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Chapter1: The Worthless Third Son
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The hall smelled of polished stone, incense, and rain that had never touched mud.

That was the first thing I noticed when I stepped beneath the high green glass of the testing chamber. Not the banners. Not the carved pillars shaped like Asterwyn’s branches. Not the nobles leaning over the balconies with their bright cuffs and sharper eyes.

The smell.

Clean water ran in narrow channels along both sides of the white floor, so clear that the silver tiles beneath it looked close enough to touch. It made a soft, pleasant sound. Court musicians could have tuned their strings to it. A servant had told me once that the channels were fed by a spring blessed by The Canopy Order, drawn from the purest flow beneath Highmere.

I looked at that water longer than I meant to.

“Noah.”

My father’s voice did not rise. It never had to.

I pulled my gaze away from the channels and walked forward.

Lord Calder stood near the front row beneath the crest of our house, a silver hawk clutching a sprig of green leaves. He wore dark blue, the same color as my eldest brother’s sash and my second brother’s gloves. The same color had been prepared for me too, though mine sat strangely on my shoulders, as if the tailor had measured the wrong person and decided silence was safer than correction.

My eldest brother had already passed his trial.

He stood to Father’s right, one hand resting on the practice sword that had split three enchanted reeds in one stroke. The reeds had been grown from a cutting of Asterwyn and strengthened with Barkcraft. Most applicants bent one. Good applicants cracked one. He had cut all three and left the severed ends smoking pale green.

The hall still buzzed about it.

My second brother had followed with Saintcraft bright enough to make the clerics murmur approval. He had placed both hands over a cracked stone bowl, whispered the prayer exactly as taught, and filled the crack with gold-white light. Leafcraft, they called it when the power soothed, sealed, and restored. The senior cleric had smiled before the glow had even faded.

I had clapped with everyone else.

My palms were still a little sore.

“Noah Calder,” called the presiding cleric.

The sound of my name slid across the chamber and seemed to lose warmth before it reached me.

I stopped before the testing dais.

Asterwyn’s image rose behind it, carved in pale wood and gilded along the branches. Its roots were there too, technically. A thin decorative tangle at the base, half hidden by flowers, smaller than the leaves, smaller than the birds carved among them, smaller even than the polished plaque naming the donors who had paid for the chamber’s last renovation.

The clerics stood in three tiers.

Green-robed attendants of Leafcraft.

Brown-and-gold keepers of Barkcraft.

White-robed members of The Canopy Order, their collars embroidered with leaves that climbed toward their throats.

Their eyes settled on me like dust.

“Place your hand on the bough,” the presiding cleric said.

I lifted my hand.

The testing bough lay on a silver stand. It was not alive, not in the ordinary way, but it had been kept fresh by magic. Its bark held a faint warmth, like wood that had rested in sunlight. Tiny leaves grew along one side, glossy and perfect. The cut end had been sealed in gold wax.

I put my palm down.

The chamber went quiet in a careful, hungry way.

I waited for heat.

That was what my instructors had told me to expect if I carried strong Leafcraft. Warmth in the fingers, then a pulse in the wrist. For Barkcraft, pressure in the bones. For Bloomcraft, fragrance, color, maybe a shimmer around the eyes. For sword blessing, a ringing in the blood, though I had never understood what that meant.

At first, nothing happened.

My father’s hand tightened around the head of his cane.

I kept my palm on the bough.

A prickle stirred beneath my skin.

Not warmth. Not pressure. Something lower.

My fingertips tingled as if I had pushed them into damp soil. The white stone floor under my boots seemed to thin. The water channels on either side of the chamber grew louder, then muffled, then separated into tiny threads of sound.

One thread ran beneath the left wall.

Another slipped beneath the dais.

Another went nowhere, trapped under fitted stone, circling itself with no way out.

I swallowed.

The polished floor dimmed.

I saw lines below it.

Not with my eyes. Not properly. I still saw the chamber, the clerics, the bough beneath my hand, but under it all spread a second shape. Thin strands of light ran through the ground like veins in a leaf, except they were not leaves.

Roots.

Most were pale gold near the dais, neat and tended and shallow. They twined under the silver stand and fed the testing bough with borrowed strength. Around the water channels, some roots shone silver at the edges, wavering where water brushed close.

Then, farther down, under the chamber’s thick foundation, the colors changed.

Gray-green.

Tired.

Pressed flat in places where stone had been laid too deep.

A dark knot sat under the far corner, no larger than my fist from where I stood, but it pulled at my attention until my stomach turned.

I jerked my hand back.

The leaves on the bough did not glow.

No gold light formed around my fingers.

No reed bent. No bowl mended. No fragrance filled the air.

A thin smear of damp soil clung to my palm.

There was no soil in the chamber.

Someone in the balcony laughed once, then stopped.

The presiding cleric looked down at my hand.

“Again,” he said.

I pressed my palm to the bough.

The roots appeared faster this time.

Gold at the surface. Silver by the water. Gray-green below. That dark knot under the corner. A red-brown crack running beneath one of the pillars. It had been covered with polished stone and prayer marks, but it was there, raw-edged, irritated.

I tried to look away from it.

Pain pricked behind my left eye.

The testing bough shivered.

Not the leaves.

The sealed cut end.

A line of brown spread through the gold wax.

The cleric nearest me took one sharp step back.

I lifted my hand at once.

The bough sagged on its stand. The leaves were still green, still glossy, but the underside of the bark had darkened where my palm had touched it.

A whisper moved through the hall.

“What was that?”

“Did he rot it?”

“That cannot be Leafcraft.”

My second brother looked away.

My eldest brother did not move at all.

The presiding cleric’s face had gone flat. He took the bough with two fingers, as if it had been dropped in a gutter, and passed it to an attendant.

“State what you perceived,” he said.

I flexed my fingers. The damp smear was drying to grit.

“There are roots beneath the chamber,” I said.

A few people laughed softly. I heard the careful little breaths people take when they do not want to be the first to make a sound.

The cleric’s eyelids lowered.

“Roots are beneath every blessed structure in Highmere. Asterwyn’s grace supports us all.”

“These were pressed,” I said before I could stop myself.

My father’s cane tapped once.

The sound went through my shoulders.

I closed my mouth.

The presiding cleric tilted his head. “Pressed.”

The word came back thin and clean, scraped of meaning.

I should have bowed. I should have said I was mistaken. I should have thanked them for their attention and stepped back into the shadow of my brothers, where disappointment at least had familiar edges.

Instead I looked down.

The floor was white. Perfect. A silver channel ran along its side, carrying water so clear it looked empty. Under that, the roots dragged themselves through narrow gaps and tired soil.

“I saw a crack under the west pillar,” I said. My voice sounded too plain in that room. “And a black spot beneath the far corner. I don’t know what it is.”

The hall lost its small noises.

The presiding cleric turned his face toward the white-robed tier.

An older member of The Canopy Order leaned forward. His collar was stitched so thickly with green that it looked like a wreath had grown around his throat. His mouth was soft, his eyes were not.

“Boy,” he said, “what form did the roots take?”

I rubbed my thumb against the grit on my palm. “Lines. Colors. Some were healthy. Some weren’t.”

“Healthy,” he repeated.

“Yes.”

“You judge the blessed roots of Asterwyn by color?”

“No. I just—”

“You just what?”

The pain behind my eye pulsed again. I glanced at Father.

He did not help me.

His face held the same expression he used when a servant broke a glass at dinner. Not anger first. Calculation.

