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          CLAY

        

      

    

    
      There are very few important events held in our house. The most important is the harvest festival, followed by the strawberry moon and of course, maturation ceremonies. But today will be different from all of them. The courtyard will be empty, and Alira and I will be center stage as we navigate one of the most defining moments for our house, one that answers the question, will we change, or will we continue on as we always have? 

      Much has changed in the six months Alira and I have been on the road. For one, the entire quest has changed. Alira thought we would be going to each house and absorbing anything they have to offer, and I came along, not just because she needed a companion but also because I had to prove to Flint that I wasn't a total ass. 

      It worked, but at a terrifying cost.

      House fires, cannibals, starvation and more. All of the terrible things we endured on the way to Nero would have the elders question our sanity for wanting to return. But things are different now. There are more important things to do. I have no doubt the elders will be happy with what we've found in our travels, but I'm still not sure it will be enough for them to permit us to continue.

      "Clayton." I hear her voice and smile to myself. Alira and Flint's mother, Dhara, smiles kindly back.

      "You kept good care of Alira," She says, "I hope that you continue to do so."

      "Of course." I reply. 

      She looks around the courtyard at the gardens, peering up at Persephone's Light.

      "Persephone is ascending. Can you feel it?" She asks.

      I look up at the statue of our Earth Queen, her hands outstretched as she holds the world in her hands, water tumbling down and falling into the fountain below. 

      "Each step she takes from the underworld out into the open air leaves a shallow depression in the earth, prompting crocuses and hyacinths to grow in her path." 

      She's right. When I look to the gardens that surround the courtyard, I see crocuses bunched up in clumps along the cobbled stone. As the season warms, more flowers will grow, filling in the space between her footsteps. 

      "You're nervous." She says, "But I can assure you, the elders are far more human than they seem. Even Berilo."

      I laugh. That's exactly what I'm afraid of; that their humanity will cause them to panic at the news that I have to share about the southern water villages and the sickness that plagued them, the poison that will continue to spread if we don't find its source. 

      "I'm sorry for the rudeness, Dhara," I say, realizing I've been in my head this whole time, "I'm sure you're right."

      "You've grown." She says, "And I'm sure the elders will see that and support the continuation of your cause." She pats my shoulder lightly, "Alira and Flint are on their way. She leaves, heading for the community building and disappearing inside. Several other villagers trickle in behind her. Months ago they would have scoffed at our quest, now they line up to hear what we've seen. They're all curious to hear what resides beyond the dilapidated walls of the house of the earth queen. It's all they've ever known.

      For a moment, I think I'm completely alone, then I hear her, the familiar voice that I used to lean into.

      "Clay." Her relieved sigh grips me, binds me to the edge of Persephone's Light. My eyes find hers, big doe eyes that pull you in, framed by dark chestnut brown. She wears her pink, salmon-colored skirts, with a meandering red embroidered hem. A bright red bow secures it to her soft white blouse.

      It's the same outfit she wore the night I broke up with her.

      "Hi Gemma."

      She walks up to me, breathing me in before revealing her intentions. 

      “Is now a good time?” She asks. I lean back against the shrine, creating space between us. 

      She’s determined to get what she wants, and I don't know how to tell her that what she wants is no good for her.

      

      “I suppose there's no better time." I reply. I wish it wasn't. A conversation like this requires my full attention, but this will have to do. 

      “To start, I’d like for you to know that I forgive you. For everything.”

      “Everything?”

      “Everything.” She confirms with a quick and determined nod.

      She steps in closer to me looking at me with big dark orbs of hopefulness. She knows full well others in the square are watching, and yet she closes the gap even further. I can smell the delicate scent of honeysuckle wafting off of her.

      “And now that I’ve forgiven you,” she says softly, “do you have anything you’d like to say?”

      She wants me to say that I want to get back together. She came here to stake her claim, to take me back. She knows she was wronged, but she wants to believe this can still work.

      All of these things encompass what Gemma believes. I’m very aware of it. But what I believe is that Gemma will get hurt, again and again and again.

      “You shouldn’t forgive me.” I say. She lets out a long and shaky exhale and it burns me to watch her crack against the truth. She hides her fears, biting her lip and picking at her bow as she continues.

