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Ashes in Guildford

October 1789

The fire smelt of ink and betrayal.

Ellie Finch stood at the edge of Guildford’s market square, arms crossed inside her wool shawl, watching redcoats feed paper to the flames. Not just any paper—pamphlets. Broadside after broadside, their edges curling black as they burnt, the words vanishing into smoke before anyone could read them twice.

She recognised one instantly.

“On the Rights of Commoners”.

By Lavinia Ashford II.

Her stomach clenched. That was hers. Written in the dead of night in the Pirbright kiln, printed on smuggled French vellum, and distributed through milk carts and hymnals across Surrey. She’d signed it with Clara’s old pseudonym—not out of vanity, but necessity. A ghost name for a ghost war.

Now it was burning.

A lieutenant kicked the embers toward the crowd with his boot. “See what sedition gets you?” he called, voice sharp over the crackle of flame. “Ashes. Always ashes.”

Ellie didn’t flinch. She’d been taught better.

At ten years old, Mary Pike had taken her to Windlesham market during Harrowby’s reign and said, “When soldiers burn truth, don’t look away. Learn how they do it—so you can undo it.” Then she’d shown her how to vanish in a crowd: shoulders loose, eyes down, breath steady. Like water slipping through fingers.

Ellie did that now. But she didn’t just watch.

She moved.

Slipping between farmers hawking turnips and housewives clutching baskets, she circled the pyre until she stood directly opposite the pile of unburned pamphlets stacked on a cart. The guard—a young private, barely older than her—leaned against a post, yawning.

Perfect.

She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small linen pouch—Widow Pike’s remedy for colic, filled with dried nettle and chalk. She tossed it into the mud near the cartwheel.

“Oi!” she cried, pitching her voice high, girlish. “My medicine!”

The private startled, then scowled. “Move along, girl.”

“But it’s my mother’s!” she insisted, stepping closer, hands fluttering like a sparrow’s wings. “She’ll beat me if I lose it!”

He rolled his eyes but bent to retrieve it—just as she’d hoped.

In one fluid motion, Ellie stepped forward, snatched the top pamphlet from the stack, and slipped a blank sheet of foolscap from her bodice in its place. The swap took less than three seconds. Her fingers, stained with printer’s ink, didn’t tremble.

She backed away, clutching the rescued broadside to her chest like a prayer book.

The private straightened, pouch in hand. “Here. Now be gone.”

She curtsied—mockingly deep—and melted back into the crowd.

Only when she reached the alley behind St Mary’s Church did she allow herself to breathe.

Leaning against cold stone, she unfolded the pamphlet. Her own words stared back:

“Land is not owned by title, but by tending. Justice is not granted—it is grown, like wheat or willow, in soil watered by courage.”

She traced the line with her thumb. It felt like touching her own bones.

A noise behind her—boots on cobblestone.

She froze.

“Clever trick,” a voice said.

Ellie spun, heart hammering, to see an old woman wrapped in a faded shawl, eyes sharp as flint. Mrs Pryce—the same woman who’d helped Thomas and Mary bring down Edmund Pryce all those years ago.

“You’ve got your grandmother’s hands,” Mrs Pryce said, nodding at Ellie’s ink-stained fingers. “And your mother’s nerve.”

“I didn’t—”

“Save your lies for the redcoats,” the old woman interrupted. “I saw the swap. Clean. Quick. Worthy of Mary herself.” She stepped closer. “But bravery without strategy is just noise. Do you know why they’re burning these?”

“Because they’re afraid,” Ellie said.

“Good. But fear isn’t enough. They need proof you’re dangerous.” Mrs Pryce pressed a small iron key into Ellie’s palm. “My brother’s solicitor in London holds records of every bribe paid to silence printers. If you publish them... you won’t just speak truth. You’ll arm it.”

Before Ellie could respond, the woman turned and vanished into the mist.

Alone again, Ellie stared at the key. Then at the pamphlet. Then at the distant plume of smoke rising over the square.

She made her choice.

Instead of heading home, she walked east—toward the river, toward the old Roman road that led back to Bagshot, not through open lanes, but through the hidden veins of the heath: gorse thickets, drainage ditches, and pine-shrouded paths only locals knew.

It was slower. Riskier. But safe roads were watched.

She walked for hours, the pamphlet tucked inside her shift, the key sewn into her hem. At Pirbright Wood, she paused to check for trackers—listening for snapped twigs, watching for disturbed bracken. Finding none, she pressed on.

Dusk fell as she reached the northern edge of Bagshot Heath.

There, in a hollow of an ancient Scots pine—its bark scarred by lightning, its roots cradling generations of secrets—she dug a small hole and buried the key. On top, she placed the rescued pamphlet, weighted with a smooth river stone.

Then she carved two letters into the pine’s soft wood: E.F.

Not a declaration. A promise.

I was here. I saw. I remember.

She turned toward home as stars blinked awake overhead.

The schoolhouse glowed in the distance, warm and defiant against the dark. Smoke curled from its chimney; laughter drifted on the wind—Timothy’s son practising land deeds with chalk, Eliza’s granddaughter sorting herbs by moonlight.

Inside, her parents waited.

Clara would ask if she’d seen anything troubling in Guildford.

Gabriel would offer stew and pretend not to notice the mud on her boots.

Thomas would study her face and say nothing—because he’d been young once too, standing in ashes, choosing what to save.

Ellie quickened her step.

She wouldn’t tell them about the pamphlet. Not yet. Some truths needed time to root before they could grow.

But that night, long after the others slept, she lit a single candle in the schoolhouse loft and opened a fresh journal. The cover bore no title—just a pressed sprig of rosemary glued to the spine, its scent still faint after all these years.

She dipped her quill and wrote:

They think fire erases truth.

It doesn’t.

It reveals who’s willing to rebuild.

This is not a story of heroes. It’s a record of keepers—those who tend the soil others claim to own.

My name is Eleanor Finch. I am seventeen years old. And I will not let them burn us again.

Outside, the pines sighed in the wind.

Inside, a new voice began to speak.

And the heath listened.
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The Printer’s Ghost

Bagshot Village — October 1789

Dawn came with mist and blood.

Ellie Finch was elbow-deep in comfrey roots when she heard it—the ragged gasp, the stumble, the thud of a body hitting earth just beyond the schoolhouse hedge. She didn’t scream. Didn’t run. She wiped her hands on her apron, grabbed the trowel like a dagger, and moved toward the sound.

There, half-collapsed in the dew-wet bracken, lay a man.

He was young—twenty, maybe—but his face was gaunt, eyes sunken with exhaustion. His coat, once fine wool, was torn at the shoulder, stained with mud and something darker. Blood. His breath came in shallow hitches, each one a struggle.

And he was speaking French.

“S’il vous plaît... la maison... Bellweather...”

Ellie froze.

Bellwether. Clara’s old pen name. The one she’d used for A Fire on Bagshot Heath. The one Ellie now signed as “Lavinia Ashford II”.

This wasn’t random. This was targeted.

She knelt, trowel still in hand. “English,” she said sharply. “If you want help, speak English.”

He blinked up at her, pupils dilated with fever. “You... are you Eleanor?”

Her blood ran cold. “Who sent you?”

“No one.” He coughed, wincing. “Your mother... Clara... she helped my uncle... during the Harrowby years...”

A test. Either he knew the truth—or he was fishing.

Ellie stood. “Stay there.”

She backed toward the schoolhouse, never taking her eyes off him. At the door, she called, “Mama! Papa! We
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