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  Three Months Later



The apothecary woke with Philippa now.

She noticed it first in the way the shelves had already arranged themselves into her preferred configuration by the time she descended the stairs each morning. The remedies she would need moved to eye level. The ingredients she had used up the day before retreated to the back, making room for full bottles. The building anticipated her in ways that felt less like magic and more like partnership, two beings who had learned each other's rhythms and preferences over the course of ninety shared days.

Three months had taught her its language. Three months had taught her a great many things.

She moved through her morning routine with a confidence that would have seemed impossible when she first arrived, checking the inventory with quick, practiced eyes, noting which remedies were running low, which jars needed replenishing from the cellar. Quillby followed at her heels in his particular morning patrol, sniffing at each shelf with the air of a health inspector who took his job seriously. His sneezes were less frequent now, more commentary than warning. They had developed their own communication, the two of them. One sneeze for yes, two for caution, three for something complicated that would require her attention later. The emphatic huff when he disapproved of her choices but had decided not to argue.

The cellar garden glowed with anticipation when she descended, plants brightening at her approach, paths forming before her feet. She gathered moonmint and starwort for the sleep remedies that November always demanded, thornberry for the protection sachets that kept selling faster than she could make them. The basket felt heavier than it should have, but she attributed that to the pre-dawn hour, to the fact that her body had never quite adjusted to keeping village hours instead of corporate ones.

She caught herself humming as she climbed back to the shop, an old song she had not thought about in decades. Something her mother had sung while gardening, perhaps, or a tune from a radio in a kitchen she barely remembered. The melody surfaced without effort, as natural as breathing, and she realized with a start that she had not hummed anything in twenty years. The habit had disappeared somewhere in the early years of her marriage, squeezed out by the weight of Peter's silences and the exhaustion of trying to fill them. He had never said he disliked her humming. He had never said much of anything. But somehow she had learned to stop.

She was humming now. She was happy, or something close enough to happy that the distinction did not matter.

Then she lifted the basket of dried moonmint, and her hands trembled.

Just fatigue, she told herself. The November dark made everyone tired. She had been working longer hours since the Autumn Veil Festival, since word had spread through the village that the apothecary keeper could actually do what her grandmother had done. The customers kept coming, and she kept helping them, because that was what the constraint demanded and what she had learned to want.

She set down the basket and flexed her fingers. The trembling stopped.

Nothing to worry about.
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The bell above the door had not stopped ringing since she opened at eight.
Old Mr. Fenwick arrived first with his arthritis, the same arthritis that had plagued him for thirty years and would plague him for thirty more if he lived that long. He settled into the chair she had placed near the counter for customers who could not stand long, his weathered hands resting on his cane.

"The cold gets into the joints," he said, his voice carrying the rasp of decades of pipe tobacco. "Used to be I could predict rain a day ahead. Now I can predict it a week."

"Let me see." Philippa took his hands gently, feeling the swelling in his knuckles, the heat trapped beneath skin that had grown papery with age. She could feel the remedy he needed forming in her mind, the specific combination of willowbark and feverfew and a touch of the thornberry oil that eased deep aches. "I have something that should help."

She moved to the workbench, gathering ingredients with hands that knew their places. The mortar and pestle had been her grandmother's, worn smooth by years of grinding, and the motion of crushing the willowbark felt as natural now as typing once had. She added the feverfew, then three drops of the thornberry oil, then a pinch of something the garden had given her that morning, something she could not name but knew was right.

As she worked, her hands trembled again. She gripped the pestle harder and continued, refusing to acknowledge the way her fingers struggled to hold steady. Mr. Fenwick needed this remedy. His pain was real, immediate, something she could help with. Her own shakiness was nothing compared to thirty years of aching joints.

"This should ease the pain for a week, maybe two," she said, sealing the mixture in a small jar. "Rub it into your hands morning and night. And come back before Christmas if the cold worsens."

"You're a blessing, Mrs. Ashmore." He pressed coins into her hand, more than the remedy was worth. "Your grandmother used to make the same thing. Same smell and everything."

"The apothecary remembers," she said, and it was true, though she did not say that the apothecary also seemed to be remembering how to drain her.

Then Betty Margrave from the tea room arrived, clutching her shawl and complaining of sleeplessness. The irony of a tea room owner who could not sleep was not lost on either of them. Philippa prepared a tisane of dreamwort and lavender, sealed it in a paper packet, and watched Betty's face relax at the mere sight of the remedy.

Then young Polly Whitmore, barely twenty and already nursing a broken heart. Her fiance had left her for a woman in the next village, and the pain of it had settled into her chest like a stone. Philippa knew there was no remedy for heartbreak, not really, but she made Polly a tea that would ease the sharp edges, would help her sleep and eat and remember that mornings could be survived.

She felt the magic flow through her like water through a channel, never stopping, never filling her own cup. Each remedy took something from her and gave it to someone else. The constraint ensured that nothing circled back.

By noon, she had not eaten breakfast. By two, she had not sat down. Quillby sneezed with increasing frequency from his basket by the fire, but she was too busy to hear the warning. There were people who needed her. There were always people who needed her.

She had spent twenty-five years being needed by people who never reciprocated. The difference now was that she loved this work, loved these people, loved the way her hands knew what to do even when her mind was elsewhere.

But love did not stop exhaustion from accumulating. Love did not prevent a body from reaching its limits.

Her hands shook again as she measured feverfew for old Mrs. Clapham's headaches. She gripped the counter until the trembling passed, and her eyes fell on the jar of Restorative Tonic on the shelf behind the workbench. The tonic that could ease exhaustion, clear headaches, restore energy to weary bodies. The same tonic she had made last week for the miller's wife, who had been worn thin by a difficult pregnancy.

She reached for it automatically, her hand closing around the cool glass before she remembered.

The constraint. She could not use it on herself. The remedy would turn to water in her hands, useless, mocking. She had remedies for every ailment on these shelves, and not a single one would help her.

She put the jar back and continued measuring feverfew, pushing the trembling down with the rest of the things she refused to acknowledge.
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Douglas arrived with his Wednesday honey delivery in the late afternoon, when the last customer had finally left and the apothecary had settled into evening quiet.
She heard his knock before she saw him, the particular rhythm she had come to recognize, three slow taps followed by a pause and then two more. Something in her chest loosened at the sound. Three months had established their pattern: honey exchanged, tea shared, comfortable silence that occasionally broke into conversation. He came every Wednesday without fail, and she had begun looking forward to Wednesdays in a way she had not looked forward to anything in years.

He set the crate of honey on the counter, jars gleaming amber in the candlelight, and accepted the cup of tea she had ready for him without asking if he wanted it. They had moved past the asking stage weeks ago.

"The bees produced well this week," he said, settling into the chair by the fire that had somehow become his chair, the one Quillby never claimed on Wednesdays. "The late asters are giving good nectar."

"They always seem to produce well when you bring them here."

"They like the apothecary. Something about the magic, I think. Makes the honey sweeter."

They sat in comfortable quiet for
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Midnight found her still awake, making lists by candlelight.

