      “I was scared that you and Alira would end up together.” She admits, “You always had a penchant for her, and I get it. She’s great.” There’s a pause. “But she doesn’t want you, and so there’s nothing keeping us apart. Right?”

      Something in my chest twists. I stuff my hands in my pockets to hide my pain. I focus on hers instead.

      “Now, I’m not saying we have to do something immediately. I’m fine with taking it slow. But I missed you. And I hoped that maybe you missed me too. I hoped that we could start fresh and try again. But if that’s not something you are interested in…”

      I take her hand. She looks up at me and I see her fears disappear. It's a power I don't get to use often. It feels nice, but it won't last long.

      “You got hurt last time,” I remind her, “and I don’t want that for you again.”

      “Nothing hurts more than seeing you around and thinking what if” she whispers. Her hand loosens as she realizes what she’s said. She’s shocked she’s said it out loud. It hurts to hear.

      “I know.” But something inside me is yelling to let her go, "But we are going to be leaving again soon and I can't guarantee that--"

      When I lift my head up to look Gemma in the eye, I see Alira entering the courtyard with Flint. 

      Flint's wearing the same gray flannel shirt he's worn for well over five years now, but she's wearing something I've never seen before. Blue skirts and a creamy white blouse. Colors she rarely chooses for herself. They accentuate her eyes and the slim brown belt that holds her outfit together accentuates her waist in a way that makes my chest flutter. I push away from the shrines edge to keep Gemma's attention off of me. She turns to see what I've been distracted by and a frown tugs at her lips, no doubt at Flint, whom she's held a grudge against ever since I broke up with her the first time. 

      When Gemma turns to see the cause of his distraction, she finds Flint, and a slight frown tugs at her lips.

      

      She corrects herself quickly; turning toward me and kissing me lightly.

      “No matter,” She says, “I’ll see you tonight. We can talk more then.”

      She turns away and walks straight toward Alira, ignoring Flint as she takes both her hands and grins at the sight of her best friend.

      "Oh Alira, you have to tell me everything." Alira nods sheepishly, looking at me as if uncertain just how much she'll be able to share. There ares some things that only I know, and I firmly believe it should stay that way. 

       "I will," She replies, "But the elders will be waiting." 

      She nods "I'll see you inside. We'll talk later okay?"

      "Of course." 

      She hugs Alira tightly before running off, past the boys and into the community building where the elders await. I watch her go, getting a solid punch in the shoulder from Flint that sends me reeling into the shrine. A statue hobbles side to side, threatening to fall into the fountain, but I catch it just in time.

      “If you break one of these statues I’ll die out there, Flint. It will be all your fault.” I jab.

      “Oh what a pity.” Flint rolls his eyes.

      Alira just smiles, she seems happy to see us together again. A months long fight feels like it never happened.

      The doors to the community center open with a loud creak. Jade , the house messenger, peeks out oat us.

      “Everyone’s here,” She says, “Lets not keep the elders waiting, shall we?”

      Flint goes first, but as I turn to follow, Alira presses something into my palm. I look down to find an overwintered grapefruit. (describe) We begin walking side by side across the courtyard.

      "I realized something today that made me sad."

      "What's that?"

      "I was out in the field this morning eating one of those grapefruits. It was super sweet, I spilled some on my boots," She lifts her leg up to show me, pulling her skirt just high enough for me to see the dribbles of juice splattered across them.

      "One of the ewes is really pregnant. Laden down real heavy, probably due in a week or two at most, and I got this bittersweet taste in my mouth when I realized that I've lambed every sheep in that field, but I won't lamb hers."

      "We can wait to leave, if it makes you feel better." I suggest.

      "No, we need to go find the source of the blackwater but..." She looks at me, her blue eyes piercing mine, "Have you figured out how exactly we are going to do that yet?"

      "I'm working on it," I reply.

      "Well I'm worried we won't be able to bring the cart wherever that river runs from. Have you thought about that?"

      "Yeah," 

      "Well what are we going to do?"

      "Maybe the elders can help us find a way," I suggest.