I looked back at the cleric. “I saw them.”

The old man stood.

His robes made almost no sound as he descended the short steps. The attendants shifted out of his path. He stopped before me, close enough that I could smell the incense caught in the fabric. It was sweet, sharp, and green. No mud. No smoke. No sweat.

“Leafcraft lifts the eyes,” he said. “Barkcraft steadies the hand. Bloomcraft opens the heart toward praise. Even the humblest household blessing turns the spirit upward.”

I said nothing.

His gaze dropped to my dirty palm.

“What you describe turns downward.”

My throat felt dry.

“There is water under the floor,” I said. “And roots. I did not choose where they were.”

A murmur moved through the white robes.

The old cleric’s face did not change, but his fingers tightened around the prayer beads at his wrist.

“Root fixation,” he said.

The words settled badly. I had heard them before in old lectures, mostly as warnings, tucked between stories of hedge-workers who spoiled fields and ditch-priests who muttered over mold. Rootcraft itself was not forbidden. Farmers used pieces of it. Drain diggers and soil men used rough forms of it. Rural healers sometimes touched it when leaves and flowers failed.

But that was not what the old cleric meant.

My father stepped forward.

“Revered sir,” he said, voice smooth as polished walnut, “my son has studied poorly in matters requiring delicacy. If he has spoken out of turn, House Calder offers apology.”

There it was.

Not “Noah offers apology.”

House Calder.

A stain to be wiped before it spread.

The old cleric inclined his head by the smallest measure. “Lord Calder, your elder sons honor your name. No one in this chamber doubts the strength of your line.”

Father bowed.

The old cleric let the pause hang.

“This one, however, must be examined carefully.”

I felt the eyes again. Balconies, clerics, nobles, servants pretending not to watch. My brothers in blue. My father’s profile.

My own hand, still dirty.

The presiding cleric brought a shallow basin filled with clear water and set it on the stand where the bough had been.

The old cleric gestured. “Place your hand above the water. Do not touch it.”

I did.

The surface stayed still for one breath.

Two.

Then the water clouded.

Not all at once. A faint brown thread rose from the bottom of the basin, though there had been no bottom deep enough to hide anything. It curled upward and spread like stirred silt. Thin dark flecks gathered beneath my palm.

The attendants recoiled.

I pulled my hand away so fast my elbow struck the silver stand.

The basin rang.

“I didn’t—”

The old cleric lifted a finger.

I stopped.

His eyes remained on the basin. “The water was sanctified this morning.”

“I didn’t touch it.”

“No.”

The brown thread thickened.

The old cleric looked at me then, and the chamber seemed to lean closer.

“You draw impurity toward the surface.”

My jaw tightened. “Or I see where it already is.”

Someone gasped.

My father’s hand closed around my shoulder from behind. Not hard enough to hurt. Hard enough to warn.

“Enough,” he said.

I looked at the basin.

The water smelled faintly bitter now. Not rotten. Not exactly. More like old leaves trapped under stone. I knew that smell, though I had no reason to know it from this life.

For a breath, the chamber shifted.

White stone became gray pavement. The silver water channel became a roadside drain clogged with wet leaves. My hands were larger, rougher, holding a metal sampling rod and a notebook with a bent corner. Rain tapped against a hard hat. Someone behind me said, “Miles, you seeing that backflow?”

Then the hall came back.

My hand was empty.

My name was Noah Calder.

I blinked until the edges of the basin sharpened.

The old cleric had not missed it. “What did you see?”

“Water going the wrong way,” I said.

It was a stupid answer. Too honest and not honest enough.

My father removed his hand from my shoulder as if my coat had become damp.

The old cleric turned to the white-robed tier. A few bent their heads together. Their whispers did not carry, but I caught pieces.

“Downward sight.”

“Unstable.”

“Root Reading, perhaps.”

“No proper discipline.”

“Unclean association.”

Root Reading.

The words entered the chamber softly and did more damage than shouting.

My second brother’s mouth parted a little. My eldest brother finally looked at me, and for the first time that day his expression was not bored. It was worse. It was careful.

The presiding cleric opened a ledger.

His quill hovered.

The old cleric spoke without turning. “Mark him unsuitable for martial blessing, unsuitable for higher Leafcraft, unsuitable for formal Canopy service.”

The quill scratched.

My father said, “Revered sir, if there is a corrective discipline—”

“The boy does not require correction in the usual sense.”

Father stilled.

The old cleric looked at me again. “Root Reading is not common.”

That should have sounded better than worthless.

It did not.

“It appears in muddy bloodlines, hedge-workers, marsh-born healers, ditch surveyors, and failed rural priests who spend too long with rot and runoff. Sometimes it appears where it should not.”

He let his eyes move over my Calder sash.

Heat crept up my neck.

“Can it be suppressed?” Father asked.

I stared at him.

He did not look at me.

The old cleric touched one bead at his wrist. “Suppression is difficult when the sight has already opened. It may fade if unused. It may worsen if indulged. The danger lies not in power, but in attention. A mind that stares downward begins to trust what is low.”

Low.

Mud. Water. Roots. Drains. Cellars. Wells. Ditches. The places nobody praised unless they failed.

My fingers curled, grit pressing into my skin.

The old cleric noticed.

“Do you object, boy?”

My father answered before I could. “He does not.”

I did not object.

Not aloud.

The presiding cleric closed the ledger halfway. “A placement may be appropriate.”

Father’s face did not move, but something behind his eyes sharpened. “Placement?”

“For containment and utility.” The old cleric walked back toward the dais, no longer close enough for me to smell the incense. “There are remote villages where crude Rootcraft and herbal maintenance remain necessary. Under supervision, such a talent may be kept from improper attention while serving a limited function.”

A limited function.

My eldest brother’s thumb stroked the hilt of his practice sword.

My second brother stared at the floor.

Father said, “House Calder has obligations in Highmere.”

“Of course.”

“My son’s presence in a remote posting may be misunderstood.”

“It will be understood,” the old cleric said, “as obedience.”

The word slid between them.

Father heard it.

So did I.

Highmere loved clean surfaces, but every polished floor had weight underneath it. Noble houses stood on favor, and favor stood on the blessing of The Canopy Order. Father could argue with a merchant. He could crush a minor creditor. He could silence a servant with a glance.

He could not tell the old cleric no in a hall built to praise Asterwyn’s leaves.

The presiding cleric flipped through a smaller register. “Brindlebrook.”

A few attendants looked blank.

One brown-robed keeper frowned as if trying to remember a bad road.

The presiding cleric continued. “Western rootlands. Minor river crossing. Declining herb yield. Existing apothecary deceased. A request for assistance remains unanswered.”

Father’s mouth tightened. “A village apothecary.”

“Apothecary assistant,” the old cleric said.

The correction landed cleanly.

I looked at the water channels again.

They ran clear along the white floor, never touching dirt, never slowing, never admitting anything had settled under them. The basin on the stand was still brown.

“Brindlebrook has no formal healer?” Father asked.

“Not one trained in Highmere,” the presiding cleric said.

“That is not an appointment suitable for a Calder.”

The old cleric smiled then.

It was a small smile. Almost kind.

“Then perhaps it is suitable for Noah.”

My name sounded like a tool being placed in a shed.

Father turned to me at last.

His eyes were pale green, almost gray in bad light. Mine were too. People used to mention that when I was younger, back when it still amused them to find family resemblance in the third son. He looked at my coat, my sash, my dirty palm, the basin, and then at the balconies.

