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The linen of Elspeth’s kirtle was coarse, but it wasn't the texture that rubbed her skin raw; it was the heavy, charcoal-dyed wool of the patch sewn directly over her left breast. It was a simple, stark geometric sigil, a downward-pointing chevron bisected by a broken line. In the ledger of the Lord’s bailiff, it was the mark of the Unlanded Surplus. To anyone who possessed an inherited plot in the valley, it was a flashing beacon that read: A mouth with no soil. A liability.

At twenty-two, Elspeth was the third child born to a tenant farm that could barely support two. By the unyielding land laws of the valley, her eldest brother would inherit the three-acre lease. Her sister had already been married off to a neighbouring first-born whose family needed a strong back for the harvest. Elspeth? She was the excess. She remained under her father’s roof not as a daughter, but as a unit of uncompensated domestic labour.

Every morning began the same way, governed by the rigid ecology of a closed system. She washed the wooden trenchers, mended the grease-stained tunics of her brothers, and carried the heavy slop-pails out to the swine.

Today, she stood at the communal well at the centre of the village, her hands calloused and stained green from crushing wild nettles for her mother's dye-pot. Around her, the morning market was an intricate dance of social manoeuvring. She watched Mistress Alder, whose family held a continuous five-acre freehold, pointedly steer her eligible eldest son away from the well path the moment Elspeth approached. It wasn’t cruel; it was arithmetic. To let a land-holding heir converse with an embroidered chevron was to invite financial ruin. Land stayed with land. Wealth was a carefully guarded privilege.

Ahead, the heavy timber door of the village dairy creaked open. An older woman stepped out, hauling a heavy iron milk churn. Elspeth watched as the woman paused, set the churn down, and traced a familiar, glowing blue rune over the iron lid with her thumb. It was a common enough charm, a simple bit of domestic hedge-magic that every housewife knew. It would lock the chill inside the churn, keeping the milk sweet and fresh for two full days, even in the dead-heat of a valley August. It was a stark reminder of the world they had left behind: a place where magic was a tool of survival, rationed out by the elders to keep the labourers efficient.

Elspeth turned her eyes back to the grey stones of the well-mouth. She didn't possess the luxury of romantic daydreams or wounded pride. Her mind was a ledger of practical survival. She knew exactly how many bushels of barley her father’s land produced, exactly how much the Lord claimed in tithes, taken from the top before the grain even touched the threshing floor, and exactly how many winters she could survive as an unwanted dependent before her presence became an active threat to her family's survival. Usually the same winter that a child that her brother produced could take over her duties.

There was only one anomaly in her carefully calculated reality. One variable that kept the numbers from balancing into total despair.

She looked toward the edge of the square, where the heavy, rhythmic noise of the busy cooperage echoed against the timber-framed walls. Somewhere inside that dark, smoke-scented workshop was a boy... no, a man now... who wore the exact same charcoal chevron over his chest. But the boy he had been, ten years ago, had held her hand behind the tithe-barn and promised her a future that the village laws swore they weren't allowed to have.

She turned back toward her father's cottage, hauling the heavy wooden bucket, her mind already calculating the hours until dusk. That was when the work stopped. That was when the village eyes turned inward. And that was when she would find out if his years of silent, brutal labour had finally bought them an exit.

*  *  *
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The smell of the cooperage was a heavy, suffocating mixture of damp oak, boiled resin, and the sharp, acidic tang of wood shavings. For six years, that smell had been Joshua’s sole reassurance. It was the scent of a contract.

At twenty-three, Joshua’s shoulders had grown broad from lifting two-hundred-pound wine hogsheads and swinging the heavy iron driving-mallet. Like Elspeth, his kirtle bore the charcoal-dyed chevron over his left breast, the brand of the unlanded. But unlike her, Joshua had spent the last six winters believing he was about to rip that badge off his chest.

Old Master Varley was a childless, bitter man whose joints had been ruined by decades of pulling drawing-knives across stubborn wood. Seven years ago, during a frantic autumn when the local orchards yielded a double harvest and the demand for tight, leak-proof barrels threatened to ruin the workshop, Varley had taken on four village boys as apprentices. The promise had been clear, whispered grudgingly over cheap ale: “I’ve no kin to leave the hearth to. Work until your hands bleed. The one who doesn’t break gets the shop, the tools, and the guild-license when my hands finally stop.”