      We walk through the slate doors just then, into the main hall of the community center. It's brighter than usual. There are more candles affixed to the walls than I’ve ever seen before. Their light darts across the walls, reflecting onto every surface they can find. Today, all of the mirrors are focused on the hearing room door. Jade waits for us at the door. Flint's already gone inside. when we reach her, she pulls it open.

      The hearing room is far more crowded than I expected. Gemma sits with her mother and sister near Dhara and Flint and across the aisle sit my mother, father, and two brothers, Jasper and Alan. They were all expected. But Ms. Ilesha is here, I see her cropped black hair and a gaggle of students sit behind her, turning to watch us walk down and whispering amongst themselves. 

      "They're here for you." Alira whispers, her tone indignant.

      "What do you mean? They're here for you too."

      "They don't see me the way they see you." She replies. 

      I realize belatedly that many of them are girls, and they giggle amongst each other like chittering squirrels. Gemma is glaring at them from across the aisle, sitting next to her sister and mother. I look away, focusing on two things: Alira and the Elder Slate. 

      Jade leads us down the aisle to the front and steps aside, sitting at a small desk beneath the elder slate. She takes up a bit of chalk and begins to take notes of the hearing, scribbling down the moon phase, the season, the year, and the names of the presenters, that being Alira and I.

      

      Then the elders walk in.

      Berilo walks in first, the weasel man wears a suit of mossy green. His mouth is turned into a perpetual frown and he takes his seat at the elder slate without sparing a single glance our way. He is the youngest of the elders, and yet somehow the grouchiest today.

      Arani is close behind him. Her hair is pinned up high atop her head, and her dress is a light and airy blue dyed with irises and periwinkles. A creamy white ribbon cinches around her waist.

      Then Demeter walks in.

      The eldest wears a dress of deepest brown, her graying black hairs pinned up tight around the crown of her head. At first, she shows no hint as to what mood she is in, but when she takes her seat at the slate, she smiles. It is not the wry secretive smile I’m used to. It’s broad and proud. Her eyes sparkle at the sight of us.

      “Alira and Clayton, welcome back into the realm of the earth queen.” She opens her arms and gestures around her, “You bring with you the positive news of the return of the merchants, but I do wonder what else you might bring. What secrets have you unearthed in your time away?”

      “We have much to share.” I reply.

      “It would perhaps be best for you to give us a timeline of events, for Jade’s sake.” Berilo suggests. Jade looks appreciative but I worry. The first leg of our trip was chaotic, and sharing any of it could risk the forfeiture of our contract. Alira swallows as if to speak but she can't seem to conjure the words. 

      "Very well," I answer Berilo with as much confidence as I can muster, filling in the holes of our story like pouring beeswax into a mould.

      “We left the House of the Earth Queen in autumn, shortly after the Harvest Festival. We rode for one day before reaching a wood cabin in the forests. It was home to lumberjacks.”

      Whispers spread behind us.

      “There we learned how they use the forest to provide their every need. They use wood to build their homes and their furniture, and they grind said wood into pulp to craft paper and bind the paper into books.”

      “Very intriguing but it does not sound applicable to us.” Berilo frowns.

      “It took several days to reach the outpost. When we arrived, we were in need if rest. ”

      Burned, drugged, starved.

      I sneak a peak at Alira's leg, she shifts to her other foot uncomfortably, not because it hurts, but because the reminder is there, a reminder of the cabin fire we endured. The one that split us up. 

      “We rested there for a time before continuing on to Nero.”

      “Nero?” Arani asks.

      “Yes. Nero is the major city at the heart of the House of the River Goddess.

      “Oh!” Arani perks up, “More please!”

      I can't help but laugh at Arani's excitement, “I’ll let Alira talk about that.”

      Alira focuses all of her attention on Arani, the least intimidating of the elders. Her smile is bright and inviting.

      “The House of the River Goddess relies on water from the river to fulfill their needs. The strength of the current pushes water wheels and the energy it creates can assist in tasks such as grinding grain, cutting wood, and carding wool.”

      I can feel the buzz of excitement in the room around me as people begin to whisper amongst themselves. This is all what we saw. The contents of the house book, The Goddess Binding, are even more detailed. Not all of it will be useful. We'll have to sell the elders on this quest as if we are merchants trying to empty our cart. 

