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Introduction

In the chill of a nineteenth-century winter, when the cannon’s low thunder seemed to
set the very air trembling, a different quiet labor began. Pressed between the pages of
a notebook, the leaves, seeds, and stems of a city’s overlooked flora were given
names, measures, and purpose. The Siege Botanist is a novel about that labor and the
lives it bound together: a story of hunger contained by knowledge, of fear tempered
by method, and of a besieged populace discovering nourishment in the fractures of
stone and the margins of streets.

Set during the Franco-Prussian War, the book follows a scientist who refuses to
abandon the discipline of observation when the roofs shudder and the markets empty.
Instead, they turn the city into a living herbarium. Paving stones, parks, rooftops, and
riverbanks are redrawn as a map of possibilities—of roots that warm broth, seeds that
yield a treacle of oil, leaves that lift a fevered spirit with bitterness and bite. Under
shellfire, the language of botany becomes a common tongue, translating scarcity into
action.

This is fiction, but it is anchored in the textures of real plants and real hunger. The
pages you are about to read braid practical botanical knowledge with the tensile
threads of a human drama: the teacher who arrives with a dented kettle and a handful
of nettles, the apprentice who sketches leaf margins by lamplight, the soldier who
barters a cartridge box for a sack of acorns, the seamstress who cultivates a
windowbox as if it were a republic. At its center is a scientist’s vow—to name, to teach,
to share—even as the city’s civil order thins to a whisper.

Hunger sharpens more than the appetite. It hones questions of ethics until they gleam
uncomfortably bright. What may be taken, and at what cost? What does a scientist
owe to the living things they study when those things become rations? The novel does
not offer easy absolutions. It traces the line between curiosity and need, between
preservation and survival, and asks how we remain human—precise, compassionate,
accountable—when the calculus of a day is measured in crumbs and calories.

The Siege Botanist is also a book about method under duress. It honors the stubborn
grace of procedures—notes made even as ink freezes, samples dried above a
sputtering stove, lessons given in stairwells where children repeat the names of plants
like prayers. The techniques that surface here—turning bitter acorns into bread,
coaxing warmth from nettles, drawing nourishment from chickweed and plantain,
roasting roots to mimic coffee—are presented not as recipes but as testimonies to
ingenuity, to the way knowledge can make a corridor through fear.
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Yet if this is a chronicle of scarcity, it is just as surely a ledger of abundance, the kind
that does not depend on granaries. There is abundance in shared instruction, in the
passing of seeds from palm to palm, in the solidarity that grows when citizens meet at
dawn to harvest what the city had long ignored. There is abundance, too, in the idea
that science is not a distant edifice but a practice of care, a civic art that binds
strangers into a temporary, nourishing commons.

You hold a story of leaves and ledgers, of barricades and botany. May it remind you
that resilience is not a mystery so much as a discipline: a thousand small acts of
attention gathered against the dark. And may it persuade you, gently but firmly, that
even under siege we can choose our tools—names, measures, questions—and that
with them we can build, leaf by careful leaf, a way through.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Gates Close

The first rumor arrived on a wind that smelled of damp coal and distant gunpowder, a
murmur that slipped through the market stalls like a shy cat. Merchants paused
mid-haggle, their voices dropping to a conspiratorial hush as they glanced toward the
western road where a thin line of dust rose on the horizon. By noon the town crier’s
bell clanged over the square, and a weary officer in a faded blue coat read the
proclamation that the Prussian army had encircled the city, sealing its gates with iron
and intent. The crowd swallowed the news in silence, each person feeling the weight
of the words settle like a stone in their gut.

Elise Moreau stood near the fountain, her notebook clutched to her chest, the leather
cover worn smooth from years of field trips along the Loire. She had been cataloguing
the mosses that clung to the old stone bridges when the crier’s voice cut through her
thoughts. The botanist’s habit of noting leaf venation and root texture had become a
private ritual, a way to quiet the restless hum of curiosity that had driven her since
childhood. Now, as the proclamation echoed, she felt that same curiosity sharpen into
something urgent, a need to understand what the city could offer when its usual
supplies were cut off.

A young apprentice named Jules, his cheeks flushed from running, shoved a folded
flyer into her hand. The paper bore the crude sketch of a cannon and the stark words:
“All citizens remain indoors after dusk. No one may leave the walls without a pass.”
Elise’s eyes flicked over the sketch, noting the way the artist had shaded the barrel to
suggest cold steel, and then she looked up at the faces around her—shopkeepers
tightening their shutters, mothers pulling children close, a stray dog whimpering near
the gutter. The siege was not a distant rumor; it was a tightening noose.

That evening, the city’s bells tolled a slow, mournful cadence as the Prussian artillery
began its first tentative salvo. Shells arced over the rooftops, exploding in distant
fields with a dull thump that vibrated through the cobblestones. Elise felt the
shockwave in her boots, a reminder that the war was no longer confined to textbooks
and lecture halls. She retreated to her modest lodging above a bakery, the scent of
fresh bread mingling with the acrid tang of gunpowder that seeped through the
cracked window.

Inside, she laid her notebook on the scarred pine table and opened it to a fresh page.
The ink, a deep indigo she had mixed herself from oak galls, flowed smoothly as she
began to record the date, the time, and the weather—conditions she had learned to
note obsessively during her botanical surveys. Outside, the distant crackle of gunfire
was punctuated by the occasional shout of a soldier, a sound that seemed to belong
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more to a nightmare than to the quiet streets she had walked for years.

