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Cast and Glossary (Here Abide Spoilers!)
Sitting alone in the dark made it easy to tell when someone was coming, bringing light. Footsteps carried well, too, so far from the usual prisoners who waited for judging in the underground prison. Kessa'd had plenty of time to wipe her face, smooth her plain skirt, and sit up straight on the rough wooden bench.
She'd never been pretty enough to play the helpless child – not with a half-barbarian's black hair and coppery skin, and especially not with her eyes the way they were. Proper, stiff innocence, or dignified guilt, would have to serve.
She closed her eyes so she'd not be light-dazzled. There were soft words beyond the door, before it creaked open.
She held her pose, her poise. It seemed a long time, long enough to slit her eyes open and see shadows upon the glittering-black stone floor, before a man walked forwards. A black outer robe went to his knees, and his gray hose and low boots suited high merchants or lesser nobility.
Gray was favored by alchemists. Could that wretched moneylender Darul be important enough that they'd bring an alchemist to question her? Or was this a rescue to the guild's internal judgment?
"May I ask your name?" the man said, calm and perhaps the slightest bit breathy. A light voice for a man, but a grown one. She glanced up as high as she dared. The tabard was an alchemist's charcoal with embroidered patterns. He held something in his properly pale hands.
Of course, anyone could dress in anything, to bait a prisoner to confess. "You may," she said finally, stalling.
With exact politeness, he said, "I'm Iathor Kymus. I would hope you recognize me."
It took a long moment for that to sink in, the name glowing in her mind like some burning alchemy stone. Her Guild Master himself, the Lord Alchemist. That was either very good, or very bad. She gripped her knees, for clutching the bench would be undignified and give her splinters besides. "Yes," she said. "I'm Kessa. Kessa Herbsman."
As conversationally as he'd introduced himself, he said, "I'm told you're accused of poisoning a man."
"That's what the guardsmen said when they arrested me, yes." She didn't have to pause. She'd been sitting quite long enough to brew the words. "Tradesman Darul Reus, the moneylender near North Red Square. I'd taken tea with him, yesterday. They said he was found a drooling idiot on the floor."
The Guild Master's clothes rustled as he bent. She blinked at the clay cup he held out. "What is it?"
"Tea."
One word, without menace or lightness. Not a dark, heavy tea that may be poisoned. Not a blithe tea, you silly girl. Threat, implication, and hope chased each other in her mind, the way brews might mix in just-stirred water.
Or tea.
She opened her fingers and took the cup, staring into it. Too shadowed to see any discoloration within.
The Guild Master backed away; he spoke to someone, but all she heard was "guild business."
She paid a journeyman's dues honestly enough on each sale. (And if sometimes she recorded something other than what'd been bought . . . the proper coins still got to the proper places.) Her training might've been unorthodox, but was sound enough to back a teacher's signature despite the smeared parchment.
Which meant Kessa had two choices. Break with the guild, and have no one of importance care what happened to her – and the Guild Master annoyed with her, like as not. (And that boiled over to questions about her license, her apprenticeship, her teachers, childhood, family . . .)
Or drink, and trust he was . . . fair.
He was said to be fair in guild matters.
The tea smelled wrong. Too sweet, like honey and roses. Something was in it. Of course.
She touched her tongue-tip to the surface. Yes, the sweet-bitter she couldn't describe to anyone else, not even other herb-witches.
She risked glancing over at the Guild Master. He stood, slight-framed, with his hands clasped in front of him. Hair cut above his shoulders, and bare-faced, despite nobles favoring beards and horse-tail queues this year. No jewelry. He watched her intently, without showing emotion.
At least he wasn't a smirking villain. Not that most villains were, but it gave some small hope.
She gulped the too-sweet, too-bitter tea all in one go, before she could think about what it might do. (A mint essence. Roses. Some metal-salts, sliding at the edge of her tongue.) Then she lowered the cup to her lap, head tipped back against the stone wall. Her hair fell away from her face, so she kept her eyes closed.
Clothing rustled. The bench creaked. She scented hints of alchemy and its ingredients. The Guild Master said, quietly, "It's not a loyalty potion."
Kessa blinked her eyes open briefly before remembering to keep them closed, and didn't move to betray her relief.
The sound of his clothing warned her, so she didn't startle when he put his hand on her forehead. His palm was warm. She remembered to breathe, as he pressed his fingers against her wrist for a few heartbeats.
Even more softly, he said, "You've an alchemist's immunity."
Well. And is that what it's called? How strange, that it had a name. How strange, that others might have it. Her world spun, her secret somehow smaller and greater at the same time.
As if he spoke of the weather, he added, "That's a proposal."
The words didn't make sense. Perhaps the dosed tea had dropped her into an alchemical daze. Perhaps darker rumors (suggested of every guild's master) were true, and he did hire poisoners when daytime politics failed.
"A . . . proposal." Her tongue and lips seemed to work, at least. If this was an herb-dream, it was most realistic.
"You're not already married, are you?" He moved her hair to see her unpierced left earlobe, where herb-witches and alchemists wore wedding rings to keep them away from brews.
Not a business proposal? "You're not serious!" She squinched her eyes tight-closed lest she stare. That rarely helped a discussion.
"I'm usually serious."
"But . . . I–" He couldn't be. "You expect me to believe–"
"Would I lie about such a matter?"
"You think I'd–" She bit off her sneering outrage, both recalling his title, and because she couldn't find words to finish.
Her snarl got an answering snap. "You'd rather stay and argue with a judge about using illegal potions to drive a man mad?"
The discussion clearly couldn't be helped. She turned her head sharply, knowing the light would shine without forgiveness onto eyes the color of dead leaves and yellow vomit. "It'd be less insult to offer money," she hissed.
The Guild Master drew back. His own eyes were some pale color. "It was a question, not a threat."
"So says the gray watch, when they ask if it'd be troublesome if they stumbled into the moon-steeping racks!" Perhaps the dosed tea had loosed the giddy outrage she knew better than to show. Perhaps she was merely too shocked to contain her words.
He frowned, eyes sliding away from her face. "Someone's done that recently?"
"Last month. Mid-moon." She waved a hand, dismissing the incident, and realized he'd changed the subject and reined in his temper, both. Kessa shook her hair back into place and reminded herself to steady, steady, and think of word-recipes that might yet slip her free. Her fingernails dug into her palms, her skin blurring into her skirts in the shadows.
From his voice, he still frowned. "Did you report them?"
"No. I gave them bruise-salves." She sighed. "The true watch . . . have little use for me."
"What badge do they carry?"
"Carvers, Weavers, Whitesmiths . . ." She shrugged. It could've been guild conflicts, the guards siding with whichever guild paid their stipend, but more likely it was her pale-copper skin and dirty eyes.
"I'll have someone look into the situation."
Kessa nearly asked why, before recalling her dues bought more than lack of harassment; insult to an herb-witch could spread to the whole guild. But what of harassment within the guild? She looked away, her hair sliding comfortingly against her cheek.
The Guild Master paused, then took a breath and released it. "Did you poison the man?"
This was at least close to what she'd rehearsed in the darkness. "You'd made your mind up when you dosed the tea. Whatever I say won't matter."
"Someone poisoned him. If not you, then some other herb-witch or alchemist, and I must discover who."
"He'd few friends. Many people owed him money. And he charged fees, should one pay him back early." Pure truth.
"You suggest he tripped and had a brain-fever from the blow?"
She wound her hands into her skirts. "What I brewed shouldn't have done that," she muttered, and tried to remember if truth potions were fantasy or forbidden. It wasn't a compulsion, but definitely an urge. Mayhap just outrage. "If another'd added to his tea, though . . ."
"You'd be unaffected, yes," he said. "But you should've detected it. And you didn't warn him."
She kept her face turned away. Kept her hands still. "I didn't taste anything else in the tea," she said, relieved at the calm lie.
"Then other doses would've been from another source. A candle, incense, something else he ate. Oil on his skin."
"I wouldn't know. I left as quickly as I could." More planned words, easy in her mouth.
"What was your potion intended to do?"
"Make him sleepy," she whispered. And suggestible, she didn't.
Again the clothing's rustle warned her, so she didn't twitch when his voice was far too close to her ear. "Why?"
Truth . . . always mix enough truth with the lies. The alchemy of a lie was in how little one used. Still, the words dragged at her throat. She wanted to spit them out like poison. "He'd offer to 'forgive' interest, in return for favors." She couldn't keep the bitterness out of her half-choked laugh. "Some favors, one might rather risk a sleeping draught."
"And you owed him money."
"Not after yesterday." Truth was a potent herb. "I'd even covered the 'early payment' fees."
"Then why," the Guild Master asked, so quiet and close that his breath warmed her ear, "did you dose him?"
"He claimed I'd not enough after all."
The Guild Master was silent a time. Kessa thought, If you aren't going to trust me, why, by Earth and Rain, did you propose?
Finally, he said, "I will attempt to cure the man. Should this fail – likely, with unknown, mixed potions – I will pay a suitable consolation to his heirs. Perhaps call it a brain-fever, if I must." His tone was intimate, but the words . . . matter of fact. Slightly irked.
Kessa managed a sharp, jerking nod.
"I will escort you to your shop. You shall tell me about the 'gray watch' members. If you vanish, I will assume you've been abducted, and I will find you."
She couldn't help stiffening her shoulders, though she stopped herself from staring at him again. And yet, he'd not repeated his mystifying proposal. "I see."
He stood, and held out a hand. "Shall we depart?"
Kessa looked at his hand (little spots and tiny scars, as any experienced alchemist might have) and let go her breath. You want to stay here, half-breed? Risk your crèche-sibs putting themselves in danger for you? Choose.
She took his hand. Standing, she took his offered arm.
They walked out of the cell; she kept her eyes downcast and didn't cling to him with knee-shaken relief. Only with politeness.
Immune.
The girl (Kessa, Iathor corrected himself) moved with as stiff a spine as any a deportment instructor might wish. Her pace was perhaps rougher than that of a city-prince's daughter, but prison floors weren't as even as a ballroom's, either.
Immune.
He'd have to arrange proper dance tutoring.
Immune. He pushed the reverberating thought away, focusing on the minute pieces. The trivia. There was a chance she wasn't immune to the dramsman's draught . . . But it was slight indeed. Her alleged tongue-blindness? Unlikely; Tryth hadn't forced honesty.
Immune! Thinking of alchemical formulae only spun off into giddy, swirling patterns of immunity and its implications. He forced himself to darker thoughts. Anyone with alchemist's immunity, knowing she had it, needed to be watched, for her own possible excesses, and watched over, lest some other family seek to breed immunity with blackmail, threat, or force. Her half-barbarian features worked against that, but the thought of taking the title of Lord Alchemist for one's own lineage might make someone . . . less squeamish.
And there was the Shadow Guild, where illegality was taken for granted.
Immune, his thoughts still whispered. And accused of disminding a man, he forced himself to remember. She'd have to be cleared (impossible without irritating lies or cover-ups, as she'd admitted partial blame) or persuaded to confess and accept a judge's sentence. If they could find the other alchemist whose preparation had mixed with hers, however, there might be guilt to go around. If that other brew's intent had been more hostile, concealing her part would hardly roil Iathor's conscience.