No anger.

That would have been easier.

“Do you understand what you have done?” he asked.

My mouth opened.

No answer came out.

I had placed my hand on a bough. I had seen roots. I had spoken too plainly. I had embarrassed him. I had done nothing. All of those sat in my chest at once, knocking against each other.

“No, Father,” I said.

His jaw shifted.

That answer displeased him. Maybe any answer would have.

“You were given every tutor your brothers were given,” he said. “Every chance. Every measure of patience.”

My second brother flinched at that. I saw it because I was looking anywhere except Father’s eyes.

“I tried,” I said.

“I know.”

It was not comfort.

He lowered his voice, but the chamber had gone so quiet that anyone near the front could hear him. “That is the difficulty.”

The grit on my palm had dried. It scratched when I moved my fingers.

Father turned back to the old cleric. “House Calder will comply.”

The quill scratched again.

Something inside me, something small and stubborn, went still.

Comply.

Not protest. Not plead. Not request reconsideration. A tidy word. A noble word. A word that swept me off the white floor without anybody needing to touch me.

The presiding cleric asked for my seal.

I pressed my signet ring into green wax beneath the assignment notice. My hand shook once, so I flattened my thumb against the parchment and held it down until the tremor passed.

Brindlebrook.

Apothecary assistant.

Indefinite term.

Subject to review by The Canopy Order.

The wax cooled around the Calder hawk.

It looked wrong there.

***
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By late afternoon, my room had already stopped being mine.

Servants moved quietly through it, folding clothes, removing family silver, sorting books into piles no one asked me about. The west window stood open, letting in the faint sound of bells from the cathedral district. Asterwyn’s vast trunk rose beyond the rooftops, pale and green-brown and too large for distance to make ordinary.

I stood beside my desk with a travel satchel in my hand.

“Not those,” I said.

The maid paused over a stack of notebooks.

“They are old, my lord.”

“They’re mine.”

She looked toward the door, where Father’s steward waited with a list.

The steward said, “Lord Calder has permitted practical items only.”

“They are practical.”

He glanced at the top notebook. “Drainage sketches?”

I held out my hand.

After a moment, the maid gave them to me.

The notebooks were worn at the corners, filled with cramped drawings, copied diagrams, half-failed observations, and notes I had taken when tutors bored me past endurance. Some were from this life. Some were not exactly from this life, though the ink was mine either way.

Water moves from high to low unless pressure says otherwise.

Standing damp breeds more than smell.

Do not trust a clean surface until you know where the waste goes.

The handwriting changed in places. Younger, neater, then tighter. Once, near the back of the oldest notebook, I had written Miles Turner in the margin without meaning to. I had scratched it out so hard the paper nearly tore.

I packed that notebook beneath my spare shirts.

The steward watched me as if I might steal the curtains.

“You leave at first bell,” he said.

“I was told tomorrow.”

“It is tomorrow at first bell.”

I looked around the room.

The bed had already been stripped of its house coverlet. My practice dagger was gone. Not that it mattered. I had never been good with it. A potted laurel my mother had placed by the window years ago remained on its stand, leaves glossy, soil too dry around the edge.

I touched the soil.

The surface crumbled.

Below it, a thin root had circled the pot too many times and begun to choke itself.

I pulled my hand back.

The steward sighed through his nose. “Do not begin that here.”

I almost laughed.

It came out as a breath.

“Of course.”

He left after that. The maid followed with the last folded coat.

I sat on the edge of the bare bed and listened to the house settle around me.

Somewhere below, my brothers were being congratulated. Their trials would be discussed at dinner. My eldest would pretend he did not enjoy praise. My second would smile into his cup and blush when the clerics were mentioned.

My place at the table would be empty.

Or perhaps it would not. Perhaps the chair would be removed before dinner, because Father disliked visible gaps.

I pressed my thumb into the center of my dirty palm.

I had washed it three times.

A faint stain remained in the lines.

Part of me should have been furious. I knew the shape of it. Heat, clenched teeth, the desire to say something sharp enough to make Father’s smooth face crack. But the feeling did not rise properly. It snagged on something else.

Relief.

Ugly, quiet relief.

No more sword drills where the instructor corrected my stance before I even moved. No more healing lessons where the leaves drooped in my hands. No more dinners where every compliment given to my brothers left a clean empty space around me.

Brindlebrook sounded cold and damp and poor.

It also sounded far.

I rubbed both hands over my face and stopped when my left eye throbbed.

A knock came at the door.

I stood too fast.

Father entered without waiting.

He had changed from ceremonial blue to black. The silver at his cuffs caught the window light. He looked around the stripped room and found no fault with it.

Good.

The thought came bitter and small.

“Your departure has been arranged,” he said.

“Yes, Father.”

“The Order’s notice will state that you have been sent in service, not disgrace.”

I looked at him.

He gazed out the window toward Asterwyn.

“You will not contradict that.”

“No.”

“You will not write to your brothers asking for intervention.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

His eyes moved back to me.

For a moment I saw tiredness there. It vanished almost at once, folded behind rank and posture and all the hard-polished things that made him Lord Calder.

“You carry our name,” he said.

I tightened my grip on the satchel strap. “Do I?”

The room went still.

Father’s face did not change, but I felt the mistake as soon as the words left me.

He stepped closer.

“You will carry it quietly,” he said. “That is what remains available to you.”

The strap creaked under my fingers.

“I understand.”

“No, Noah. I do not think you do.” His voice stayed low. “Your brothers stand where they should stand. They may serve at court, in the guard, in the cathedral, wherever their abilities place them. You have been given a path that prevents further embarrassment. Take it.”

My tongue pressed against the back of my teeth.

Prevents further embarrassment.

Not gives purpose. Not keeps you safe. Not lets you live.

Prevents.

“Yes, Father,” I said.

He studied me for another breath, perhaps waiting for protest, perhaps hoping not to hear it.

I gave him nothing.

At last, he drew a sealed envelope from inside his coat. “You will present this to the village headman. Bram Alder. It confirms your assignment and the small stipend attached to it.”

I took the envelope.

The wax bore the Calder hawk and the leaf seal of The Canopy Order pressed beside it. Two marks. One to discard me, one to claim it had been done properly.

Father’s hand lingered a moment after I took it.

Then it fell away.

“Do not use that sight unnecessarily,” he said.

My eye pulsed again.

“I don’t know how to stop seeing it.”

His mouth tightened.

“Learn.”

He turned and left.

The door clicked shut.

I stood there with the envelope in one hand and my satchel in the other until the bells finished ringing.

***
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At first bell, Highmere wore mist around its towers.

The carriage waited in the side courtyard, not the front. No house banner hung from it. No groom wore Calder blue. The horses were plain brown, sturdy enough for bad roads, with dried mud already crusted near their hooves.

That made me like them a little.

A footman loaded my trunk without looking at me.

My eldest brother did not come.

My second did.

He appeared near the archway wrapped in a cloak too fine for the damp, hair still uncombed from sleep. For a moment we stared at each other across the courtyard stones.

“You’re really going,” he said.

I adjusted the satchel on my shoulder. “Seems so.”

He glanced toward the windows. “Father said it was settled.”

“It is.”

“I thought maybe the Order would change the wording.”

I looked at him.

He flushed. “Not the place. Just the wording.”

The laugh that tried to rise in me had no humor in it.

He shifted his weight. “I didn’t know what to say yesterday.”

“That makes two of us.”