      "The people of this house fish from the river for food. They have built a system of clay pipes that run perpendicular to the river, along each outs and out to the fields. This system feeds their crops and also allows for running water inside their homes. They can wash their dishes, their clothes, and themselves all without leaving their house."

      "This is what we've been looking for, yes?" Arani looks to Demeter, but she seems yet unconvinced.

      "The river does not flow underground."

      Arani deflates and I see Alira does too. It would be a shame if we were unable to use any of the things we learned. I stroke my chin, deep in thought.  

      "Wells could help." I think.

      "Wells?" Berilo asks.

      "In Nero, they have wells for the farmhouses that are too far from the river. They pull water from beneath the ground using a wooden screw-like structure and then use a mix of gravity and pressurized pipes to push the water where it needs to go."

      "Arani claps her hands in excitement and Demeter smiles alongside her.

      "We have blueprints for the wells in the Goddess Binding. The house book goes into much detail as to how to build all of the structures used in Nero. At the least, people would be able to fetch their water without having to walk all the way to the spring. at best, we could outfit each home with a proper pipe system."

      "I dare say," Demeter says, "This is all good news."

      "That's not all," I add, I look to Alira, then her pocket, and she almost jumps in the realization that she's almost forgotten what resides within.

      "Oh!" Alira stuffs her hand in and pulls out her packet of seeds, the ones Tayn gave her before we left Nero.

      "We met a sun merchant in the city and he offered a solution to our pomegranate problem. He provided us with blueprints to build greenhouses and pomegranate seeds to grow inside of it."

      "A green what?" Berilo asks.

      "A greenhouse is a structure made of glass panels. It draws sunlight in and keeps the inside warm enough to grow plants year round. We can grow the pomegranates ourselves."

      "Interesting," Demeter says, "So you learned from more than one house, is that correct?"

      "Yes."

      "It seems you have managed to discover far more than expected. For that I applaud you. I do wonder, though, if you feel it necessary to continue on this quest of yours."

      "We will need to leave here as soon as possible." I reply. It is a quick one and I can almost feel Gemma's eyes on my back wondering why I would be so adamant to leave her so soon. 

      "You sound like you have an appointment to keep." Demeter prods.

      "While we were in Nero, we heard of a sickness spreading downstream. It wasn't contagious, but it was impacting women and children, and because of the winter weather, the people of the southern water villages were forced to stay put and rely on water stores until the spring thaw. By then, their horses had weakened so much that travel was dangerous. It wasn't until we were able to reach them with a cart full of clean water that they were able to shore up enough resources to leave. After evacuating them, Alira and I decided that we should investigate the source of the problem. I think that another house could be causing it and I'd like to--,

      "No." Demeter's voice is so stern that it cuts through me like a proper blade.

      “If we don’t go. The river south of the tributary will continue to run black.” I point out.

      “This is not up for debate. You left in search of knowledge, and you found it. Your intention was never to fix problems bigger than yourselves. If this river is tainted, there is only one thing that could be tainting it, and that is a beast that cannot be contained. You will remain here.”

      “Demeter…” Arani tries to sooth the eldest but she is incorrigible.

      “Perhaps I am not being clear.” She says. “You say the river is being tainted by another house. Do you have any clue as to where this house is, or what their source of energy might be?”

      “No.” I reply.

      “I do.”

      The whole room is quiet.

      “Ms. Ilesha is not permitted to teach you about the Diminishment. Now is as good a time as any. Before it, our house sprawled across the wilds of Rhizole, using fire and forging tools that could do wondrous things. Only the core villages, here, were restricted from fire, but out there in the wilds, they dug beneath the earth so deep that they found Hades himself. They worshiped him in Persephone’s stead, finding his energy to be vastly stronger than hers. Our people abandoned our earth queen for the sake of comforts no other house was capable of achieving. As a result, balance was lost, and sickness spread like wildfire. Many came here, in search of help, but the elders refused. Those that worshipped Hades were not welcome here. It was our belief that, after that, the people of our house either passed on to the underworld or abandoned Hades, becoming lumberjacks or integrating with other houses. We have not seen anyone from our house outside of these walls since.”

      Jade has stopped taking notes. Berilo has stopped breathing, and Arani looks beet-red.