This, he could focus on. Protect his guild member; protect the city from his guild member; find the other ingredients to the mysterious brew, metaphorically and literally. So he spoke calmly: arranging air-purifying clae and a fresh Incandescens Stone for the guards in the underground prison, recovering the herb-witch's basket of wares, asking for paper and graphite to send messages (none important enough for ink) and leave one for Watch Commander Rothsam that he'd taken the herb-witch. Giving the guards his word that her behavior wouldn't land her back in prison.
Kessa's hands didn't tighten on his arm, but she held her breath a moment. It was gratifying that she understood what he'd pledged.
He needed a better way to secure her cooperation than intimidation, though. He shouldn't have lost his temper, even briefly. Perhaps the location'd reminded her of the unfortunate Darul. She wasn't an exotic beauty, but some people had a taste for power. (If the moneylender was a corrupt man; other clients would have to be questioned.) What hold had Darul had on her, that she'd rather risk illegal herb-witchery than ask her guild for aid? Iathor hoped he was wrong; if the man could be cured, he could be interrogated.
He sent his footman, Dayn, to the carriage with Kessa while he wrote the necessary messages (including notes to himself) at the Watch Commander's own desk. Then he removed himself in deliberate good humor, leaving behind the alchemy-smoothed stone of the prison and the red brick of the watch station above it.
Kessa waited in the carriage, stiffly upright, basket beside her on the rear cushion. In the better light, dirt stains showed at the hem of her mended, brown smock, and grass stains where knees would be when picking herbs. Her shirt's sleeves had wrinkles from being rolled up frequently, and spots where sweat and potion-spatters hadn't washed out. No bonnet, understandably. Her hair was true-black, not merely horse-dark. Her eyes . . . were downcast, so he couldn't tell if it'd been the Incandescens Stone's light that'd made them such a sickly color.
Properly, herb-witch colors were brown and green, for earth and plants. Green dye was expensive; for symbology, grass stains sufficed.
Iathor sat opposite, while Dayn closed the door. The carriage creaked as the footman took his position on the outside perch. Jeck, the driver, started the horses, and Iathor's passenger swayed. Her sandaled feet peeked from under the skirt, grubby toes pressing against the floor to steady herself. Her hands remained firmly in her lap.
Her silence and downcast gaze let Iathor study her: posture that wouldn't have shamed a noble's daughter, which fought the lack of height and thin fingers and wrists that made her seem barely a woman at all. More like an underfed child, hiding painfully sharp ribs beneath her clothes. He frowned at the hollows of her cheeks. "Have you eaten today?"
Kessa's eyebrows drew in, visible between the twin sweeps of her hair. "No." Her tone suggested tense bafflement.
"Hmph." He twisted to slide back the panel that let him tell Jeck, "Stop by the first food-seller who seems acceptable, please. Our guest hasn't had breakfast."
"Yes, m'lord," his driver said cheerfully.
Turning back, Iathor caught a glimpse of Kessa's startled face before the herb-witch looked down again. She muttered, "You don't . . . I've no money with me."
Iathor frowned. "The guards didn't take it, did they?"
"No. I'd forgotten the purse, and turned back for it just when they came to arrest me." Her lips curled slightly, wry. "I didn't fuss, considering."
Considering. Expecting a senior herb-witch or her local guild officer to investigate. Iathor'd only been there because a Potters' watchman heard the Weavers' men had "lost" an herb-witch, and potters and glassblowers preferred to be on good terms with alchemists. "I'm glad I needn't investigate outright theft by the city watch."
"No. They're not malicious."
Just deliberately negligent. "I still disapprove of them letting this 'gray watch' harass shopkeepers. Have you skill to draw a picture?"
"Not really. I can describe them."
"I suppose I shouldn't ask you to point them out," Iathor mused. "Not until I've arranged . . ."
"Arranged what?" she asked flatly, lifting her eyes.
Their color was . . . unfortunate. A medium shade, mottled between dirty yellow and a brown the hue of rotting herbs. Her face went cold and flat in a barbaric sneer. He dropped his gaze, to her mouth and pointed chin, and thought perhaps she was only politely chill.
"Protections," he said, which wasn't what he'd been thinking.
"Mm." Kessa was demurely downcast again.
Adept at hiding those eyes. Must've been born with . . . Of course she was. Immune. Potions that changed bodies, to curse or cure, couldn't work. A political hindrance, but not insurmountable; she already compensated.
It crossed his mind that she might have a suitor, though she'd not mentioned such. (All right, he'd been sudden enough to surprise himself. He was hardly some drunken, itinerant, dragon-oil peddler, to be mockingly dismissed.) He began, "Have you–"
Outside, Jeck called "whoa," and rapped on the panel. "Found a bread-stand, m'lord!"
Tightly, Kessa repeated, "I've no money with me."
Iathor sighed through his nose, and swung open the carriage door. "Dayn, get enough bread for all of us, please. Even the horses, if Jeck wishes." He sat back against the seat, crossed his arms, and waited.
Only after Dayn brought a cheap basket of rolls did Kessa say, low and resigned, "Thank you."
"You're welcome." Iathor took a warm roll for himself; his breakfast had been rushed and small. "Now eat."
From her determined daintiness, she'd have refused if she'd eaten before being hauled into prison and darkness. Iathor congratulated himself on feeding the poor girl, then realized only a rude knave discussed unpleasantries at a meal, and he doubted any obvious topic qualified as pleasant.
Kessa ate bread with someone she suspected she'd hate very soon now. He sat smugly; she could tell by how he crossed his legs in that metal-gray hose. And, blight it, she was too hungry to throw the bread in his face, even if he weren't her Guild Master and the Lord Alchemist, the highest rank of the most potent guild, inherited just as noble titles were.
She finished the roll and stubbornly didn't take another, though several remained. Perhaps the horses would be hungry. She'd eaten . . . sometime yesterday. She didn't need another warm lump of debt.
Iathor Kymus, Lord Alchemist, Guild Master, and apparently her bane, finished his bread, sighed, took another from the basket, and took her hand. As she looked up in outrage, he turned her palm upwards and dropped the second roll into it without meeting her glare. He took bread of his own again, his gaze sliding quickly past to leave him looking out the window.
Kessa refused to fling this food, either. Little merchant girls wouldn't, for all that roof-rats would. She'd not let her temper betray her.
So she watched him, between sharp, neat bites. His black outer robe hung the way a dangerous bodyguard's would, and she'd already scented mingled hints of at least a dozen preparations. She'd wager half an apothecary shop lay against his chest, each vial in its own pocket. There were hints of proper green shirt-sleeves at the ends of the robe's cuffs, and brown showing at the collar, above the embroidered gray of his formal tabard.
His face and neck were as fair-skinned as any noble's. (Undoubtedly her hands would look too dark, strangling him.) Pale brown hair, with just enough wave that you couldn't call it straight, just enough gray that you couldn't call him young. Not enough wrinkles to seem old, but potions could fix that. Medium-blue eyes. Face a bit narrow, but not so sharp as hers. If not wearing the colors of alchemists, in the fabrics of wealth, he'd have been as nondescript a clerk as any who scurried through the streets, heads full of numbers and accounts.
He had alchemist hands, though: faint stains, faint scars, long and precise fingers holding his roll with the instinctive care one learned if one made dangerous potions – and wanted to keep having feet, or at least floor.
No rings, of course. Nor in his ears, thankfully, for that would've added more confusion.
Why'd you propose to me? He'd wealth, power, wasn't ugly . . . She opened her mouth to demand an answer.
A memory slapped her mind. "Show gratitude to the man who feeds you."
She looked down. It shouldn't matter. He'd likely abandoned his mad idea once he saw her outside. So she'd be a proper guild member: journeyman herb-witch with a little shop, loyally reporting to Master Rom, the alchemist responsible for her area. She'd sweetly rat out the gray watch. She'd point at the local city watch's favorite tavern. And once the Guild Master found some other reason for wretched Darul's accident, he'd leave her be. Indeed, he might leave everything to Master Rom, once he dropped her off.
That cheering thought made her look out the window to see how close they were.
Her store was in a part of the city that was . . . better than lower-class. The streets were brick and dirt, level enough for carts but bumpy beneath the carriage. Most of the buildings were brick on the first floor, but wood inside and above. Apartments went above Kessa's shop, and to the side till the end of that block. The weaver on her other side had looms for rugs, tapestries, and bedding, and several ill-paid apprentices to work them. A tavern with some sleeping rooms (more used with the serving girls) ended the block to that side. Across the street was a baker, with bread inferior to what she'd been fed, and more apartments, built of just enough brick to look proper. The stores had at least one wide window with thick chunks of glass; the tavern and apartments just had shutters. Those living here were either on the way down, clawing desperately for some rescue rope, or on the way up, inch by determined inch.
Kessa was among the latter.
The carriage halted, and the servant opened the door. Kessa slid out, murmuring thanks as the young man helped her down.
She turned, to explain she'd go immediately to Master Rom's office and give the information he'd asked, and found herself closer to the Guild Master's chest than intended. Oh, he can't mean to come in!
He held the basket of rolls.
He probably did.
With a deep breath, she walked to her door. Her key was still strung around her neck, happily. Picking that lock wouldn't be hard, even for her, but she'd no tools and it might raise suspicions.
Iathor waited patiently as Kessa fumbled with her key. This wasn't a prosperous area, but adequate for a journeyman herb-witch who'd been granted permission to manage a shop. Master Rom was likely satisfied with her work.
Kessa unlocked her door and entered, leaving it open. Iathor followed.
It was dark inside, though Kessa pulled back the curtains, letting light leak past the shutters. Iathor leaned out and asked, "Dayn, could you open the shutters?"
"Of course, m'lord."
The resulting light undoubtedly saved Iathor from ignominiously stubbing his toes on the heavy worktable in the middle of the room. He set the basket with the remaining rolls upon that table and prowled, using his nose as much as his eyes. The herbs hanging from the support rafters smelled of exactly what they looked like, concealing neither other ingredients nor mold. The moon-rack, covered in thick, black fabric, was in the window ledge where Kessa leaned, arms folded. Iathor was careful to only sniff that; prodding might let sunlight in, ruining nights or even months of moon-steeping. The shelves, nailed to the walls in slightly erratic levels, held jars and sachets – all with identifying marks, and all smelling as they should.
One shelf, set high for his reach, held unmarked jars and vials. Most looked or smelled familiar: the golden tincture that went into curatives, a nose-biting paste to relieve congestion, carriers for sunburn-balms, the mint oil that could lower a lip-blister . . . One jar, striped in red, defied identification with eyes or nose. Iathor frowned at it and set the jar on the counter, pulling his white-glazed spoon from a pocket to get a light dusting of powder into his hand. Then he licked it up.
There was a muffled noise from the herb-witch. He wondered, as he sorted the powder's ingredients by taste, if she'd been about to warn him against unwary sampling. How else would I command a guild full of eccentric alchemists? Without the immunities, there'd be scheming ranging from practical jokes by apprentices and journeymen, to lust and loyalty potions, to poisoning. The first were a nuisance to be quashed patiently. The middle could be mitigated by a dramsman bound to the city-prince or the Princeps. The last . . . required immunity.