Sleep came fitfully that night. Dreams of pressed specimens fluttering like moths in a
storm haunted her, and she awoke with the sensation of soil under her fingernails,
though her hands were clean. The first light of dawn filtered through the shutters,
casting a pale gold across the room. Elise rose, pulled on her woolen coat, and
stepped onto the narrow balcony that overlooked the rue Saint-Jacques. The street
was unusually quiet; the usual clatter of carts and the chatter of vendors had been
replaced by a subdued murmur, as if the city itself were holding its breath.

She walked slowly down the avenue, her boots echoing on the stone. The facades of
the buildings, usually adorned with flowering boxes and ivy, now displayed shutters
drawn tight, their paint peeling in places where moisture had seeped during the
night’s damp chill. Yet, even beneath the veneer of abandonment, life persisted in the
cracks. A tuft of shepherd’s purse pushed through a fissure near the gutter, its tiny
white flowers defiant against the grime. Elise paused, kneeling to examine the plant
more closely. She noted its heart-shaped seed pods, the way the leaves formed a
basal rosette, and the faint peppery scent that rose when she brushed a finger against
them.

A group of children, their faces smudged with soot, darted past her, chasing a rag-torn
ball. One boy slipped and fell, scraping his knee on the rough stone. Elise instinctively
reached for her satchel, pulling out a small cloth pouch of dried yarrow she always
carried for field emergencies. She pressed the herb against the wound, recalling its
traditional use to staunch bleeding. The boy winced, then smiled gratefully, his eyes
wide with the sudden attention of a stranger who seemed to know more about the
weeds at his feet than the soldiers at the gate.

Word of her impromptu aid spread quickly through the neighborhood. By mid-morning,
a handful of wary adults gathered near the fountain, eyes darting between the
botanist and the distant smoke that curled over the western walls. Elise felt the weight
of their gazes, not as accusation but as a silent plea for guidance. She cleared her
throat, her voice steadier than she felt, and began to speak about the plants that
could be found even in the most neglected corners of the city—dandelion leaves for a
bitter salad, chickweed for a soothing poultice, the starchy tubers of wild garlic that
could be roasted over a fire.

She illustrated her points with sketches she made on the spot, the charcoal from a
burnt stick she had found in an alley leaving smudged lines that captured the serrated
edges of a plantain leaf or the delicate filigree of a yarrow flower. The act of drawing
seemed to steady her own nerves as much as it informed the onlookers; each line was
a reminder that observation could be a form of resistance, a way to reclaim agency
when the world outside the walls threatened to erase it.
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A grizzled veteran, his coat patched with leather and his face etched with the lines of
countless campaigns, stepped forward. He introduced himself as Sergeant Marcel
Duval, a militiaman assigned to the city’s inner watch. He admitted that his rations
had been reduced to hardtack and salted pork, and that the men were growing
restless. Elise listened, noting the way his fingers tapped rhythmically against his
thigh—a habit she recognized from her own field notes when she counted stamens.
When he asked if there was anything that could supplement their diet without
venturing beyond the barricades, she pointed to the patches of clover that dotted the
lawns of the abandoned public garden, explaining how its flowers could be steeped
into a tea rich in protein and how its seeds, when ground, could be mixed into a coarse
flour.

The sergeant’s eyebrows rose in surprise, then softened into something akin to hope.
He thanked her, his voice gruff but sincere, and promised to relay her information to
the commanding officer. Elise felt a flicker of warmth amidst the cold stone and the
distant thunder of artillery. It was a small exchange, yet it felt like the first thread of a
net that might catch the city’s falling spirits.

As the day waned, the Prussian guns grew louder, their barrage intensifying in a
rhythm that seemed to match the beating of her own heart. Elise retreated to her
lodging, her mind buzzing with the observations she had made. She opened her
notebook again, this time to a fresh spread, and began to compile a quick reference of
the edible flora she had encountered that day. She wrote the common name, the
scientific name in Latin, the part used, and a brief note on preparation—all in the neat,
precise hand she had honed during years of fieldwork.

She paused at the entry for Taraxacum officinale, the dandelion. Its leaves, she wrote,
could be eaten raw in salads or boiled to reduce bitterness; the roots, when roasted
and ground, offered a coffee-like substitute that, while lacking caffeine, provided a
comforting warmth. She smiled at the thought of the soldiers, hunched over their
meager fires, perhaps finding solace in a beverage that reminded them of home, even
if it was brewed from a weed they had previously dismissed as a nuisance.

Night fell fully, and the city fell under a curfew enforced by the occasional patrol of
Prussian soldiers whose boots clacked against the stone like a metronome. Elise blew
out her lamp, the darkness pressing in like a thick blanket. Yet, even without light, she
could feel the texture of the walls, the coolness of the stone, the faint scent of damp
earth that rose from the ground beneath her feet. In that sensory quiet, she allowed
herself to reflect on the absurdity of war—how it could reduce a vibrant city to a
canvas of fear, yet simultaneously reveal the hidden resilience of life that persisted in
the most unlikely places.

She drifted into a restless sleep, her dreams filled with fluttering seeds and the soft
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rustle of leaves. In the morning, she would rise again, notebook in hand, and step back
into the streets to continue her quiet census of the city’s overlooked flora. The gates
had closed, but the world beyond the walls was not the only source of sustenance;
within the stone-bound confines, a quiet revolution was beginning, rooted in the
simple act of noticing what grew beneath one’s feet. The siege had begun, and with it,
Elise Moreau’s most urgent botanical survey—one that would feed not just bodies, but
the fragile hope of a city learning to survive on the weeds of its own streets.
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