      “Surely, this can’t mean.” She looks at me with pure terror, a fear greater than that of death, one that even Ms. Ilesha’s slip into the spring could not have conjured.

      “There are those of our house that worshipped Hades and never stopped.” Demeter says, confirming our biggest fears. “Even in the face of death, they stayed. They grew, and now, I believe that this water you speak of is tainted by them. That is not a problem you two can fix.”

      “Who’s going to fix it?” I ask.

      “If Persephone wills it, it will fix itself in due time. Until then, it is not safe for you to travel to other houses. The river will be tainted all the way down to the sea. The land around it will be just the same. Animals will be starved and desperate for food. You will be a target and soon, we will too. People and animals alike will migrate upstream for food and water. They will find themselves at our borders and our livestock will become their fodder. I will not allow it.”

      I look to Alira but she has no rebuttal. We both knew that travel would be dangerous, but Demeter brings up points that I hadn’t even considered.

      “No one will be permitted in or out of the core villages at this time.”

      “And how do you expect that rule to be enforced?” Berilo asks.

      “We will rebuild the wall.”

      The entire room bursts into chaos, The buzz of questions and very little answers buzz in my ears as my vision blurs. Jade calls to them to quiet, but it doesn’t work.

      “What of the merchants?” One asks, “We only just managed to bring them back!”

      “Alright, alright!” Demeter’s voice is a warning. Everyone sits completely still.

      “A wall won’t stop them,” Berilo says, staring at me. He's right. I'll leave tonight. I'll grab our supplies and take Alira's hand and run for the Travelers' Road. Danger or no, we need to find the source of this if we're going to stop it. 

      “We will create a new job," Demeter announces, "that of village guard. They will patrol the wall night and day and we will train the dogs to do the same. They already keep predator animals out. This will be much the same.”

      Arani is stiff, "You would turn perfectly good people away? Demeter you must admit, this feels downright antagonistic."

      “They can reside in the wilds. Clearly it is more than possible to survive.”

      She stands. “I ask that you all please help Jade in knocking on doors to summon other able-bodied men of the house to the hearing room. I would like to give you all strict instructions on how this will be done.”

      “And what of the wells?” Arani asks.

      “The priority is to rebuild the wall, the wells will only distract us.” Demeter walks away, leaving everyone in shock.

      “You’ve made quite a mess,” Berilo mutters as he follows her out the door.

      Arani looks at the crowd in bewilderment.

      “Ugh!” She runs off, and I hear her voice echo down the elder chamber hall,

      “Demeter we must talk!”

      “Not until I’ve cleared the cart.”

      I bolt, sprinting to the back of the hearing room, out the door, around the main hall to the back door. It leads to the back of the community center, where the cart and our supplies are being stored. I fling the door open, but Demeter is already there. Pulling our things away from the cart.

      "I can take those." I offer.

      "You cannot fool me, Clayton. I know you want to leave, but if your purpose really is to protect Alira, then you should think twice before dragging her down to Hades with you." She hands the supplies off to Berilo, who snivels at me.

      "Why unload the cart at all? We can just store it here until the problem is solved." I say.

      "Even if I trusted you not to steal this cart and the carthorse out from under us, you should understand that building a wall requires many materials. We will need this cart and both carthorses, not just one, in order to transport the materials necessary to rebuild." 

      She turns around and regards me with dark eyes, "I know you want to help the world, Clayton, but our house comes first. Always has, always will."

      I don't know how to explain to her that if the world falls into disarray, our house will fall right with it. 

      I walk with shuffled footsteps out into the main hall feeling defeated. Everyone is gone, scattered like seeds in the wind. I see Alira's packet of pomegranate seeds on Jade's desk along with tightly folded blueprints. Alira stands next to it, waiting for me. She's unsurprised that I've come back empty handed and my pride is hurt. 

      "It's fine," I say, "I'll figure something out."

      "You keep saying that," She whispers, "But you and I both know there is nothing to figure out. There are no options, Clay. Our hands are tied. We don’t know where the other house is. There’s no clear road leading to it. If we follow the river into the wilds, we’ll be at risk of dehydration, starvation, and we’ll be considered prey. There’s bears out there”

      “Bears are myth, Alira. No one’s ever seen one.”