The powder's taste was still odd, though with the bittersweet of a quickened preparation. He lapped a slightly larger sample out of his hand. Earth-water edge . . . Almost-numbness of the tongue . . . He glanced over; Kessa dropped her gaze before her eyes could be seen. "What is this?" he asked. "It's somewhat like clae, but you've added river-root."
She took came and put the lid back on the pot. "It's for beer. It takes away what makes people drunk. Only for a glass or two, though. Any more and you . . . And most people'd get queasy. It might work on wine, but beer's cheaper to test."
"Hm. Why not–" –use a Vinkest's pill? he didn't finish. Vinkest's sobriety pills were popular at the alchemical school in Cym that Iathor and his brother'd attended as journeymen. They were, however, pure alchemy. This concoction . . . was pure herb-witchery. "You developed this recipe yourself?"
She went on tiptoes to put the jar away. "Yes," she said, sounding oddly resigned.
"Fascinating. How much is a dose?"
"For a single glass? One, mayhap two of your spoonfuls there."
"And its cost?"
"For the pot or the dose?" she asked. Her tone held mystification at the edges.
He folded his arms. "What you're selling it for." Not that she should be selling any, unless Master Rom'd approved it, but he tasted no harm in the thing.
"Copper half-flower a dose. Two more leaves for two. And only to those who've been warned what happens if they take too much."
"Mm." He went to the door, obtained money from Dayn (who was better equipped to fend off cutpurses), and returned with a copper tree, flower, and leaf. "Ten doses?"
Kessa took the coins, weighing them in her hand; he nearly thought she'd taste them to see if they were real. Then she nodded and fetched her own spoon and paper squares (apprentice-work, from their uneven hue and texture) to measure out the doses with as steady and smooth a hand as Iathor's own mother had ever displayed, when he was eye-high to tables and watching in fascination.
That train of thought could only lead to more suddenness; he'd already startled Kessa overmuch. He went prowling again, to investigate her storeroom. "What else are you working on?" he asked, pushing aside the curtain.
She didn't answer, but he hardly noticed. Instead of a storeroom . . . Light slanted over a low cot with threadbare blankets. A stool sat beside it, and a chamberpot was in the corner. Shelves with jars, baskets, and bundles of herbs covered the walls, including a nailed-shut door to the expected stairway leading up to personal rooms.
Apparently the building's owner had seen more profit in leasing a shop below and apartments above, and Kessa Herbsman was frugal enough to make do with what she had. Which, he realized, included no sources of heat save what might seep down from above. He let the curtain fall back and asked, quietly, "What do you do in the winter?"
She stood as straight as any impoverished noble, holding out the twist of paper. "I use an extra blanket."
"I see." Iathor came and took his purchase. "I'll ask Master Rom to have someone get a description of the 'gray watch' from you." He could not bear to stay; the awkwardness of his hasty proposal hung between them, added to his unexpected intrusion – and the shade of his own mother whispering that there'd been no permission granted for a table-high boy to come into her private room.
Before he left, though, he added, "I will find you, if you vanish." In the tangle of memory and embarrassment, he honestly wasn't sure if that was more promise or warning.
However she took it, she curtsied silently, hands wrapped in her skirts.
He made his voice merely polite, saying "Good day, Tradeswoman Kessa." Then he escaped to his carriage.
The market square was busy, the usual odors mingling with the smell of autumn leaves being burned for luck. Kessa doubted anyone'd notice her unless they were looking for an herb-witch. Still, she needed things. Herbs, bird bones, paper . . . Perhaps a better knife, if she could find one cheaply. She'd more coin now, and only a half-flower owed to the guild . . . Is that fair? He bought it, so the guild should get its portion, but he's the blighted Guild Master, so . . . Well, it left her with over a tree for spending.
A glint of blond from a narrow alley, shadowed in comparison to the market square, made her lift her gaze and squint. She shaded her face with one hand, more to half-hide her eyes. Yes, that looked like Jontho's slouch, for all he wore a baker's apron, with his hat-brim pulled down. She moved over to the young man.
"Hey, Kess-kess-kessalan." She couldn't see much of him, from sun-glare in her eyes, but it was his clear, deep voice. (Attractive as the rest of him: blond, blue eyes, and pale as a noble. The calluses on his hands didn't match any noble pastime, though.)
He didn't have an odor she could pick up over the sweat and scents of the market square itself; she'd brewed the ointment to keep dogs – and keen-nosed humans – from sniffing him out.
Kessa smiled, looking at him through her hair. "Hey, Jontho. How's Laita?"
He frowned. "Worried sick about you."
Kessa leaned on the corner between sunlight and shadow. "She heard the watch got me?"
"It did?" Jontho reached out to her shoulder. Mysterious thin scratches marked his wrist. "No, 'cause the blighted wretch'd gone babbling, not just forgetful. You all right?"
"Aye." She smiled again, tiredly. "Guild officer got me out. Though . . . I admitted the sleeping potion – and that someone else must've had a similar idea, so there may be Alchemists' Guild poking around."
Jontho's frown got deeper, though he didn't ask why she'd confessed even that much. "I'll keep low. Kessa, you didn't use some other potion, did you?"
Kessa shook her head. "No. But if you mix potions . . . Well, some potions don't care. Some do. Whatever someone else fed him, it mixed with mine and instead of helping M'lord Sleepy into bed, I found myself with M'lord Drooling and Babbling. Then he fell asleep. And someone'd seen me with him."
"Too blighted memorable, Kesskess."
"Herb-witches can be, Jonno. Unlike . . . bakers, today?"
"And chimney sweeps yesterday, and perhaps manure collectors tomorrow."
"So long as you're not filching watchman tabards the day after." She ran her fingers along one swoop of her hair, from forehead to base of neck where the ties fastened it, to be sure it was hanging right. "Oh, 'ware the gray watch. My guild's taking notice, I think."
Jontho whistled a low note. "What guild officer bailed you out?"
She snorted. "So you can move to his territory, or be sure to keep out?"
"Mayhap both." He grinned.
"You'd try, wouldn't you." She smoothed the other side of her hair. No reason to lie, she supposed. She didn't have to tell everything, even to Jontho. "My Guild Master himself. Don't ask me why the Lord Alchemist was rescuing an herb-witch."
Jontho started choking exaggeratedly; Kessa ignored him, adding, "Mayhap he was just checking that the guild stipends were getting to the right guards, and decided to take an interest."
"Kessa! Sweet Rain and Earth! And you confessed to him?"
It'd been stupid. She could've claimed total innocence. She'd not had to give any truth, not really. Surely he'd have brought her out just the same, and fed her, and taken her home? Surely. She grimaced. "I don't discount truth potions, Jonno-bro."
"Was it . . . hard, to keep us out of your story?"
Kessa slid her basket down her arm and held its handle with both hands. "You know me. Put just 'bout anything in my mouth without harm."
"Feed it to Kess; she'll survive anything."
"Aye," she agreed. "Now, how is Laita? Does she need any more healing brews? Dry tea?"
He shook his head. "No, she's still got till the end of the month on that. And she's getting her strength back. Should be working again in a fiveday or less." He tried to smile again, but it was wan.
"I wish she'd a better trade." Beautiful, sickly Laita. Kessa added, "Or get a proper patron who'd take care of her."
"And her brother, too?" Jontho shook his head. "Not everyone goes straight, Kess."
"It's not that hard," she muttered at her basket.
"You were in debt to that blighted 'M'lord Reus' for years! And handing him potions on the side to pay the 'interest'!"
Kessa glowered directly at Jontho. "She could try. She's free of the blighted wretch now, and even the Lord Alchemist himself doesn't think Darul can be cured. Help her get a steady patron, and out of those wretched taverns, before she gets sicker than I can mend."
Even her crèche-brother flinched from her unconcealed eyes, looking over her shoulder instead. "Kess–" He broke off. "Watch coming." He faded back down the narrow gap between the buildings.
It was better not to draw notice by glancing nervously over one's shoulder. Instead, she twitched her head, shaking her hair back into the two curves that shielded her face. (If she'd Laita's curls, the style would never've worked. Her straight hair almost looked elegant, she fancied.) She wanted to follow Jontho through the alley, but that'd look too suspicious. Either they'd leave her be, or . . . not, and she'd have to drop names. Iathor Kymus, Lord Alchemist and my Guild Master.
Kessa hated being so beholden to the man, even when he wasn't there.
She'd made it half-way across the market square before the pair of watchmen showed up to either side of her. She didn't recognize them from the group who'd taken her to the prison, in that chill, pallid dawn, but one (freckled, with fine red hair on his bare forearms) had a Weavers' badge on his watchman's tabard. The other (tanned and light-brown beard she'd glimpsed through her hair) was a Stonemason's man. They smelled of light sweat, from brisk walking in the sun.
The Weaver-paid guard touched her shoulder, then her basket, hanging from the crook of her elbow. "You an herb-witch?"
No reason for that question in that suspicious tone, unless he'd heard of her arrest. And, blight it, no reason for her to walk to the prison again and wait for some guild official again, and (she nearly twitched to think of it) risk it might be the Lord Alchemist again in a dark cell, remembering his crazy proposal . . .
No. If she had to use the distasteful weapon, best to use it for the kill. With luck, her Guild Master might never find out. "I'm Kessa Herbsman, yes. My Guild Master's investigating the matter himself. He's given his word that I needn't be kept in the prison for the time being." She half-lidded her eyes, almost looking up, and kept her back straight. It gave clarity to one's voice.
"Matter?" the Stonemason-paid guard echoed. "Pech, what's this?"
The redhead didn't quite stammer, but his tone suggested it was a near thing. "M'cousin said they'd taken a half-breed poisoner, this morn. I thought . . ."
"I didn't poison the entire prison and escape," Kessa said. "My Guild Master brought me out. He didn't say I was confined to my shop, and I've errands. By your leave, watchmen?"
The tanned guard said, "The local Alchemists' officer is Master Rom, Pech. We'll check with him."
"May I go?" Kessa pressed.
Pech seemed uncertain, but the Stonemason's man waved at her. "Keep out of trouble, herb-witch. You know you're not likely to hide from the watch."
"Nor to try," she agreed coldly, with a short curtsey before striding off.
Stopping at Master Rom's office had helped settle Iathor's roiling thoughts. Rom'd not been aware of the arrest, of course; that lost notification was why Iathor'd gone to make a point. Rom'd had Kessa's records, though: three years since she'd come from some tiny village, taught by Herbsman Chiftia. (He'd have to ask the Herbmaster about Chiftia's skill. Rom'd been impressed by Kessa's competence, not Chiftia's name.) Rom'd been surprised that Kessa might've even half-poisoned anyone.
Quiet. Pays her dues, always informs him if they'll be late, and has partial payment even then. No family Rom knew of – which irritated Iathor briefly. It would've been simpler to negotiate with the girl's father . . .