He stepped closer, then stopped before the damp part of the courtyard where moss had grown between stones. His boots were soft leather. Not made for mud.

“You saw something under the hall?”

“Yes.”

“Was it really bad?”

I thought of the gray-green roots, the dark knot, the red-brown crack under the pillar.

“I don’t know.”

He frowned. “You said it was pressed.”

“It looked pressed.”

“But roots under the cathedral district are blessed.”

“That’s what they say.”

His frown deepened, not at the words, but at the fact that I had said them aloud.

Careful, his face told me.

Everyone had been telling me that without saying it since I was old enough to disappoint them.

He reached into his cloak and pulled out a small wrapped bundle. “Here.”

I took it.

“Don’t open it here,” he said.

So of course I loosened the cloth enough to see.

A whetstone.

I looked up.

He rubbed the back of his neck. “I know you’re terrible with blades.”

“Thank you.”

“But apothecaries cut things, don’t they? Roots and stems and whatever else.”

The whetstone sat heavy in my palm.

It was a clumsy gift. Practical. Slightly insulting. Almost kind.

“I’ll use it,” I said.

He nodded too many times.

The footman cleared his throat.

My brother stepped back.

“Noah.”

I paused with one foot on the carriage step.

He opened his mouth, closed it, then looked toward Asterwyn rising beyond the roofs. “Try not to make them angry.”

I tucked the whetstone into my satchel.

“I don’t seem good at that.”

“No.”

His mouth twitched and then didn’t.

I climbed into the carriage before either of us had to decide whether to say more.

The door shut.

The driver clicked his tongue.

The wheels rolled over the courtyard stones and out through the side gate.

Highmere passed by in white and green and gold.

Morning servants washed already clean steps. Priests in leaf-stitched robes crossed bridges without looking at the gutters beneath them. Noble children hurried behind tutors, sleeves bright, shoes dry. Water ran everywhere in narrow channels, clear enough to show the tiled beds beneath.

Too clear.

I leaned closer to the window as the carriage turned downhill.

At a public fountain, a woman filled a blue pitcher. The water fell from a carved leaf into the basin without foam, without sediment, without the faint mineral cloud even good spring water carried after rain. People praised Highmere water constantly. Pure as blessing. Sweet as grace.

I had drunk it all my life.

That morning, watching it spill over polished stone, my tongue remembered the bitter smell from the testing basin.

The carriage jolted.

My head struck the padded wall.

I sat back and closed my eyes.

Do not use that sight unnecessarily.

My father’s voice fit too well inside the dark.

I opened my eyes again.

The city thinned as we moved away from the noble district. White stone gave way to older brick, then timber, then storehouses with moss on their shaded sides. The road curved around the lower cathedral wall.

There, Asterwyn filled the sky.

No painting had ever caught the size of it. No prayer carving, no festival banner, no gilded model carried by chanting children. The trunk rose beyond scale, wider than districts, bark ridged like cliffs, bands of green-gold light moving faintly through the living wood. Far above, branches vanished into morning cloud. Leaves spread so high that storms caught in them before they reached the city.

I had seen it every day of my life.

It still made my breath catch when the road came close enough.

The carriage slowed with traffic near the pilgrim gate.

People on foot stopped to bow toward the trunk. A group of children held paper leaves on sticks. A priest sprinkled them with clear water and laughed when one boy sneezed.

The driver cursed softly at a cart blocking the way.

I pressed my fingers against the window frame.

The base of Asterwyn lay partly hidden behind walls, shrines, and the rising foundations of the great cathedral complex. White stone terraces circled it. Prayer stairs climbed toward platforms where nobles and clerics could stand above the crowds. Every surface shone. Every carving lifted the eye upward.

I looked down.

It happened before I meant it to.

The road dimmed.

The carriage floor dropped away in my sight, not physically, but enough that my stomach clenched. Beneath the paving stones, beneath the drainage channels, beneath the old compacted layers of Highmere, roots sprawled in every direction.

Some were enormous.

They should have shone.

The smaller ones near the pilgrim gardens were gold at the edges, fed by offerings, water, and careful soil. But deeper roots pushed against stone ribs and buried walls. Gray-green streaked them. Red-brown cracks cut across places where weight sat too hard. Farther inward, beneath the white terraces, shadows gathered in bands.

My left eye stabbed.

I gripped the window frame.

“Easy in there,” the driver called, not looking back. “Road’s rough past the gate.”

“It’s fine,” I said, though my voice came out thin.

A black stain clung to one of the roots near the base.

Not large compared to Asterwyn. Nothing could be large compared to that. But it spread along the underside like rot caught beneath a bandage. The edges feathered into the gray-green wood. A faint thread ran from it into the ground and vanished under Highmere’s white stone.

I blinked hard.

The polished terraces returned.

Pilgrims moved. Water flashed. A priest raised both hands toward the leaves far overhead.

The stain remained.

I rubbed my eyes with the heel of my hand until sparks burst behind the lids.

When I looked again, Asterwyn’s trunk towered beyond the carriage window, vast and holy and alive, and at the root of it, under all that white stone, the black mark did not go away.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter2: A Village That Smelled of Bitter Water
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Brindlebrook smelled wrong before I saw the first roof.

The carriage had been climbing through wet country since dawn, wheels sucking at mud where the road dipped between low hills. Mist hung in the ditches. Bare branches scraped the carriage roof whenever the driver took the inside of a bend, and more than once he cursed at stones hidden under brown water. By the time he leaned down from his seat and called, “Village ahead,” I already had the taste of old leaves at the back of my throat.

It was not rot, not completely. Rot had weight. Rot sat down in the lungs and stayed there. This was thinner, bitterer, like water that had passed through roots too tired to clean it and soil too sour to help.

I pushed the curtain aside.

Brindlebrook lay in a shallow fold of land where a narrow river cut through the village and bent away toward a dark strip of woods. The river should have made the place look alive. Instead, it dragged itself along in dull brown threads between stones, with pale foam caught on old reeds at the bank. Houses leaned around a small square, most of them timber and fieldstone, their roofs patched with mismatched thatch. Smoke rose from a few chimneys and flattened under the mist.

No walls. No white stone. No polished channels carrying water that looked too clean.

A goat bleated somewhere out of sight.

The carriage rolled over a bridge made of old planks. One board knocked loose under the wheel and slapped back down. A boy near the rail jumped away and glared at me as if I had personally cracked it.

I let the curtain fall.

My left eye had been quiet for most of the road. That worried me more than the pain had. The farther we traveled from Highmere, the less the deep roots pressed against my sight, but the ground under Brindlebrook tugged at me in a different way. Not strong. Not clear. More like someone breathing under a heavy blanket.

The driver stopped the carriage with a jerk.

“End of the line, my lord.”

The way he said it held no malice. That made it worse.

I opened the door myself before the footman could climb down. There was no footman. I had forgotten that for the third time since morning.

Cold damp air slid into my sleeves.

My boots sank half an inch into mud the moment I stepped down.

Several villagers stood around the square pretending they had not gathered to watch. A woman carrying a basket paused near a well. A thin man with a bundle of firewood stood by a cart, not unloading it. Two children peered from behind a rain barrel. Their eyes dropped to my coat, my satchel, my gloves, then to the carriage.

No one bowed.

That was almost a relief.

The driver hauled my trunk down and set it in the mud with a grunt. “You got someone meeting you?”

“I was told the village headman would receive me.”

He looked around the square. “Then I hope he knows that.”