      “What if they aren’t?”

      “Then we’ll figure it out.” I bite my lip as I realize I've said it again.

      Jade runs into the main hall.

      “Oh thank Persephone, please help me knock on doors. Demeter will blow steam out of her ears if we don’t get everyone into the hearing room as soon as possible.”

      I follow her out the door, but when I turn to talk to Alira again, I see she's split away from us, heading home.
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      "You all are wondering why I have summoned you here today," Demeter sits alone at the elder slate, more poised and neutral now than that even of the statue of Persephone, despite looking out at a room full of annoyed men.The amber glow of seed oil lanterns and beeswax candles lights their eyes aflame. Even Flint, normally unreadable, sits rigid beside me. He doesn't want to be here. None of us do.

      "Today we learned from Alira and Clayton of dangers that we are not yet prepared to face. The river south of here is running black and is driving people and animals alike northward. Before long, they will be at the borders of our realm, demanding it for themselves. Wild animals will take our sheep for food and wanderers will steal what's left for their own settlements. We must protect the realm of the Earth Queen by rebuilding the wall and preparing to protect what is ours."

      "Weren't they supposed to make life easier?" One man says

      "You really think they'll come here?" Another says.

      "Three sheep were wounded by a coyote last week," Another man says, "Do you think it's the beginning of all this?"

      Their voices rise into a steady hum until Jade calls on them to stop. All the while, Demeter watches them. When they finally quiet, she continues. 

      "While Alira and Clayton did have better news to share, such as the returning of the merchants and an innovation that will bring water closer to our dwellings, I am afraid the latter will have to wait until the building of the wall is completed. 

      "How long is this going to take?" Dustin asks. I stare at the back of his head, brown hair flecked gray, and grit my teeth to prevent myself from reaching three aisles over to shut him up. He shouldn't be speaking to an elder out of turn, and yet no one says otherwise, not even Demeter, because Dustin is her grandnephew. It's not abnormal for him to break the rules knowing he will come away unscathed. It's why no matter how many times he bullied Alira in school, Gemma nor Flint nor I could ever do more than push him away. Rather than ignore him, Demeter answers him directly. 

      "The limiting factor will be the potters. They need to be able to keep up with the number of bricks needed. Even so, we should be able to finish the rebuild by the end of the summer."

      Everyone groans in unison.

      "I understand your distaste." She notes, "If we could simply patch the old wall, it would take half the time, but the old wall was built with stone and the gaps were filled with lime mortar that has weathered over time. Repair in these circumstances would take longer than a complete rebuild. We need something reliable."

      "We all know how to build a wall." An older man says. "Why are we here?"

      "This will not be a simple wall." Demeter says, "We need to build high enough to deter animals and install spikes at the top to deter intruders. We will also need to employ guards once the wall is built and train the dogs to guard the perimeter.

      Orion, who graduated two years before Flint, stands. His hair is dark brown tinted red. I've seen him infrequently around the villages. After graduating, he took his dad's job as village transport. He spends his days transporting hot spring water to the elderly and sick.

      "I volunteer as guard." He says. "If what you say is true, that they found a way to bring water closer to the dwellings, then my services will not be necessary.

      “That is fair, Orion. I appreciate you volunteering.”

      An older man raises his hand, one from the northern village.

      “Nugget’s got a litter coming in.” He says, “She’s already trained as a guard dog, and she’d do well to train them as well. I’d be happy to lend their services to guarding the wall.”

      “That’s lovely, thank you.” Demeter replies. “For anyone else on the fence about volunteering, you don’t have to decide just now, You have until the wall is built to decide."

      “This is ridiculous” Flint whispers, “I thought I’d be training as an elder this summer, lineage or no, but I can’t even get that far. I’ll spend most of it building this stupid wall. After that, who knows. Might as well volunteer as a guard and cut my losses.”

      “You won't have to for long.” I say, "Not if Alira comes through on her promise."

      "You really believe that?" He says.

      "You don't?"

      "The chances of you and Alira finding our father were slim to begin with, now you're stuck here, unless you have a plan that I don't know about."

      I shrug.

      “If you don’t have a plan, don’t bother getting my hopes up.” He says.