Rom'd not known she'd already produced a passable masterwork. And certainly hadn't realized Kessa was . . . tolerant to alchemy. Nor had the large man known of the gray watch; he'd been suitably appalled, promising to send one of his apprentices to get descriptions from her.
Iathor'd stated his intent to take Kessa as a student (the traditional way to handle journeyman prodigies) and set out for the next necessary stop, hoping the tradition-minded Rom wasn't guessing how alchemically tolerant the herb-witch was. It wouldn't do to alert those who might seek to coerce Kessa into . . . anything.
Arriving at the hospice saved him from brooding over the chaos a rogue immune could cause.
The Alchemists' Guild-funded hospice was red brick, two levels high. The basement was a utilitarian workroom for the brewing of healing elixirs and salves. The ground floor held rooms for patients and healers both, as well as a small lecture hall, and the upper level was used for patients and storage. Iathor remembered when it'd been built: one of the last projects of his father, and one of the first of his.
Iathor's messages had raced ahead of him suitably; when his carriage arrived, an older bonesetter and an apprentice alchemist (a girl, unusually) greeted him in the entry room.
While the apprentice curtseyed, tongue-tied, the gray-haired bonesetter said, "Welcome, Master Kymus. I'm Peran. This is Nicia."
Master Peran was a bit older than Iathor, without benefit of Vigeur to keep his hair from shading out of dark blond into gray and silver. Iathor shook hands with him. "Good to finally meet you, Master Peran. Master Isio speaks highly of you. Nicia, I hope you're being useful here."
"She is," Peran said, across the girl's stammers.
The Bonesetters' Guild and Alchemists' Guild had officially neutral relations, despite the obvious advantages of alliance. Bonesetters could be touchy and arrogant, as could alchemists, rarely tolerating the other's mistakes. From explosions to synergy, the results of combining bonesetters and alchemists depended on the individuals in the mix.
Peran wouldn't have accepted employment at the hospice if he detested alchemists, but from his brisk manner, neither did he think them spirit-inspired geniuses. "We've gotten the man from his sister's home. He's docile enough, but I've an apprentice in his room just in case." Peran snorted. "Or just in case someone decides to silence him more effectively. They'd have had a better chance at his sister's."
"Was she troubled to release him to the hospice?" Iathor asked.
"I wasn't there, but the journeymen who helped your Master Aleran didn't mention any troubles. I imagine the notion appealed greatly once she found someone else'd pay for it."
"I'll have to talk to her," Iathor sighed. "Would you like to be present when I examine the man, Master Peran, or shall I conscript Nicia as my guide?"
"I'd be interested in watching your examination. Everyone has their own techniques." The bonesetter stuck his hands in his robe's pockets.
"Quite true. I'll be equally interested in your assessment." Iathor smiled, in the way that sometimes smoothed ruffled feathers of experts. "I'm not familiar with healing, and might miss something."
Peran's expression suggested he grasped Iathor's tactic, but wasn't averse to being soothed. "Mm. This way." He strode down the hallway, dark green robes rippling.
Iathor followed, Nicia trotting just behind. The building had the faint odor of strong soap diluted by many rinses; a spilled potion could cause havoc if not cleaned up properly, and spilling something on even old body-dirt or blood might make other potions activate badly. The basement leaked whiffs of herbs, salts, and simmering preparations.
He glanced at the girl. Where Peran wore the greens and reds of bonesetters, she was in brown and green, with a gray apron. "Been here long, Apprentice Nicia?"
"No, m'lord," she said, managing to bob another curtsey. "Mother said I was good enough to work here, three months ago."
Likely an herb-witch's daughter, then. "Your mother is . . . ?"
"Herbmaster Keli, m'lord." Again, the girl bobbed nervously.
Iathor well knew Keli. Few herb-witches sought official master-status within the Alchemists' Guild, instead staying "senior journeymen" and taking apprentices via blind-signed permission of their nominal master alchemist. The Herbmaster championed herb-witches, which meant she visited his office frequently and with determination. Usually, he agreed with her goals, if not their means. Keli was short, but had a great deal of presence to go with her long plaits of dark brown hair. Her daughter had hair a shade lighter, almost honey-blonde, her mother's stature, and wide blue eyes that suggested an air of constant alarm. (Or perhaps it was just his presence.) He said, "I trust her judgment in herb-witchery. You're training further, in true alchemy?"
Nicia nodded, and didn't try to curtsey. "Yes, m'lord! Mother says I've the fine hands for the measuring, and patience for the brewing."
"And a tolerance for the brews?"
"A bit, m'lord. I don't faint from the fumes of a sleeping potion, anyway." The apprentice seemed pleased to be asked.
"Very good. It's embarrassing to wake up in the middle of your equipment." It'd only happened once, after staying up three days straight, trying to concoct a stimulant potion that'd work on him, but it'd been extremely ignominious.
She didn't giggle, but her eyes got even rounder.
He made a mental note to ask the girl's mother how high she believed Nicia's tolerances were, then they arrived.
The clean, whitewashed room was small, with a high window. The shutters swung inward, flat against the wall, to let in light and fresh air. Less flat were the wings of the framework that held chunks of window-glass; the room could have light in winter. The bonesetter apprentice was in the only chair; the muscled young man hurriedly stood.
Iathor took a breath (outside air, with horses and burning leaves; soap and little else) and stepped forward to look down at the madman.
Lying on the bed, wearing a long robe, Darul Reus was the thin, pinched sort of moneylender. His fine mane of blond hair was going to early silver, handsomely, without transitioning through dirty gray. His eyes were a plain medium-blue, though, and his lax face full of frown-lines. Iathor bent and sniffed the man's breath. It would've been a long time, but . . .
Under the smell of corn porridge . . . was something sharper. One of the metal-salts, perhaps, to've lasted so long in the man's body. "Do you know if his sister gave him anything?" he asked.
"Food and cheap wine," Peran answered. "Wine made him even more docile, apparently."
Docile. And metal-salts. Iathor straightened, ruing that he'd not investigated the jars in Kessa's storage-bedroom. Metal-salts are true alchemy . . . The combination could trigger any number of continuing effects. Iathor asked, "Does he know his name?"
"No, m'lord," the male apprentice answered. "Not so's you'd notice."
Iathor went to one knee and moved a hand across Darul's field of vision. The madman tracked the motion, pupils constricting as he looked more toward the window. He wasn't drooling or babbling, though Iathor suspected he might've when the potions (or potion, singular . . .) took effect. When Iathor took the man's hands, they were chill and blue under the fingernails. No signs in the whites of his eyes, though, or at his lips.
Iathor sat back on his heels. "Master Peran, do you know if he's passed blood in his chamberpot?"
"No, seems normal enough, if scant. He's cold, though, and you see the blue nails."
"His breath smells off, too. Like some metal-salt."
"Oh?" Peran crouched to sniff at the madman's breath. "Feh, can't smell it."
"I've a good nose. A minor advantage of the bloodline."
"Mm." The other man looked over his shoulder. "Nicia, come have a sniff."
Obediently, the apprentice did so. Darul blinked at them all with vague interest. After several thoughtful breaths, eyes closed and nose deliberately unwrinkled, she sat back. "Something besides old food, I think. But you said so, Master Kymus, so I might be imagining it."
"Have someone wave ingredients under your nose, while your eyes are closed," Iathor said. "Being able to identify something from smell can be very useful."
She nodded and stood to move back to the doorway.
"Diagnosis, Master Kymus?" Peran asked.
"Alchemical poisoning, Master Peran. Deliberate or accidental . . . I won't know till I find what was used. I'll have his place searched."
"And treatment?"
"What would you do, Master Peran?"
The bonesetter snorted. "Keep him calm, warm, and fed. See if he can be trained to use the chamberpot, feed himself, dress himself, or at least come when called. If not . . . Try some of the mindbright potions after a few months. Not much else to do with him."
Iathor nodded thoughtfully. "Except I scent metal-salts, and those can sometimes be purged from the body."
"Aye," Peran mused. "So treat it like early poisoning, dosing with Purgatorie?"
Iathor tipped his hand, in lieu of the hat he wasn't wearing. "It's worth a try. At the least, Purgatorie can't hurt."
"The apprentices'll disagree, but we'll do it out back and sluice down the street when he's done." The bonesetter managed to look both maliciously amused and sympathetic.
Iathor winced. "Keep names, and I'll add something to the hospice stipends, this coming month."
"Pfft." Peran waved a hand. "It's their job. I'll give them an extra light-work day, perhaps."
"I yield to the master in residence." Iathor levered himself up, and remembered to offer a hand to Peran, who took it without self-consciousness.
Peran dusted off the knees of his hose. "Well, we've a plan. Aught else you need here?"
Iathor shook his head. "I thank you for your help, Master Peran."
"Always good to learn something new, Master Kymus," the bonesetter said agreeably. "I'll set Nicia to exercising her nose tomorrow."
Iathor approved of the muted interest on the apprentice girl's face. "Good luck to us all, then. And good day to you all." He nodded to them, shook hands again with Peran, and left.
Outside, as Dayn held open the carriage door, Iathor asked, "Any hope the rest of the day will go smoothly?"
The young dramsman grinned. "There's always hope, m'lord."
"Not reassuring," he muttered as the door closed. "Home, Jeck," he called through the panel, and the carriage started into motion.
Iathor leaned back against the cushion and idly wished that the first immune woman he'd ever found hadn't been in a jail cell, nor had a mystery attached, nor been at least half-guilty of destroying a man's mind. While he was at it, he wished it hadn't all happened on his light-work day. Rescheduling would've been a blighted nuisance, but his secretary would've been present for swifter delegation.
And Kessa could've been slightly grateful for the rescue. He was glad she'd avoided dramatic tears and clutching of robes, but thinking back, he didn't recall so much as a "thank you" from the journeyman till he'd fed her.
He sighed and stretched out in the carriage, since no one could see him being less than upright. He'd get lunch (excellent, excellent lunch) from his cook, see his officers, see the Weavers' Guild's representative, and perhaps send Baron Rhaus off early. That was ostensibly a social call, after all.
Traffic was no more unkind than usual. He made a few mental notes when the carriage lurched overmuch. It never hurt to gather good will by offering funds for road-repair.
Upon reaching home, he called to Jeck, "Kitchen door, please." That let him stroll through the back door – and into organized chaos.
Iathor blinked mildly as his household staff dashed about, the youngest babbling around his steward, while his cook directed her minions to focus on food instead of distractions.
Of the sisters, Tania, the cook, had fewer underlings to wrangle. Iathor sidled over. "Why's Loria so busy?" he asked, reaching for a small loaf, destined to be part of a tiny sandwich.
Tania mock-swatted his hand. "Your brother's home from Cym, all unexpected. His own house isn't prepared, what with his servants off with him, so we're opening the guest rooms till he gets his home aired out."
"Iasen's back from the capital already?" Iathor slipped around Tania and captured a bread-roll. "Did he say why?"
"Of course not, m'lord." Tania rolled her eyes. "We're just dramsmen. Why should we need to know?"
"To brief me, I'd hope. I'll kick him in the shins for you."
"Good of you, m'lord." His cook patted his cheek maternally. "Now off with you, before you get underfoot."