The boy from the bridge had followed us at a distance. He was small for twelve or maybe just underfed, with brown hair sticking out from beneath a patched cap and mud up to his shins. He held a stick in one hand and did not bother hiding that he was staring.

“Is Bram Alder here?” I asked him.

The boy lifted his chin. “Maybe.”

“I have a letter for him.”

“Good for you.”

The driver snorted.

I looked at the boy’s stick. It had a bit of twine tied near the end, as if it had once been part of a trap or toy. “Do you know where I can find him?”

“Depends.”

“On what?”

“On whether you’re bringing taxes, orders, or trouble.”

The woman by the well shifted her basket to the other arm. “Otto.”

The boy did not look back. “What? He’s dressed like trouble.”

The driver laughed outright this time.

I looked down at myself.

My travel coat was dark, good wool, now splashed along the hem. The Calder sash had been removed before I left Highmere, but the cut of the coat still shouted noble house no matter how much road mud tried to argue with it. My gloves were too fine. My boots were too new. I looked like someone who had read about bad roads in a letter and expected them to apologize.

“I’m not bringing taxes,” I said.

The boy squinted. “Orders, then.”

I touched the sealed envelope inside my coat. “One order. Mostly for me.”

That got the woman’s attention.

A door opened across the square.

A broad man stepped out of a low building with smoke-blackened stones around its chimney. He was in his fifties, with a thick gray beard, a weathered face, and shoulders that looked as if they had spent years arguing with sacks of grain. He carried no staff, no badge of office, no silver chain. Just a folded cloth in one hand and a stare heavy enough to make the square settle.

The boy pointed with his stick. “There. That’s Bram.”

“I know my own name, Otto,” the man said.

Otto grinned, then hid it badly.

The man came toward me without hurry. His boots were old, wide, and caked with the same mud as the road. He stopped an arm’s length away and looked me over from collar to boot. Not once did his eyes soften.

“Noah Calder?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Third son of Lord Calder?”

The words had traveled ahead of me. Of course they had.

“Yes.”

“Sent by The Canopy Order?”

“Assigned,” I said.

His eyebrow twitched. “That what they call it where roads are paved?”

The driver began tying his harness straps as if suddenly very interested in not being part of this conversation.

I drew the envelope from my coat and held it out.

Bram did not take it right away.

The wax seals stared between us. Calder hawk. Canopy leaf. Both too clean for his muddy square.

Finally he took the letter, broke the wax with his thumb, and unfolded it.

He read slowly. His lips moved around some of the longer words. The square remained quiet except for the river, a creaking shutter, and the wet shift of the horses behind me.

When Bram finished, he folded the letter with care.

“Apothecary assistant,” he said.

“That’s what the notice says.”

“Our apothecary died in winter.”

“I was told.”

“Were you told the roof gave in after?”

“No.”

“Were you told we asked for a healer three times before that?”

“No.”

“Were you told the last man from Highmere stayed half a day, took two jars of dried feverleaf as inspection samples, and left before sundown?”

“No.”

Bram held the folded letter out.

I took it back because I did not know what else to do with my hand.

He looked past me at the driver. “You staying?”

The driver raised both hands. “Only long enough to turn.”

Bram grunted. “Wise.”

The woman by the well made a small sound, not quite a laugh.

I slid the letter into my coat. “I’m here to work.”

“Are you?”

“Yes.”

“With what?”

I touched my satchel strap. “Herbs, basic draughts, poultices, records. Whatever tools were left in the apothecary house. I can clean, sort, repair shelves. I have some training.”

“Some.”

I let that sit.

Bram’s gaze did not move. “And the other thing?”

My fingers tightened on the strap. “Other thing?”

“The letter says you have a certified root-sight irregularity.”

Otto’s eyes brightened.

The woman at the well crossed herself in the leaf sign, then seemed embarrassed by her own hand and dropped it.

“It says that?” I asked.

Bram handed the letter back again and tapped the middle line with one blunt finger.

There it was.

Certified root-sight irregularity.

Under supervision.

Not to be encouraged.

I stared at the words until they blurred slightly.

The old cleric had a tidy hand in other people’s lives.

Bram folded his arms. “So?”

“I see roots,” I said.

“Roots.”

“Sometimes water movement. Soil fatigue. Places where things collect.”

“Things.”

“Mud. Rot. Bad drainage. Sometimes old root damage.”

Bram turned his head and spat into the mud beside the road. “Highmere sends me a boy who looks under dirt.”

Otto leaned on his stick. “Can he see worms?”

“No,” I said.

“Shame.”

Bram looked back at me. “What can a young lord from Highmere do for Brindlebrook?”

The words were close to what I had expected. That did not make them easier to hear.

I looked at the square instead of answering too fast.

The well stood near the center, ringed in old stone. Dark damp had spread along one side of the base. The bucket rope hung swollen and frayed. Beyond it, a narrow lane led between cottages toward what had once been garden plots. Even from here I could see the soil was pale in patches, crusted where rain had dried badly. A thin cow stood tied near a shed, ribs showing under a winter coat that should have been shed by now. At the riverbank, gray-green reeds bent in water that moved too slowly.

I could list problems.

No one liked being turned into a list.

So I said, “I can start by seeing what needs doing.”

Bram’s mouth tightened. “We know what needs doing. The well needs sweetening, the road needs stone, the fields need better soil, the herb plot needs to stop dying, the old watercourse needs clearing, and half the young folk need a reason not to leave. Can your root-sight irregularity do all that by supper?”

“No.”

“Then what?”

“I can look at the well.”

A few villagers shifted.

Bram stared at me for a long moment.

Then he barked a laugh. It had no joy in it. “Of course. First thing the Highmere boy wants is the well.”

“I smelled the water coming in.”

The square went quieter.

The woman by the well lowered her basket.

Bram’s eyes sharpened. “You smelled it?”

“Yes.”

“What did it smell like?”

I could have given him a proper answer. Bitter from decayed root matter. Sour from stagnant flow. Maybe iron. Maybe old leaf mold trapped where water should move. But that was too much for a man who had just asked if I could fix a village by supper.

“Like it sits too long before it reaches you,” I said.

The woman’s grip tightened on the basket handle.

Bram looked at her. “Mabel?”

She hesitated.

Then she reached for the well rope and hauled up the bucket. The rope squealed over the worn beam. When the bucket rose, the smell came with it, faint but clear. Bitter water. Old leaves. A trace of something black under it.

Mabel dipped a wooden cup and brought it over.

She was in her forties, with flour caught in the creases of her sleeves and a face that looked kind in a tired way, not soft. A burn scar marked the side of one wrist. Her eyes flicked once to Bram before she handed me the cup.

“Careful,” she said. “It bites the tongue if you drink too much.”

I took a mouthful.

Every villager in the square watched my throat.

The water was cold. It should have been good from that alone. Instead, bitterness spread along the sides of my tongue, then a dull mineral flatness. There was no strong poison in it, not that I could taste, but something had been sitting in the source or the shaft long enough to lend the water its mood.

I swallowed.

My stomach objected but kept quiet.

“Well?” Bram asked.

“It’s not unusable.”

Otto snorted. “That’s praise in noble language.”

“It means don’t empty it without knowing where else your water comes from.”

Bram’s expression changed by a hair. “We aren’t fools.”

“I didn’t say you were.”

“You thought it.”

“No.”

He stepped closer. “Listen carefully, Noah Calder. We have had men from Highmere stand in this square and talk as if mud makes people simple. We have had priests tell us to pray harder over fields they would not walk through. We have had clerks mark our shortages as poor management. So when a young lord climbs down from a carriage and tells us our only well is not unusable, you can forgive me if I don’t clap.”