      There’s a tap on my shoulder. I turn. Arani’s blue eyes seem desperate to reach mine.

      “Clay, may I speak with you privately?”

      “Of course.”

      Flint shoots me a curious look as I turn to leave. The door shuts quickly behind us.

      “Riveting meeting, I presume.” Arani says, running her hands through her hair.

      “Not exactly how I thought I’d be spending my day.” I reply.

      She begins walking again, this time down the stairs.

      “I'd like to go over a couple of things, mainly I’d like to ask if you would be amenable to heading up the hard work of choosing well locations and directing the dig .”

      “Well with the wall being built I’m not sure how much I can help. I can help choose dig sites and explain how they work but you'll have a difficult time finding builders.”

      She nods quickly, as if knowing I would say this.

      “One well will not impede with the building of the wall.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “This is just as much for safety as the wall is. There are many of us that see the wells as a godsend. Summer is coming and the elderly among us don’t take well to the heat. If we can offer water from a more amenable source it will be safer for everyone. ”

      She opens the door to the schooling room lit from wall to wall with seed oil lamps. Two long tables are lined up next to eachother, creating a long surface that stretches as long as the elder slate.

      A man sits at the far side of the table. His jaw is sharp and his eyes are slits as he dissects the words and images laid out before him on the pages of The Goddess Binding. I sigh in relief when I see it. Arani must have taken it from wherever Demeter decided to hide our supplies. 

      "Clayton, this is Jory, the house architect." The man looks up and his eyes readjust. He stands to bow.

      "Welcome." He says.

      "Honored to meet you, sir." I bow back.

      "This book, here, it is rather intriguing. You got it from the House of the River Goddess, is that correct?"

      "Yes, sir."

      "It seems there are more to wells than I expected." He smiles sheepishly, "Despite all my years as an architect, I've dealt mostly with walls and dwellings, kilns and such. This is a different project altogether. I imagine the last time a project like this was completed was when the shrine was built, but those blueprints are lost to time. I've searched the archives and come up empty."

      "Well, I'm no expert myself," I say, "but I did ask the innkeeper in Nero a lot of questions while I was there regarding the contents of the book, and I've seen the wells in use in the rural areas of Nero."

      "Any amount of expertise is more than we currently have." Arani says.

      "I can probably fill in the blanks." Jory adds.

      "May I?" I gesture to The Goddess Binding and pick it up, assessing the pages for the first time since I was in Nero. I walk up to the chalkboard and take up some chalk.

      "Simply put, the wells are simply holes dug into the ground, with bricks set on the edges. It's built just high enough to prevent someone from falling in. The question when building wells is how deep do you need to dig. It all depends on where the water is. Sometimes, you don't have to dig deep at all, but other times it becomes a waste or resources to continue digging when starting over somewhere else might yield better results."

      I chalk a crude drawing of a dwelling a well, and a garden on the board.

      "The ultimate goal is to provide a well for each and every allotment, with two sets of pipes. One set of pipes runs from the well to the dwelling, bringing water indoors for use. The other set of pipes takes used water and brings it out to the garden for fertilization."

      "So we are using water from the ground for more than one purpose. that seems wise." Arani notes. 

      "Another thing that we saw in Nero was rainwater catchments."

      "Of course," Arani says, "They would want to use rainwater as well as river water."

      "Except rainwater is not sourced from the ground." Jory says.

      "No, but one could argue that water filtered through sediment is."  I say. I make a new drawing, one that resembles the water filter Quill used in Nero. 

      "running rainwater through sediment filters out impurities and makes it safer to consume. Groundwater is already filtered, but we can do this with rainwater as well."

      "How do we catch the rainwater."

      "It could be as simple as a clay pot for every dwelling and as large as you need if you want to service a whole village. Rainwater storage was instrumental in ensuring the people in the southern water villages didn't die of dehydration once the water was deemed too dangerous to drink."

      "Interesting." Jory strokes his jaw.

      "The only thing you need for a clay pot to store water is a spigot near the bottom for people to open and close, and you need it cleaned every once in a while to prevent sediment build up but this," I gesture toward the drawing, "This is the last step, the step that will make the water acceptable for our house to consume."

      "Okay so we will dig a
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