"Yes, your ladyship!" he said, and retreated in good order, glad his household coped so well with the unexpected guests.
While some of his brother's dramsmen would be off getting Iasen's house ready, and others would be rearranging the servants' quarters with Iathor's staff, his brother would likely be in the family sitting room that linked the two largest bedrooms together.
The sitting room door was open, and a fire crackled in the hearth, ensuring the light autumn chill wasn't just burned off by the sun, but given an exiling kick of and don't come back. Iasen'd taken the most comfortable chair, as always. He looked well in his mostly-gray clothes, also as usual; he'd gotten more of their mother's good looks, with lighter hair and eyes, and their father's taller build, though neither brother was anything except slender. (Iathor still muttered "Scrawny" at himself in the bath, as he'd done since he was a journeyman.) Iasen'd grown a small, fashionable beard, luckily matching his hair instead of going redder or darker.
"Iasen, why are you back?" Iathor said as he walked in. "I thought you were wintering in Cym."
Iasen waved a hand at his older brother. "And greetings to you, too. My student here was having some problem, and I came to sort it out. I thought today was your light-work day, but you're already off visiting people, so there was nothing to do but wait for you to get back. Was she pretty?"
"What?" Iathor blinked, sorting between annoying herb-witch and promising apprentice before he realized this was an entirely hypothetical "she."
Too late. Iasen continued the baiting. "All right, was he pretty? Really, must I ask about livestock next, brother?"
Iathor sat – restraining himself from an undignified flop – in the second-most comfortable chair, across from Iasen. "I've been investigating an alchemical poisoning, if you must know." He reached out his toe and shoved his brother's leg. "That's for not telling my staff why you're here."
"Pfft, what do they care? I'm here, I need a room while my place gets cleaned up; that's all that matters. Got a bread-roll for me?"
"No." Iathor took a bite. "You annoy my cook, you get cold porridge for dinner. What's wrong with your house?"
Iasen rolled his eyes. "My student had a problem involving smoke."
"In your basement? This sounds amusing." Iathor was glad he didn't have full-time students underfoot, setting his workroom on fire. That would be a drawback of an herb-witch wife. Still, the woman'd not burnt down the firetrap she lived in . . .
"Oh, I'm sure it's amusing, but I've not gotten the full story out of Lairn – my student – yet." Iasen scowled and slouched in his chair. "I'm nearly tempted to put the dramsman's draught in his beer and hold his nose till he drinks it."
"Don't joke about that."
His brother scowled harder, focusing on him. "Bah. It's just us and our dramsmen. Mine know better than to gossip."
"Well, mine aren't so limited." I attract enough stupid rumors without upsetting my staff with "don't talk" orders. He took another bite of his roll, chewing till he could swallow his irritation with his brother's so-called jokes. "Will you be staying long, down here in Aeston, or are you headed back to Cym once you sort out your student?"
Iasen leaned his head against the back of the chair. "Oh, I hate autumn travel. I probably hate it even more than I hate winter in Aeston."
"It's over more quickly than winter."
"Trying to get rid of me already?" Iasen put a hand to his forehead in mock pain. "Don't tell me you've fallen in love with a chambermaid again! You and your filthy habits."
Iathor sighed out through his teeth. He didn't say, I was fifteen and you only found out because you were trying to leave her flowers too. Instead, he murmured, "No, I've not fallen in love with anyone."
"And you can't be worried about this poisoning thing affecting me – I've drunk at least half the things you have, and a few more you've not. Got a concubine from one of those brothels you like so much?"
Iathor avoided that topic with a flat, "No."
"So why're you already chasing me out of the city, if you don't want privacy for some deviant escapade?" Iasen grinned; an expression young ladies found wickedly charming when they thought no one else was listening.
"Guild politics are going around," Iathor said vaguely. The Weavers' Guild Master was touchy enough without adding Iasen's witty banter to the city's social mixture.
"You make it sound like the flu."
"The flu, I could mix potions for. Politics . . . not so much." Iathor grimaced.
"I could mix a potion for–"
Iathor stood. "Absolutely not. Aside from the blackest illegality of turning people into dramsmen unawares, it can be useful to leave others with all their free will. That joke, Iasen, isn't funny and I'll not hear it in my house."
Iasen sighed. "Of course, Lord Alchemist. I'm duly reminded you've no sense of humor."
"Especially on that topic. Now, if you'll excuse me, I must prepare for a meeting with my officers, then with a representative of the Weavers' Guild. And before that, I must send a message to Baron Rhaus, begging off the dinner visit he wishes."
"Oh, let me take care of Rhaus. He's got decent stories." Iasen shoved himself straighter in the chair. "It's the least I can do after arriving so unexpectedly. You closet yourself with tea and headache and a tray of dinner from your fine, fine cook. I'll wine and dine Rhaus."
His brother did enjoy social matters . . . Iathor relented. "All right, but make no promises in my name, lest I disinherit you and have you thrown in the River Eath."
"'Pon my honor, brother." Iasen put his hand upon his chest, looking fair and innocent of all malice.
"I'll tell Loria you've volunteered." Iathor gave a casual wave, and went to find his steward.
As usual, Kessa woke to the hopeful pre-dawn calls of the nightsoil cart, seeking chamberpot leavings for tanning or manure. As usual, she pulled the blanket over her head. Dump enough clae in the pot and one could sell the rest oneself.
Still, soon there'd be light in the sky; time to chop and measure and simmer her herbs into brews to sell. Tomorrow, one of the better herb-farmers was likely to be at the market. Today . . . She didn't feel like braving suspicious watchmen, and no one needed deliveries. Perhaps she'd go out after the sun was high.
Kessa dragged herself from under the blanket and shook the clae dusting from her second shirt before donning it and her only smock. Dressed, she darted outside to open her shutters, rolled up her sleeves, and got to work.
Halfway to noon, a carriage rolled up in front of her shop. Even through the distortion of the glass, she could tell the colors on the door. Gray. Brown. Green.
She groaned to herself and focused on the nearly-dried river-root in her mortar. Grind too late, and get a choking powder. Grind too early, and get mush. She had a good rhythm going. Grind, circle, push, circle, mash a little, grind again . . .
How long can I ignore him tapping on my door? Not long; the decorous rap became a sharper knock.
Pretending she didn't see his carriage, she called, "Just a moment!"
If she'd been Laita, she'd have put a smile of surprised pleasure on her face. She wasn't. She twisted the inside key and returned to her counter. "Door's open!"
It was worth a glance through her drape of hair: the Lord Alchemist, reduced to opening his own doors, had his brows furrowed in annoyance. He also had another basket in the crook of his far arm.
With feigned distraction, Kessa said, "Can I help–? Oh. Master Kymus." She set down her tools and dipped a curtsey, careful as if she balanced the mortar atop her head.
"Tradeswoman Kessa. I'm glad to see you well, this morning." His hands and arms weren't expressive, showing only the stiffness of consternation.
"Nearly noon, Master Kymus," she said, taking up the pestle again.
"This nearly-noon, then. I trust you are well?"
"I'm not frozen to death. Nor taken back to prison." Her rhythm faltered.
Her Guild Master set his basket on the counter's edge. "Both good things," he said mildly. "I think I dreamt that second one, last night."
She shot him a glance. If that was a threat, he deserved it.
He was quick to flinch from her direct gaze. But his expression'd been more intent than cold, she thought. She looked down again, lips thinned, and set the mortar aside. Her grinding had become over-light anyway.
He put his hands on her counter, careful to avoid the herbs, saucers, and cups there. "Are you . . . Have you eaten yet?"
That's no business of yours! she wanted to snap. Old memories, of showing gratitude, kept her from it.
She mirrored him across the counter, hands flat against the wood, placed so the herbs were undisturbed – though she couldn't match his long-fingered span. She forced her voice to cool courtesy. "Thank you for getting me out of prison," she said, and lifted her eyes to meet his blue ones.
He'd been looking at her hands, only glancing up at her movement; he covered his revulsion well, looking down to her wrists. Then he surprised her, forcing himself to meet her gaze. "You've not had breakfast, have you."
She'd been grateful. Now she could be annoyed. "Does it matter? The guild says what I can and cannot sell, what prices I cannot cross, but I was never told what I ate was mandated, too!"
He blinked. Perhaps he'd thought she'd always bite back her words. "This isn't about the guild. It's about whether or not you starve."
"I'm hardly starving!" She remembered winters when she had been – when everyone's food went to Laita, save iffy bits that might've made her sicker. So Kessa'd not eaten today; she'd had plenty of the man's bread yesterday, and the memory still rankled.
"You're too thin. How will you keep a steady hand if you don't eat?" He lifted one of his to gesture at her counter's contents.
"How will I keep a steady hand when people interrupt me, trying to control my life?" she snapped, jerking her chin up instead of digging her nails into the table. She might get splinters.
He pushed himself straight, one hand pointing at her. "You shall eat something." He swept that hand to point at the basket. "There's food in that. I'll return to collect the empty basket this evening."
While she gasped in air, he turned and stalked out of her shop, outer robe fluttering in his wake.
With smothered fury and terror loosed, Kessa felt light-headed and sat on the floor.
On the good side, she supposed, he didn't make a single threat.
Eventually, curiosity and hunger made her investigate the basket. Wasting food . . . was for those who had it to waste.
There was fresh bread, little pots of jam and honey, even butter. An apple. An orange, imported from the southern frontier.
Citrus was supposed to fight sickness. Kessa set it aside for Laita.
There were little baked and cooled yams, that might keep overnight. There was a covered, thick stoneware bowl that held still-warm soup; corn and squash made it as cheerful a color as the turning maples.
On top of it all . . . a felt blanket in alchemist's gray. Kessa wasn't sure if it was a picnic groundcloth or something else.
Jam. Honey, fruit, and not a hint of bittersweet. The soup was savory, and warm, and nothing but soup.
Would he know she'd crouched behind her counter, holding the blanket, trying not to weep? She hoped not. Why couldn't he've ignored her till he solved the mystery of whose alchemy'd mixed with hers?
Show some gratitude to the man who feeds you. But what would this man ask of her? Marriage? Why? She knew what Tanas'd asked, but he was dead nearly six years, and Maila gone before Kessa went to the guild. What Darul'd asked, she was free of. If only someone else hadn't wanted to poison him.
She ground herbs into paste, wishing they were the bones of Darul, of whoever'd told the guard about her, of the watchmen, and of Iathor Kymus while she was at it. That'd be a mix to make flesh fall to powder . . .
Someone knocked; as there were no carriages visible, she went to the door without stalling.
The lad wore the tunic and hose of a cold apprentice alchemist; goosebumps made his exposed wrists bristle with strawberry blond hairs, and he clutched a ledger book in his arms. Though he was as tall as Kessa herself, she gestured him in briskly. "Come out of the wind."
"T-thanks," he said, voice cracking.
She pulled the felt blanket off the basket and slung it over his shoulders. "You're here to ask questions?"
"Yes," the young man said, one hand holding the impromptu cloak. "Master Rom sent me. About a gray watch? You weren't here yesterday," he added crankily.