The cup felt cold in my hand.

Mabel looked away.

Otto’s grin had faded.

I set the cup on the well stones. “You’re right.”

That stopped him more effectively than argument would have.

I rubbed the wet rim of the cup with my thumb. “I spoke badly. The water is wrong. I don’t know exactly why yet. I don’t want to make it worse by pretending I do.”

Bram’s beard shifted as he worked his jaw.

The driver cleared his throat from the carriage. “Road won’t wait for me.”

No one cared.

Bram pointed toward a lane behind the square. “Your apothecary house is that way. Mabel, show him. Otto, don’t steal anything from his trunk.”

Otto put a hand to his chest. “I am wounded.”

“Then bleed quietly.”

Mabel almost smiled.

I bent to lift one side of my trunk.

The weight yanked my shoulder down. I had packed too many books, too many notebooks, too many small tools that might be useful if the world decided to be reasonable for once.

Bram watched me struggle for three seconds before sighing.

“Garr—” He stopped, glanced at me, then shouted a different name toward the cart. “Will, give him a hand.”

A thin man near the firewood cart came over and lifted the other side without a word.

“Thank you,” I said.

He nodded once, eyes already elsewhere.

The carriage driver climbed back up, clicked his tongue, and turned his horses with visible relief. Mud sucked at the wheels. The carriage rolled over the bridge, past the staring children, and out of Brindlebrook.

The sound faded quicker than I expected.

No one cheered when it disappeared.

No one asked me to leave either.

Mabel led the way down the lane with the same basket still on her arm. I followed with one end of the trunk, boots sliding now and then. Will carried the heavier side and said nothing. Otto trailed behind us, stick dragging a line through the mud.

The lane dipped near the river, and the smell grew stronger.

Water had collected in ruts where carts had passed. It did not drain toward the river cleanly. Some puddles sat higher than they should have, trapped by raised mud lips and old stones placed without much thought. The road surface had been patched again and again, each repair fighting the last.

I looked down too long.

The ground shifted.

Thin gray-green lines appeared beneath the lane.

They were roots, but weaker than those under Highmere. Not pressed under monumental stone, not cut by polished foundations, but tired from wetness in the wrong places and dryness in others. Water gathered where the roots thinned. Small black freckles dotted one patch near a leaning fence.

My left eye tightened.

I blinked the sight away before it deepened.

Mabel noticed. “Road get to you?”

“A little.”

“It gets to everyone.”

Otto poked one puddle with his stick. “If he falls in, do we keep his coat?”

“No,” Mabel said.

“What if the mud claims him?”

“Then the mud can answer to Bram.”

Otto considered that. “Mud’s doomed.”

The corner of my mouth moved before I could stop it.

We passed a row of cottages. A woman stirring wash in a tub paused when she saw me. A man mending a handle turned his back. Through an open doorway, I heard a child cough. Not a hard cough, but the thin repeated kind that took time to leave a house. The sound followed us down the lane.

Moonfen Mint, I thought.

Then I stopped myself.

I had seen the name in an herb text, not the plant. Wet-loving, used for cough syrup if dried properly and not boiled too long. It might not grow here. It might grow and fail. It might be the wrong cough entirely.

My hand twitched toward my notebook.

Not now.

Mabel’s basket smelled faintly of bread. Not fresh. Yesterday’s heel bread wrapped in cloth. My stomach noticed. I had eaten badly on the road.

She saw my glance. “You’ll get supper if Bram decides you’re not leaving by dusk.”

“Does he decide that often?”

“More often than visitors like.”

Will gave a quiet huff. It might have been a laugh.

The apothecary house stood at the far edge of the village near a failed garden plot and a low stone wall half swallowed by weeds.

House was generous.

It had once been a cottage with a workroom attached. The roof over the front room still held, though a dark sag near the chimney promised arguments with the next storm. The attached workroom had partly collapsed inward. Broken rafters jutted through the thatch like ribs. The door hung from one hinge, swollen at the bottom. A cracked mortar bowl lay upside down near the step, half buried in mud.

Mabel stopped.

“Well,” Otto said brightly, “it has air.”

Will lowered his end of the trunk.

I stared at the place.

The letter inside my coat seemed heavier.

This was not a posting. This was a shelf someone had swept an unwanted item onto, hoping dust would finish the matter.

Mabel adjusted her basket. “Old Master Pell worked here thirty years.”

“Pell?” I asked.

“Apothecary before. Died during the frost.”

“I’m sorry.”

She looked at the broken door. “He was old and cross and made terrible tea. We miss him.”

Otto kicked at a stone. “He threw spoons.”

“Only when you stole dried apple from his jars.”

“It was one apple.”

“It was every apple he had.”

Will lifted the latch remains and pushed the door open.

The smell hit me in layers.

Dust. Damp wood. Old herbs gone stale. Mouse droppings. Cold ash. Beneath it all, the same bitter water smell, fainter here but present, drawn up through the floor or carried in by every wet boot that had crossed the threshold.

I stepped inside.

The front room held a hearth, a table, two shelves, and a narrow bed frame without bedding. Bundles of dried plants hung from beams, but most had browned past use. Clay jars lined one shelf, their labels peeling. The floorboards near the back wall were warped. A green stain climbed from the corner where rain had seeped in.

The attached workroom was worse.

Part of the roof had fallen across the herb-drying racks. Rain had come through and spoiled whatever lay beneath. A cabinet leaned open, showing rows of little drawers. Some were empty. Some held curled roots, cracked bark, and gray powder that might once have been something useful.

I stood in the doorway and did not move.

My first thought was absurdly practical.

The roof had to come before any herb sorting. Then ventilation. Then dry storage. Then a clean water source. Then pest control. Then a safe place for cutting and boiling.

My second thought came slower.

I could work with this.

Not easily. Not quickly. Not with dignity. But the room had a hearth. The shelves could be cleaned. Some jars were intact. The worktable had a split down one side but still stood on four legs. There was a small stone basin near the back wall, stained but not cracked.

I let out a breath I had not meant to hold.

Mabel watched me. “Too fine for you?”

“No.”

Otto slipped past and peered into the workroom. “You sure? There’s a mushroom growing in that drawer.”

I crossed to the cabinet.

There was, in fact, a pale mushroom growing from the third drawer on the left.

“Don’t touch it,” I said.

Otto’s hand froze an inch away.

His eyes flicked to mine, annoyed and curious.

“It might be harmless,” I said. “It might not.”

“That means you don’t know.”

“Yes.”

He grinned again. “You say that a lot.”

“I’ll probably say it more.”

Mabel set her basket on the table. “That may be the smartest thing anyone from Highmere has said in this room.”

Will brought the trunk inside and left almost at once, mumbling something about wood before Mabel could ask him to repair anything.

I thanked him anyway. His shoulders rose slightly at the door, but he did not turn.

Mabel uncovered the basket. Inside lay half a loaf of dark bread, a small crock of butter, and a wedge of hard cheese wrapped in cloth. “This is from yesterday. Don’t praise it. I know what my bread tastes like.”

I looked at the loaf. The crust was dense, almost black at one edge, the crumb tight where it had dried. Still, it was food.

“Thank you.”

She waved that away. “Bram will want you in the square before supper. He’ll ask if you plan to stay.”

“I do.”

“Say it to him, not me.”

Otto picked up the upside-down mortar bowl from outside and carried it in with both hands. Mud flaked from its rim.