One by one, the other boys had been dismissed for laziness, ruined staves, or a lack of the precise eye required to shave timber down to a fraction of an inch so it would hold wine without a single drop of seepage. Joshua had remained. He had taken the blows, the freezing winter dawns, and the pathetic, meagre rations, viewing every hardship as a necessary coin paid toward his and Elspeth's freedom.

Tomorrow was the day of legal succession. The village beadle was already paid to witness the transfer of the workshop’s deed.

By mid-afternoon, Joshua was finishing the final hooping on a thirty-gallon tallow cask, his mallet striking the iron hoop with rhythmic, confident precision. The shop door rattled open, cutting through the damp heat of the room.

Joshua wiped the sweat from his brow with his forearm, turning to greet what he assumed was a late-ordering merchant. Instead, a woman stepped into the sawdust-strewn light, followed by a young man who looked Joshua’s age. The woman wore a travel-stained mantle of finer weave than any village cloth, her face lined with the sharp, calculating look of a city-dweller. The boy behind her was dressed in a soft doublet, his hands smooth and white, completely devoid of the calluses that defined a working man.

Varley emerged from the back office, his old eyes narrowing. Then, the master froze. His drawing-knife slipped from his hand, clattering against the stone floor.

“Maren?” Varley whispered, his voice cracking with a sudden, pathetic weakness Joshua had never heard from the old man.

“Get into the shaving shed, boy,” Varley barked suddenly, not looking at Joshua, his eyes fixed entirely on the woman. “Now. And shut the hatch.”

Joshua didn't argue. Argument was a luxury for people with land. He picked up his tools and stepped into the cramped, dark shaving shed behind the main forge, pulling the heavy oak hatch shut. But the wood was old, and the gaps between the timber frame allowed the sound to carry directly into his ear if he pressed his temple against the partition.

He listened, his heart hammering against his ribs like a trapped bird.

“...twenty-four years, Varley,” the woman’s voice was sharp, a weapon disguised as a plea. “You swore when you left the city you’d send for me. You never did. But the blood doesn't lie. Look at him.”

“He has nothing of my eyes,” Varley’s voice was defensive, but trembling.

“He has your grandfather’s height. He has the right of your name,” she pressed. “The guild in the capital is full, Varley. He needs a trade. He needs an inheritance. I heard you were taking an unlanded stray as an heir. Your own flesh and blood left to rot in the city while a beggar takes your bench?”

Joshua stood frozen in the dark, the scent of oak shavings suddenly turning foul in his throat. He looked down at his own hands... scarred, stained with iron-rust and oak-tannin, now trembling with a sudden, violent surge of adrenaline.

Through a knot-hole in the wood, he caught a glimpse of the young man standing by the forge. The boy was looking around the workshop with a sneer of pure contempt, his fingers idly flicking dust off a finished barrel. Joshua looked at the boy’s soft, rounded jaw, then at the woman’s sharp, hooked nose, and then at Varley’s squat, square frame.

There was no resemblance. Not in the posture, not in the bone structure, not in the way they carried themselves. It was a scam. A beautifully timed, desperate city scam brought by an old flame who knew exactly when Varley’s mortality would make him vulnerable to guilt.

But as Joshua watched through the knot-hole, he saw Varley reach out a trembling, arthritic hand and touch the boy's fine linen sleeve. The old man was weeping. He wanted to believe it. He needed to believe he had a legacy that wasn't born of contractual obligation to a village surplus boy.

“Tomorrow,” Varley choked out. “The beadle comes tomorrow. I’ll change the registry names tonight.”

“And the apprentice?” the woman asked, her voice dropping to a low, dismissive hiss.

“He stays,” Varley said, his voice hardening back into the cold master Joshua knew. “The boy knows the craft. My... my son knows nothing of the drawing-knife. The stray will work the bench. He will teach him the trade. He has no land to go to; he will take the wages I give him or starve in the ditches.”

The hatch stayed shut. Joshua leaned his forehead against the rough timber, his breath coming in ragged, silent gasps.

Deep down, in the dark, analytical part of his mind that computed the cruel math of their world, he wasn't completely surprised. It had always looked too good to be true. A landless boy inheriting a prime village asset? It defied the natural order of the valley. The system always reclaimed its own.

The anger that rose in him wasn't hot and loud; it was cold, heavy, and absolute. He was expected to stay. He was expected to wear his little charcoal chevron, work his fingers to the bone to make a city fraud look like a master
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