"I'd errands. Sorry." She pulled up a stool for him and tidied a corner of the counter for his book. "I'm here now. Have you a name? I'd feel awful saying 'Apprentice You-There.'"
"Criz Saltson. You're Kessa Herbsman, yes?"
"Aye." She stood with her hip lightly brushing her counter. "You'll be wanting descriptions?"
Criz opened his book, taking up a ribbon-wrapped stick of graphite that was attached like a bookmark. "Aye."
Kessa took a breath. "It was the middle of last month. Three men in workman's clothes: pants and tunics, worn boots, shabby hats. They gave no names, just said they were the gray watch." She watched Criz take notes with the speed of someone who'd had tutors since before his voice started changing. "The leader had horse-dark hair. Nearly black. Shoulder-length, straight. Skin a little paler than mine . . . No, less copper, but about as dark. Ice-green eyes. Very striking."
When he'd leaned on her counter, murmuring of advantages to joining the gray watch, she'd dared to look up. He'd flinched away. Perhaps he'd expected someone as pretty as he'd thought himself.
She'd taken a quick look at the others before watching their belts and knees again. "The other two had braided, blond hair. One wore a wooden marriage ring. The other had a burn scar on his jaw, up near his hair. I didn't see their eyes. Blue, probably. They all stood . . . Hm."
She walked to the door and touched a spot on the frame. "About this tall. The dark-haired one was shorter, but not so much to think him small."
Criz's graphite stick skittered along the paper, and the apprentice got up and measured up the doorframe with his hand, then recorded the number. (She kept her eyes closed when he might've looked.) "You've a good memory."
"Thank you. Is there anything else you need?"
"Um . . . Did they take anything?"
"A few salves, for healing bruises or sunburn. A hair-bleach. The last of my henna. I've not seen them since. They may not want to come back." An angry herb-witch might put all manner of things in a salve.
"Still, it's a description for the city guards. If they're brought in, we'll be told." Criz closed the book and added, with apprenticely malice, "Then we can suggest additions to their cell."
Kessa snickered. "Will you be warm enough, going back? You've no cloak."
"I'll live." He had an air of doubt.
She hesitated, sighed, and said, "Take the blanket. No harm in it, so long as it finds its way back to Master Kymus."
"Master Kymus?!" The boy's voice was startled.
"It's his. But you need it, and it's gray enough that, folded right, no one'll notice it's a blanket." She went behind Criz to tug it cloak-shaped.
"But . . . how . . ."
"I'll not second-guess the man. You can ask him yourself."
"Er." The apprentice seemed unenthusiastic. "You're sure it's all right?"
"You need it more. Now, back to Master Rom's before the wind picks up." She opened her door. "You don't want to be late for your lunch."
"No . . . Thank you, journeyman!" He bobbed what might've been a bow, and darted off through the chilly breeze.
Don't thank me. I didn't offer to share the jam. She walked back to the table, to tidy up and have her own lunch. If she had to be grateful to her blighted Guild Master, she might as well benefit from the gift.
And it was such good jam.
"Barring pillow-licking, I think we've finished the first pass." Iathor stretched, hands at the back of his waist. The various tagged items from Darul Reus' home, brought to see if there was alchemy in them, lay upon tables in Master Rom's basement workroom. Before Iathor were tea canisters from the kitchen, one set of leaves adulterated with an aphrodisiac and the other with some probable youth-potion, and a red cloth sachet full of a more potent lust-powder, found in Darul's bedroom. All contained metal-salts. Nothing else had proven alchemically active – and he'd sniffed naught but herb-witchery in Kessa's shop. (But he'd not examined the shelves in her sleeping room. The thought niggled at him.)
He'd have to do it this evening. It would still be embarrassing, but if she gave permission, that would make it acceptable. "Did you find anything, Rom?"
"Naught that you hadn't found first." The tall, thoroughly-padded alchemist was making a credible attempt to touch his toes. "Fascinating bit of work. Almost makes me wish there'd be an alchemical mystery now and then."
"We don't get enough intermediate work," Iathor said. "Either it's standard recipes for ourselves, or frustrating research."
"Or teaching," Rom said. "You hardly take on students. How long since the last one? Half a year?"
"True. That may change." Even if Nicia wasn't immune, it might be politically astute and socially useful to take her as a student after he'd gained Kessa's cooperation, if the two got along. Women did better with a sister or friend – or so Loria and Tania assured him, whenever they brought in cousins for "practice in a good household."
"Ah, right, the herb-witch. Test that so-called masterwork yet?"
"Yes, actually. Early this morning." He handed a sachet of his own to Rom. "A sample to analyze, if you've inclination. It removes the virtue from beer, so the drinker won't become drunk. Don't have more than a glass or three, if you value your stomach's easiness."
Rom sniffed it. "Wouldn't it be easier to take a Vinkest's pill?"
"Well, yes. But she's never been a student to know about Vinkest." Iathor coughed. "I didn't tell her about Vinkest's pills. No reason to quash her urge to research."
"A point. You're still interested in her skills?"
"Yes." Iathor nodded thoughtfully. "Yes, I am."
They'd found no other preparations in Darul's effects – only the teas and sachet. If Kessa'd not tasted anything, then whatever brew Darul took had been in his cup alone, or she was tongue-blind. Iathor tried not to discount those possibilities, but he favored the third option: she'd defied the Tryth elixir.
He'd never before been so pleased by someone lying to him.
In the entry room, Iathor's footman waited, a gray felt blanket folded in his lap. Dayn stood immediately. "M'lord, Master Rom. An apprentice came by and said he'd left his report on Master Rom's desk."
"Ah, the lad I sent to find out about the 'gray watch,'" Rom said. "Why didn't he come down?"
"When I said both you and m'lord were working, he professed a desire not to disturb you, Master Rom."
"Ha!" Rom laughed. "Iathor, have you been scaring my apprentices again?"
"Not deliberately. That was my brother."
"It was, wasn't it? Still don't know how he survived those brews." Rom slapped his thigh in amusement.
Iathor grimaced. Having Iasen wander through, sample several apprentices' preparations, and collapse in faked convulsions – terrifying the apprentices – was more embarrassing than funny. He gestured at the blanket. "And that?"
Dayn looked serene. "He'd forgotten his cloak, m'lord. Miss Kessa insisted he use this, and return it to m'lord."
"Mm-hm." Desperate to be rid of it, or possessing a kind streak for feckless apprentices? "Did she feed him, too?"
"He didn't say, m'lord."
Rom laughed again. "An apprentice admit he got free food? I'd think not!"
Iathor sighed. "Well, if I don't get my lunch, I'll have an annoyed cook, who's rationalized feeding me gruel if she thinks I deserve it."
The guild officer thumped him on the back, jovially. "Off with you, Master Kymus. I'll see what young Criz wrote and send someone for my meal. Good day!"
"Good day, Master Rom," Iathor said, slightly winded by the enthusiastic blow. He shook hands and left as the big man headed for his office, calling out lunch suggestions to his secretary.
Dayn opened the carriage door outside, and silently handed in the blanket. Iathor took it with matching blandness.
Perhaps she poisoned it? Iathor wondered. Daft thought. He yielded to curiosity and gave the blanket a thorough sniff.
Wool felt, leaf-smoke, and . . . perhaps the faint odor of herbs from Kessa's shop. No metal-salts, nothing strong enough to affect anyone, nor any hint of perfumes such as nobles used on their letters to send nuance (or outright contradiction) of meaning.
He'd not expected any of those, save possibly the smoked ash of anger. Perhaps food had calmed her, and she'd just been charitable.
When he walked through his kitchen door, Tania pounced upon him. "Your brother's in the dining hall with guests. How'd this morning go?"
Iathor stalled, strolling through the kitchen with his cook attached to his arm. "We found three other potions, two already mixed into tea leaves. I'll be returning to Kessa's shop this evening, to ask for her brew's recipe."
"That's not what I mean!" she hissed.
"Later," he assured her, and escaped toward the dubious refuge of his brother's company. No doubt Iathor'd soon be enduring accounts of theoretically humorous misadventures perpetrated by people he neither knew nor wanted to know.
The formal dining hall – all dark wood paneling over gray-glazed brick, with plush rugs where people might walk – had been arranged for Iasen, with two of his dramsmen standing at the walls, and the threatened guests. One was half hidden behind the tall-backed chair at the head of the table, while the other, in green . . . Iathor searched for a name, finding only "Count Nearwater's daughter," whose father owned the county across the River Eath and frequently complained about whatever someone'd dumped into the water recently, and how it affected the fishing. As Count Nearwater made most of his money from a mix of fields, orchards, and adequate wine, he didn't complain too loudly.
His daughter was a natural redhead, and an equally natural beauty as far as Iathor knew. Her freckles probably classed as "charming"; her cosmetics ensured that no one noticed anything different. (Unless, of course, they could detect the powders' faint scent of nut oil.) She looked up as Iathor entered, and smiled as if she meant it.
Perhaps she did. Iathor was Lord Alchemist; Iasen was just his heir.
Iasen noticed her shifted attention. "Ho, Iathor, you're late."
The girl across from him looked around the chair-back. She was a pale blonde wearing a white dress embroidered with tiny, pink flower buds. "Excellent! Now we're not lopsided anymore," said Talien Irilye.
Talien, youngest daughter of Earl Irilye, one of the three most powerful men in Aeston. Talien, wildest of the recently blossomed young women. Talien, who'd offered an informal liaison rather than hinting her family thought the Lord Alchemist would be a good addition.
Iathor hoped he wasn't grimacing.
A plate and napkin waited at the head of the table. Iasen'd taken the seat beside him, and Count Nearwater's daughter was beyond him. That left Talien Irilye, and her low-cut bodice, to his other side.
Wishing for a polite escape, Iathor said, "The necessities of my station delayed me. Had I known I was disappointing more than my brother, I'd have been more attentive to the time. Miss Irilye, Miss Nearwater. I trust you're both well?"
"Quite well, Sir Kymus. Thank you for asking." The red-head's tone didn't suggest she found it difficult to talk past Iasen, but her brevity did. Using his barony title indicated this was an intensely social occasion – for all that many barons at least dabbled in trade, and that "Lord Alchemist" was a title of its own to reckon with.
Iasen took up the slack. "Miss Violet here was most kind, and agreed to drop by and keep me company in my solitude."
Violet Joleusea, that's it. Wait, first names already? Not to mention that Iasen'd already called on attractive noble-daughters. And met the Earl's little vixen.
"And I, of course, had to come along and keep Violet out of trouble," Miss Irilye said. "Besides, you never have social dinners. I had to see if you'd redone the place in some monastic tradition. Or dungeon-chains with kidnapped street-girls. Did my brother actually see your carriage down past Sweets Street, last night?"
"I'm sure your brother was nowhere near Sweets Street then. It's an inappropriate place for a man of his station." Iathor forced himself to sit and held his glass so an apprentice servant could fill it with clae-cleaned water. "I hope humoring my brother in his loneliness has caused no inconvenience."
"Oh, of course not, Sir Kymus! He's been telling wonderful tales about the capital." Miss Joleusea made a delicate reach for a pastry; one of Iasen's servants quickly slid over to offer the platter.
