep Master Ellwood waiting.”

Thomas hesitated for a moment before adding, “Master Richard has already answered the first two questions.”

Edmund laughed quietly. “I've not even arrived.”

“No, sir,” Thomas replied with a grin. “But he has.”

The servant withdrew, leaving Edmund shaking his head. Richard always arrived early. Richard always answered first. Richard always knew exactly what their father expected. None of it was Richard's fault. That, perhaps, made it worse.

The schoolroom occupied the brightest chamber on the eastern side of the house. Shelves lined one wall, though they held surprisingly few books compared with the size of the room. A globe stood beside the window, while maps of England, France, and the Holy Land hung neatly between the oak beams. Master Ellwood insisted that learning required order, and nothing within the room escaped his attention.

Richard had already sat at the table. He looked up as Edmund entered. “You're late.”

“By two minutes.”

“Master Ellwood noticed.”

“I'm certain he did.”

Richard smiled. “We were discussing Charlemagne.”

Edmund removed his cloak and took the seat opposite him. “And did he conquer Europe again?”

Richard laughed. “Almost.”

Master Ellwood closed the volume before him. “Gentlemen.”

Both boys immediately fell silent. The tutor had spent nearly twenty years educating the sons of noble families and possessed the rare ability to command attention without ever raising his voice.

“Master Richard has correctly explained why Charlemagne's empire did not survive intact after his death.” He turned towards Edmund. “Can you tell me why?”

Edmund considered the question. “Because kingdoms can be inherited.”

“Yes.”

“But respect cannot.”

Master Ellwood paused. It lasted only a heartbeat, yet Edmund noticed.

“So,” the tutor said carefully, “what do you mean by that?”

Edmund glanced towards the map hanging on the wall. “His sons inherited land.”

He hesitated
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