“Where do you want this?”

“In the workroom,” I said. “On the floor, not the table.”

He frowned. “Why not the table?”

“Because I need to see whether anything nasty is living under the mud before it goes near food or medicine.”

He looked delighted. “Nasty like what?”

“Mold. Eggs. Rot. Beetle larvae. Old residue from whatever Master Pell last crushed in it.”

Mabel clicked her tongue. “You’ll encourage him.”

“He asked.”

Otto set the bowl on the workroom floor, then crouched to inspect it as if hoping for beetle larvae.

Mabel lowered her voice. “He needs work that keeps his hands busy.”

I looked toward him.

Otto’s stick lay near the doorway, dripping mud. His coat was patched at both elbows. He had the restless lean of a boy ready to run if anyone said the wrong kind of kind thing.

“Does he have family here?”

Mabel’s face closed halfway. “Mother died when he was small. Father went to Highmere for work two springs ago.”

I waited.

“He sends coin when he can,” she said.

It sounded like something people said because the other option was sharper.

Otto looked up. “I can hear you.”

Mabel did not flinch. “Then hear this. Don’t steal from Master Calder.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

“Don’t break his tools.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

“Don’t climb his roof.”

Otto hesitated.

Mabel pointed at him. “Especially that.”

He muttered something about unfair rules.

“I’m not master anything,” I said.

Both of them looked at me.

I picked up a cracked jar, read the faded label, and set it back down. “Noah is fine.”

Mabel’s eyebrows rose.

Otto wrinkled his nose. “That feels like a trap.”

“It isn’t.”

“That’s what traps say.”

Mabel picked up her basket. “Come to the square when you’ve seen enough dust.”

After she left, the cottage seemed to exhale.

Otto remained.

I opened the shutters. One stuck halfway, swollen from damp. Light entered in a gray slab and showed me every floating speck in the room.

“You can go,” I said.

“I know.”

He poked the floor with his stick.

“Are you staying to help?”

“Maybe.”

“Then don’t poke the floorboards until I know which ones are rotten.”

He stepped back immediately, then scowled as if I had tricked him into obedience.

I pulled my notebook from my satchel and opened to a clean page.

The act steadied me.

Room first.

I wrote quickly.

Front room: damp corner by back wall. Roof sag near chimney. Ventilation poor. Existing jars need sorting. Unknown mushroom in drawer. Workroom roof collapse. Basin intact? Need clean water before preparation. Need firewood. Need bedding. Need broom.

Otto leaned over my elbow. “Your writing’s tiny.”

“It saves paper.”

“Paper’s cheap in Highmere?”

“No.”

“Then why do nobles waste so much of it?”

I glanced at him.

His face was all challenge.

“Because they can ask someone else to pay for it,” I said.

He blinked.

Then he laughed once, sharp and surprised.

I kept writing so I would not smile too much.

After a few minutes, I found a broom behind the hearth. It had lost half its bristles but still moved dust if threatened firmly enough. Otto claimed he was only watching, then took over sweeping because I was “doing it wrong,” which apparently meant pushing dust toward a corner too slowly for his taste.

I sorted the first shelf.

Three jars of dried yarrow, stale but usable for practice poultices if not serious wounds.

One jar of feverleaf, empty except for dust.

Two bundles of something labeled marsh lungwort, too moldy to save.

A clay bottle of linseed oil, sealed and possibly good.

A small knife with a chipped tip.

A bundle of string.

No Moonfen Mint.

No Amberleaf.

No clean cloth.

I made another list.

Otto swept the same patch of floor four times, then asked, “So can you really see under dirt?”

“Sometimes.”

“Do it now.”

“No.”

“Why?”

“It hurts if I push too deep.”

He studied me. “Like a headache?”

“Yes.”

“My aunt says headaches are what adults claim when they don’t want questions.”

“Your aunt may be right in many cases.”

“Is she right now?”

“No.”

He leaned on the broom. “What does it look like?”

I thought of gold roots under Highmere, gray-green lines under the lane, black freckles near the fence.

“Like veins of light, sometimes,” I said. “Different colors. But it’s not exact.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means I can see trouble without knowing how to fix it.”

“That’s useless.”

I looked at the mushroom drawer. “Often.”

He waited for me to defend myself.

I did not.

His expression shifted, not kinder, just less satisfied.

A bell rang in the square. Not a church bell. A handbell, struck three times.

Otto straightened. “Bram.”

“Already?”

“If he wants you to answer questions before people go home, yes.”

I closed the notebook.

The cottage looked worse after the first cleaning, not better. Dust had moved, exposing stains. Broken beams remained broken. The mushroom still owned its drawer. But one shelf had been cleared, the shutters were open, and my trunk was out of the mud.

That was something.

Small enough to fit in my hand, but something.

Otto followed me back to the square.

More villagers had gathered now. Not many, perhaps twenty, but enough to make the space feel tighter. Bram stood near the well with the Calder letter in one hand and a wooden cup in the other. Mabel was there, basket gone, flour still on her sleeves. Will leaned beside his cart. A woman with a coughing child stood near the back, one hand rubbing circles between the child’s shoulders.

The cough caught at me before Bram spoke.

Thin. Repeated. Dry at the end.

I looked at the well.

Bram saw where my eyes went.

“We’ll speak plain,” he said. “The Order sent you here. That doesn’t make you ours.”

“No.”

“You’ll be housed in the apothecary place because no one else wants the roof falling on them.”

A few villagers muttered.

“You’ll receive the stipend named in the letter when it arrives, which means not today. Until then, you eat what you earn or what Mabel foolishly hands you.”

Mabel folded her arms. “I heard that.”

“You were meant to.”

He looked back at me. “You make no claim on village stores without approval. You don’t dose children without speaking to their families. You don’t touch livestock unless asked. You don’t go into fields cutting roots because some Highmere clerk wrote a fancy defect on paper.”

“It wasn’t fancy,” Otto said. “It said irregularity.”

Bram shot him a look.

Otto became fascinated with his stick.

“I agree,” I said.

Bram’s eyes narrowed. “That easy?”

“They’re reasonable rules.”

“Highmere men usually argue before admitting that.”

“I was sent here as an assistant. Assistants don’t command stores.”

Mabel looked down at her hands. Her mouth moved as if she had almost said something.

Bram lifted the wooden cup. “And the well?”

I stepped closer.

The old stones around the well were damp on the inner rim. The bucket rope had dark stains where hands held it most often. A faint ring of blackish residue clung just under the lip, easy to miss if no one wanted to think about it.

“I need to inspect it,” I said.

“We inspect it every spring.”

“How?”

“Bucket down. Hook for fallen things. Scrape the sides near the top. Clear leaves from the cover when the cover hasn’t been stolen for firewood.”

Someone near the back grumbled, “It was rotten.”

Bram ignored that.

“I need to look lower,” I said.

“You climbing in?”

“Not without checking the air and rope.”

Bram’s stare changed slightly.

He had expected either fear or foolish confidence. I had given him procedure. Procedure, at least, could stand in a muddy square without noble boots.

“What do you need?” he asked.

“A lantern. A stronger rope if you have one. A weighted line. A hook. A bucket you don’t use for drinking water. Someone who knows when the water last changed taste. Someone who remembers if the level dropped after the old watercourse clogged.”

No one spoke.

Then Mabel said, “It grew bitter after the thaw.”

Bram looked at her.