Better someone besides myself sit through them. The girls might even be curious about the larger city. "How considerate of him."
"Your brother is a most considerate host," Miss Irilye purred. "His stories are fascinating. The parties, the people, the gossip . . . He's even hinted he might share some alchemical secrets later on, if we were . . . interested."
Iathor glanced at his brother sharply, and began to frame a polite-but-hopefully-quelling reminder that certain potions were restricted, and for good reason.
Oblivious, Iasen leaned back, waving his wineglass out so his servant could fill it. "Yes, and I was just about to share a tale you'll like, brother. It happened that Earl Mamanute's eldest son was set upon by a gang of second sons, led by Baron Highglen's eldest boy. Mamanute's lad had been leading on Miss Highglen, it seems, then cut her entirely off at the roots the fiveday before! Inconsolable, her brother said." He paused to sip his wine.
While the girls made noises of possibly-sincere sympathy, Iathor abandoned the veiled rebuke and took his own food. Bread and meat, and some green earthspears lest Tania think they'd been too raw. Later, he'd remind Iasen of the restrictions on aphrodisiacs.
Iasen continued, "Anyway, there was a rip-roaring battle. One of the second sons died from it, and two Mamanute bodyguards, so it was serious enough that when it went before the judge, Mamanute's man claimed attempted assassination!"
Miss Joleusea gasped, blue-green eyes wide, while Miss Irilye snorted delicately and sipped her wine.
"The claim would seem to have merit." Iathor took a bite of food so he wouldn't be required to say more.
"So the judge thought!" Iasen washed down a tiny pastry and sat up straighter, unable to lean forward confidentially with his audience to all sides. "You know what the sentence is, if they catch an assassin alive in Cym, don't you?"
"Rectify that oversight?" Iathor asked, regretting the quip when Miss Irilye giggled and shifted her toes to touch his. He slid his foot under his chair. Let her put her slippers on Iasen's boots.
"Nah, too much a waste. The sentence is that the intended victim – or his heirs, if the assassin succeeded – gets a dramsman." Iasen slouched back again, dramatically.
Miss Irilye said, "How tidy."
"Oh, my!" Miss Joleusea said again. "You mean that poor Baron's boy . . ."
"Would've been bound to Mamanute's son, whom he'd tried to kill," Iasen said. "That's how I heard all this, direct from the judge. He had me brew up the draught, with three guild officers to act as witnesses."
"This is a story I'm supposed to like?" Iathor reminded himself that a young lady was present (two, technically) and took another bite.
"Well, yes! You see, at the last moment – and I do mean last, the potion done and the judge not waiting 'til Baron Highglen could travel to Cym – at the last moment, the sentence was commuted by the Princeps. He even sent his youngest son, Ryneld Cymeli, to deliver the scroll." Iasen didn't show disappointment, at least.
Miss Joleusea's expression held the relief that neither Iasen's nor Miss Irilye's did. "What happened to the poor lad, then?"
"Whipped till he scarred from it, the order was, and his sister fell on her knees thanking Earth and Rain – and the Princeps – for the mercy."
"Oh, my." Miss Joleusea's gaze darted to the dramsman servants in the room.
Blithely, Iasen said, "Me, I'd have thought the potion less traumatic. Half-tempted to bring out the vial anyway and ask if the lad wanted a choice."
Iathor silently drank water and listened to the noble girl's uneasy giggle, and Talien's attempt to change the subject to more "interesting" alchemies. And Iasen asks why I don't just pick some girl with tolerances. Bad enough there's need for my servants to be dramsmen, sacrosanct from threats because nothing can break their loyalty. But to make a dramswife to share my life and bed, and never again know if her agreements were true or potion-wrought?
The thought made his soul barren, like drought-blighted land.
When Kessa heard the carriage, she scooped up the much-lighter basket and slipped into the darkening evening. She closed her eyes and shivered in the chill breeze, holding the basket, and waited for the carriage to stop, and its door to open and close again.
Her Guild Master took the basket from her with an exasperated snort, handed it to his servant, and folded a gray felt blanket around her shoulders. She choked off her protest as he turned her around and nearly shoved her back inside, where a small brazier kept a pot of herbs at a simmer.
He called over his shoulder, "This may take a bit. Do whatever's necessary for the horses and you to keep from freezing, if you would."
There was an indistinct acknowledgment from one or both of his men, then the door closed.
Though Kessa'd hoped he'd leave after getting an obviously-empty basket, she'd not expected it, so she shouldn't feel so wretched at the failure. Perhaps he was used to getting his own way because of his dramsmen. Stories said no dramsman could disobey his master, after all.
Nor a female dramsman defy hers.
Would her immunity extend to that? What if it didn't? She'd heard that some nobles, city-princes especially, gave it to their wives lest a poisoner's orders make them knife their husbands in bed.
Did he want her to risk that draught? To risk that even her mind wouldn't be her own? (Or would her mind scream while her body obeyed? Was that worse or better?)
Perhaps he took her shudder for just chill, as he set her on her stool and took a pace backwards. There was a moment of silence. "Well. I trust food's improved your temper, at least."
She looked up. He looked back, and perhaps that was a wary expression, but he didn't flinch. It was dark enough, with just the brazier, that her best weapon was blunted. She wound her hands in the edges of the blanket and dropped her eyes to her lap. "Yes," she muttered, though she choked on proper titles. She managed to force out, "Thank you."
He sighed and leaned on her counter. Pale hand against his dark robe, with the coals-light gilding both at the edges.
Kessa didn't want him in her shop, in the dark that reminded her of the prison. She breathed in, deliberately. There was no distant reek of unwashed prisoners and work-gangs, nor the older memory-stink of taverns with cheap wine and beer; just her own stock, and hints of the preparations he carried. And she was no skinny half-breed brat without trade or home.
Still, she twitched when her Guild Master spoke abruptly. "There were three different preparations found at Darul Reus' home. Two . . . Two of them, even your immunities couldn't have totally thwarted, I think, though perhaps your brew might've interfered. The other may be some dragon-oil youth potion. I need to know the recipe you used."
That was the problem with keeping bits of one's old life: someone might glimpse them hiding under the skirts of the new. She couldn't say she'd gotten the potion from someone else, or he'd demand to know who. She dared not lie about the ingredients, not knowing what lie might serve. In painful truth, she wasn't even sure which ingredients were for the "sleepy" part, and which for "suggestible."
"It . . . it's called Tagget's Tonic." She paused, to see if he knew it.
"Go on." His voice gave no clues.
"Three stalks moon-steeped rushes, washed in clean water each month for three months. Smoked white sweetflower, boiled thoroughly at noon. Targetbloom, two blossoms, as fresh as possible and the petals sliced fine. A spoonful of goatweed stem powder, made from a mash equal parts chopped stems and clean water and boiled till dry and crumbly, then ground fine." Her voice felt disconnected from her mind. Mayhap he'd lied, and fed her a dramsman's draught in the prison.
He bent closer, forearm along the edge of her counter. Now his tone was interested. "What's the preparation?"
"Strip the rushes after the third month, in darkness or moonlight, and add enough water to cover them. Boil to string and pulp, then add the targetbloom and stir till they're mixed well. The sweetflower should still have water when it's added. The goatweed powder comes last, and everything's boiled down again. It can dry in the sun if necessary. It's ground to powder before use. A dose is . . . about a spoonful." She'd gotten a tiny sachet of water-stained, still-expensive silk. Darul Reus'd made no move to serve the tea, so Kessa had, and tipped the powder into the teapot itself when she took the strained leaves from it.
"You knew you were immune to it?"
Miserably, she nodded. She'd tested it; a yawn and she'd been normal again. Were guards outside the door, waiting to hear her confession?
"An unusual recipe."
How could she tell what he was thinking, when he used that mild voice? Kessa huddled in the blanket.
She heard his clothing, felt the creaking of the wooden floor, and saw the darker darkness of his cloak as it blocked the faint light from outside. Still, she twitched a little at how close his voice was to her ear. "Who was your teacher, Kessa Herbsman?"
"M-Ma–My teacher was Chiftia. She lives about a day outside the city." A part of her mind whispered, despairingly, Tell him everything. It'll be over with.
But she'd not worked these past four years just to give up. She sat straighter, though she felt his hair brush hers. Her scalp tingled in chilled reaction.
"It's said Herbsman Chiftia is . . . mmm, senile."
Blight him, he sounded near-amused. "Just because she can't remember the month, or her apprentice's name, doesn't mean she doesn't know recipes. Master Kymus."
"I suppose that's possible." That sounded smug, as he straightened. "Have you any remains of that 'tonic'?"
She shook her head. "No. I didn't make much." Enough to test, enough to use, and a tiny packet for Jontho to sell.
"Hm." His voice changed to embarrassed diffidence. "I fear . . . I must examine your storeroom."
She looked up; he'd turned his head away, as people did when they felt awkward. "My . . . storeroom."
"I'm aware it serves double-purpose for you. I assure you, I've no interest in your sleeping quarters."
"Then–" –what're you proposing for? No, don't ask. "It's dark. I've no lamp-oil to spare. I can bring everything out tomorrow."
"Hm? No, I can manage." He pulled white light from his robe.
Kessa flinched her gaze away, blots dancing in her vision. "I didn't know you'd a glowstone."
"An Incandescens Stone," he corrected absently. "Alchemy's stone branch was started by ancient philosopher-priests who thought minerals were stored in the body forever, and sought a permanent Vigeur elixir by binding the youthening effects into pill-sized spheres of granite. They swallowed the spheres and myriad potions that probably killed half of them, in hope of eternal life. Later, dragon-oil peddlers made 'transmutation' stones, with metallic dyes, claiming they'd turn things to gold with a touch. More like an ooze; most were sponges . . ."
"I know about the sponges," Kessa broke in. "I'm not an apprentice anymore."
"True," he agreed. "You could be a student, though."
That sounded like an offer. Or something like a proposal. Chancy ground. "You can look in my storeroom." He didn't have to ask her, bed or no. And she didn't have to go in. Or sit on her bed. Alone with him. "I'll be out here, tending my brew."
"Thank you." He pulled aside the curtain, leaving it open.
She watched him rummaging in the upper shelves: the bundles of dried herbs wrapped in cheesecloth; folds of unused cheesecloth and cheap paper; empty jars, bowls, and sachet-sacks. He moved down to the shelf for ingredients and steeping preparations, sniffing even the sealed jars. Kessa clenched her fingers in the blanket to keep from doing anything stupid. Saying anything stupid, that might reveal too much, or remind him of crazy proposals better left forgotten.
At least she knew who'd rummaged in her basket, in the prison. He put everything back where he'd gotten it.
She was surprised he spent time prodding at her herb-witchery accounts. Those've nothing to do with blighted Darul's dosing. She nearly called out that if he wanted the full household calculations, he'd have to get the book from under her bed – but why help him put her life under his enlarging lens?
Besides, the true accounts were hidden with the other things she didn't want found. The outward-facing wall was lathe and plaster, so the shop wouldn't be ugly, but there was a narrow space between the lintel and one of the roof beams in the storeroom. Her hand could get there; an advantage to being small.