She kept her eyes on the well. “Not all at once. Bread dough took longer to rise first. Then tea tasted flat. Then children started coughing again.”

A woman in the back hugged the coughing child closer.

Will said, “Level dropped after the north ditch filled.”

“No,” another man said. “After the storm broke the bank.”

“Same week,” Mabel said.

Bram rubbed his beard.

I pulled my notebook from my coat and wrote fast. Thaw. Bread dough. Tea flat. Cough. North ditch. Broken bank. Water level drop.

Otto stood on tiptoe to read. “You writing all our complaints?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because people forget the order of things.”

“I don’t.”

“You forgot where you put your stick this morning,” Mabel said.

“That was different.”

Bram held up one hand. The murmurs stopped.

“You can inspect,” he said. “You don’t treat. You don’t pour anything in. You don’t tell half the village to dig up the square because a colored line winked at you.”

“That’s fair.”

“And if you make the water worse, I put you back on the road myself.”

“That’s also fair.”

Otto whispered, “He can lift a sack of barley. He can definitely lift you.”

“I believe it.”

Bram did not smile.

A lantern appeared from somewhere. A rope followed, thicker than the well rope but old enough that I checked it twice by hand. The fibers scratched my palm. It would hold a bucket. It would not hold a grown man safely. I said so.

Bram grunted. “So not climbing.”

“Not today.”

Mabel brought a chipped pot to use for waste samples. Someone else brought a length of iron with a bent end. It had probably been a gate hook once.

I tied the hook to the line and lowered it into the well.

The lantern light did not reach far. The shaft swallowed it after a few feet. Water reflected below, dark and still. Too still for a village well fed properly by a moving source.

I leaned over the stones, one hand braced on the rim.

The bitter smell rose stronger now.

My left eye pulsed.

Not yet, I told myself.

I dragged the hook slowly along the inner wall. Stone scraped iron. Twice the hook caught on cracks. Once it pulled up a clot of old leaves and pale threadlike roots. They lay on the stones like wet hair.

The villagers leaned in.

“Those get in all the time,” Will said.

“Maybe,” I said.

The roots were gray-green, weak, and slick. Not the black source of the smell, but not healthy either.

I set them in the chipped pot.

Again.

Again.

The hook struck something soft near the bottom.

I felt it through the rope, a dull give instead of stone.

I pulled.

The rope tightened. The hook slipped free with a wet sucking sound that made Otto say, “Oh, that was good.”

The pot received a lump of dark mud, tangled with fine rootlets and something that looked like rotten bark.

The smell sharpened.

The woman with the child stepped back.

Bram covered his nose with the back of his hand. “That from the bottom?”

“Near it.”

“We dredged last year.”

“With what?”

“Bucket and chain.”

I looked at the lump.

A bucket would skim loose silt. It would miss a pocket tucked under a stone lip or root tangle.

I touched the mud with the end of a splinter.

It clung oddly, stringing before it broke.

My eye hurt harder.

I needed to look.

I did not want to do it in front of everyone.

I did it anyway.

The square dimmed around the edges.

Stone sank into shadow. The well shaft opened beneath me, a ring of old masonry patched by generations of hands. Moisture slid through cracks in thin silver threads. Roots touched the outer wall here and there, most pale and weak, some blue-white as if sleeping.

At the bottom, under the water, a gray-green root curved along one side of the shaft.

Not dead.

Tired. Cramped. Trying to pull away from a pocket of black mud pressed against it.

The mud was not spread evenly. It had gathered behind a fallen stone near the lower wall, trapping rot and slowing the water where it should have moved past. Thin black stains crawled along the root’s underside. Not far. Not yet. But enough to sour the water passing over it.

I gripped the well rim.

The sight wavered.

There was another line below it, fainter. Gold, very faint, buried deeper than the well, running under the square toward the river and away toward the failed garden plots.

Alive.

Still alive.

My breath caught.

The root did not glow brightly. It did not rise in some grand blessing. It lay deep and quiet, half hidden under bad soil and old stone, but a small pulse of gold moved through it once, then again.

Brindlebrook had not gone empty under the ground.

The thought came without words at first, more like the feeling of finding a coal still red beneath ash.

“Noah.”

Bram’s voice cut through the sight.

The square snapped back.

My stomach lurched. I caught myself on the well stones with both hands.

Mabel stepped forward. “You’re white as flour.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not,” Otto said. “You looked like you were going to throw up in the well.”

“Don’t do that,” Bram said.

I swallowed until my stomach settled. “There’s a pocket near the bottom. A stone has shifted. Mud and root waste are trapped behind it. Water passes over it.”

Bram stared into the well as if he could bully it into showing the same thing. “You saw that?”

“Yes.”

“Can we clear it?”

“Maybe. Not by scraping the top. We need a narrow scoop or someone small enough to lower partway with a tool, but not into the water. We need better rope first. And we need to make sure the air is safe lower down.”

Otto’s hand shot up.

“No,” I said.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You were about to.”

“You don’t know that.”

“You raised your hand while looking at the well.”

“That’s not proof.”

Mabel grabbed the back of his coat and pulled him away from the stones. “It is enough.”

Bram kept looking at me. “You said maybe.”

“Yes.”

“You don’t know if clearing it fixes the taste?”

“No. It may only improve it. There may be another source.”

“And if we do nothing?”

I looked at the pot.

The black mud shone wetly in the lantern light. A bubble rose from it and broke with a soft tick.

The child coughed again.

I wiped my muddy fingers on a cloth from my pocket, though it did little good.

“If we do nothing, it keeps sitting there.”

Bram’s jaw worked.

That was not a grand answer. It was not enough for a village that wanted certainty and had been handed a disgraced third son with dirty hands.

But it was true.

Mabel stepped closer to the pot. “That’s been in the water we drink?”

“Some of it,” I said.

She pressed her lips together.

Will muttered a curse.

The man beside him said, “Spring cleaning missed that?”

“Spring cleaning couldn’t see through stone,” Mabel snapped.

Bram looked at her.

She lifted her chin. “Well?”

He turned back to the well. His face had not softened, not really, but it had shifted from refusing me to refusing the problem. That was better.

“Rope first,” he said. “Will, find the mill rope.”

Will grimaced. “Mill rope’s patched.”

“Then find the least patched part of it.”

Will left.

Bram pointed at Otto. “You go nowhere near the well.”

Otto opened his mouth.

Bram pointed harder.

Otto shut it.

Mabel took the chipped pot by the edges and held it away from her skirt. “Where do you want this?”

“Not near the well,” I said. “Not near the river either. Somewhere I can examine it away from drinking water.”

She looked at Bram.

He jerked his head toward the apothecary lane. “Take it to his ruin. Seems suited.”

“Thank you,” I said.

Bram snorted. “Wasn’t kindness.”

“I know.”

For some reason, that almost made him smile. Almost.

The villagers began to loosen around the square, not leaving, just shifting into motion. People spoke in low voices. Someone went to fetch rope. Someone else argued about hooks. The woman with the coughing child asked Mabel if old Master Pell had ever pulled black mud from the well. Mabel said she did not remember, which was not the same as no.

I stayed by the stones and looked down at the dark water.

The faint gold line under the village had already faded from my ordinary sight. My eye still ached. My stomach felt hollow and sour. I wanted bread, a dry room, and a full day with no one watching my hands.

Instead I picked up the hook and checked the knot.

Otto edged closer


















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
/\n‘k AN

L " e A
. An Apothecary’s Slow Life ina
Forgotten Frontier Village

B ) #






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