As he continued examining her stock, at the shelf with her dried maiden's blood and the bowl for it, Kessa's curiosity finally won over quiet good sense. "The other two brews," she called, voice wavering more than she liked. "What were they?"
There was a forced cough. "Inappropriate ones. True alchemy formulae."
Not illegal. Inappropriate. That left two options: one pertaining to the sizing of anatomy, the other to causing unthinking lust. And he'd said he didn't think even her immunity could've blocked it all.
She couldn't think how she'd be affected by anything that changed a body's shapes. She'd tried the same potion that'd bleached her crèche-brother Burk's brown eyes to amber, when he'd been caught pickpocketing once too often. Her eyes hadn't changed – though Burk's had remained stable till Tanas insisted he turn them green and anonymous.
That left lust-potions, that Maila'd told her to avoid, lest they weaken her blood with momentary thoughts. She couldn't speak past the horrified outrage boiling up. That blighted . . . salted, trampled field of a moneylender! Had that been in the tea Darul'd tried to press on Laita when suggesting how she might work off her debt? If the man'd not been mind-damaged, Kessa might've taken up the black pants and tunic again, tying her hair back and wearing her knife at her belt. And that was even without fearing what such a brew might've done to Laita's fragile health . . .
Blight it. They'd had a good apartment. But Laita'd sickened again, for all that Kessa'd made healing brews. Jontho couldn't steal enough to cover the rent, not without risking too much; it needed the earnings of the most beautiful tavern lass in the dock district.
They'd been too proud to move Laita in with Kessa, though she'd insisted she could get a blanket and sleep out front. She couldn't force them. She couldn't pay for their apartment, either, so they'd tried to keep the good rooms with a loan without questions, as Kessa'd gotten from Darul before.
Kessa would've helped Jontho buy an apprenticeship, but he didn't have the training to back a forged journeyman's certificate – and a real apprenticeship, even to a master who paid wages for his students' scutwork, couldn't buy what Laita needed.
She wiped at her eyes, and cursed whoever'd put another blighted potion in blighted Darul's blighted tea. It would've been perfect, if only he'd woken up sane, thinking Laita "a sickly wench, beneath his notice."
Her Guild Master was too quiet. She leaned to see him better. He sat there, his fist wrapped around the glow . . . around the Incandescens stone. She could make out dim redness outlining his fingers; her beast eyes weren't beast-sharp, but they worked as well as any other woman's in darkness.
He shifted closer to her bed and sat again, silent.
What's he doing? Surely he couldn't sniff out her hidden stores? There weren't many, and they were in jars. It was only her imagination that she could sometimes catch whiffs of them from her bed.
He stood. Paused.
The Lord Alchemist moved to the corner of the store-room, below where she'd hidden her accounting books . . . and the remaining sweetflower. He leaned on the wall, and her breath stopped a moment. Had he scented it?
Could she, if she tried?
She called, "Is something wrong?" It was a natural question. He'd been looking in her shelves, and her ceiling wasn't one. (For all that his hands might be fine enough to get into the niche, too.)
He looked around the doorframe. Kessa looked back for a moment. Is his nose better than mine? Or could he teach . . . Foolish thoughts. She slapped them with memory's heavy hands. Even the easiest of masters would wonder at her family: thief and courtesan, smuggler-thug and fagin . . . But they were her family, and she'd not give them up.
He answered, "I hope not," and for a moment she was confused by her own thoughts.
"Mm," she grunted, feeling trapped and tiny.
Almost as conversationally as he'd first spoken in the prison, he said, "I trust that whatever else is in here, you don't intend to make . . ." He paused. "Disreputable brews."
"I'm not–" hiding anything, finished instinct; that stupid, finished her outrage. The conflict helped her strangle both. "No. Master Kymus." She didn't know if the title were accusation, surrender, or both.
"Thank you." He walked to her. His clothing rustled, as if he reached to touch her shoulder or hair.
She twitched, as much from her own confusion as from wariness. She supposed she could fend him off if he became some base thug (he was built like a clerk, not a dockworker) but he'd his men. Surely he'd no taste for force, or he'd have used it already. She'd never rate a lust potion from anyone, not like Laita . . .
Her Guild Master sighed, perhaps misreading her flinch. "I found nothing that smelled to be part of the other three potions. You offered only half his blighting."
Had I known what other potions Darul had, I'd have offered all his death, and a better plan for it. She barely saw the counter she stared at, barely thought of who listened. "He blighted himself entirely."
But it wasn't Jontho's rich voice – nor Burk's deep one, nor Tag's near-whine – unhappily asking, "Are . . . Will you be all right?"
She looked up through her hair, confused. "Why not?"
He paused. "Indeed." There was bafflement to match hers in his voice. "I'd best find my men and depart, then."
How does that follow? But no reason to delay him. "There's a tavern at the end of the block."
He opened the door, cold air drifting over her feet. "Which would apparently send mugs with patrons, if paid enough." He looked over his shoulder. "I'll be by in the morning, with more food."
Gratitude. Autumn was a bad time to be indebted. She watched her counter. "I suppose I'll try to be awake, then."
"Good evening to you, Tradeswoman Kessa." As if it'd been a social call, with innocent tea and little biscuits.
"Good evening," she made herself say. "Master Kymus." She still didn't know if that were surrender or a slave's accusation.
Kessa waited until the carriage left. She checked her brew and frowned. The preparation was fine. The situation . . . was something she couldn't handle alone.
Perhaps there was another reason to wear the pants and tunic of cutpurse black. The coat, fastened, was heavy enough to obscure her gender. She didn't have any suitable preparations in it, though. Probably good; such things weren't approved of by "reputable alchemists," and she wasn't thinking straight about whether she wanted to be reputable.
She dug the clothes from under the bed, changed, and slipped into the night with her dagger outside her clothes. She remembered how to move: half swagger, half stalk. It was harder, to glance around with narrow eyes that didn't care who flinched. It helped to be angry.
Not that she could vanish into the shadows, and accept the recipe of a life she'd thought she'd escaped. Someone else might've, with anonymous light hair, paler skin and eyes. Not Kessa the half-breed and dog-eyed. Not Kessa the immune, with her Guild Master's notice.
She skipped into an alley only once to avoid guards; where she was going, guards didn't bother with more than token patrols.
Kelp Street meandered along the border between the docks district and the rat-maze of unnamed slum streets that'd grown up outside the long-neglected city walls. Taverns dotted it, like chipped glass beads on a necklace. Most had names like "Drunken Mermaid" or "Riverman's Brew."
Out back of one called "Shark Reef," she found a stick and poked at its brickwork. Nothing snapped, so she took a deep breath, and put her hands and feet into the niches the different-colored bricks concealed. Happily, no sharp bits of glass or metal greeted her, and she made it to the attic shutters. She hit them with the heel of her hand. Thump, pause, thump-thump, pause, thump.
Then she hung in the cold, listening to a drunken bard playing in the tavern below, and hoped old haunts hadn't changed too much.
She was about to get her knife and try opening the shutters from the outside, when a voice finally came, high and reedy. "Who's there?"
"Kellisan," she growled. "Looking for Tag."
"Ain't here."
"So find him. Tell him I'll be at his sister's," Kessa said, and climbed back down. No need to wait for the sounds of someone running on the errand. Either someone'd draw short straw and go tell Tag – in which case she'd give him coin to pay the messenger – or they'd not, and she'd be back to see if she could thump them around. That was the way things worked.
Jontho and Laita didn't live on Kelp Street, or even as close to it as they'd gotten to Kessa's shop, but getting there took only a brisk walk in the darkness. And though the building went three stories, two in honest brick and one in wood . . . Kessa stepped over a rotten stair-tread. She trailed her fingertips across the wall beside her and wondered how many drafty cracks it'd reveal, come deep winter. Perhaps Jontho could fetch wood or brick to put under her cot's legs, enough to make up a pallet underneath? Put Laita on the cot, herself on the pallet, beds built atop each other like stores and apartments . . .
She tapped on the third door along, in a pattern that meant "safety," and waited.
She was in luck; Jontho opened the door, a rushlight haloing him from behind. "Kess-kess?" he asked, though she'd not rapped out "danger."
Kessa said, "'Sall right, Jonno. No one's followed me."
"Let her in, Jontho," came a voice behind him, and he remembered to stand aside so Kessa'd not have to duck under his arm with roof-rat manners.
Inside, the rushlight seemed brilliant after the thin moonlight. Laita sat up on the cot in the corner, the ragged mattress next to it showing Jontho's bed. Despite the light making her eyes more visible, Kessa took a long look at her crèche-sister, fretting.
Laita was beautiful as always, though her bones showed more than Kessa liked, in the flickering shadows. A heart-shaped face with pale eyes that caught the color around her in silver and blue, framed in curling white-blonde hair. The curve of a bosom enough to be a handful and a little more, in the opinion of the boys Kessa'd spied on as a boyish brat herself. Laita was everything Kessa wasn't. It made her angry that her sister couldn't find a patron who'd keep her the way she should be kept: silks, satins, potions for the least cough or headache, and enough food to pad her ribs so they didn't show beneath her breasts.
But Laita'd not found anyone, and instead of being a pampered concubine . . . She was a freelance courtesan, living in a drafty rooftop apartment with her brother, relying on her crèche-sister for cures. It pained Kessa. She knew her life would be hardscrabble; she was a half-breed, likely some tavern-wench's accident for lack of good dry tea. It wasn't right that Laita, who looked like a noble's daughter, had worse.
Laita's eyes were worried, wide in the way she'd been taught so her face wouldn't wrinkle. "Kessa, what's happened?"
She scrubbed at her face and sat on the foot of Laita's cot. "I've asked Tag to come. I . . . need help."
"Jontho said you'd been arrested, but brought out by your Guild Master."
Kessa rubbed her face again. "Yes. That. Let's wait till Tag's here, or I'll have to explain it all over again. And I don't want to know how things went. Truth potions . . ."
Laita patted her cot's edge. "Can you at least say what happened, that you were arrested?"
"Yes. Bunch of Weavers' guards. Don't know why they needed half a dozen men for one herb-witch. They . . . offered no harm." One'd made suggestions, but she'd looked him in the eye, and though he'd had horse-dark eyes himself . . . He'd put his spear across his body and said nothing more. She didn't want to speak of that. Kessa pulled the orange from her belt pouch. "Here."
Jontho, come to lean against the wall beside the cot, said, "Where'd you get that, Kessacat?"
"My Guild Master. He's been feeding me. I'll explain when Tag gets here. How've you been?"
Laita's smile (Kessa looked) lit up the room as much as the rushlight, it seemed. "Better to know you're all right."
If there were justice in the world, a spirit of rain would come from the clouds and swear she was a daughter of the Sun himself, child-sworn bride to be taken to a palace . . . "I'm glad you didn't fret yourself into a fever," Kessa said, and collected the orange peels. There might be something she could do with them, if she dried them carefully. At the least, they smelled good; a last breath of summer, this close to harvest and frost.
They talked about little things: Laita'd been able to dance the night before, earning a few copper trees after the tavernkeep's cut; Jontho'd stepped out for midnight cargo-hauling with Burk last night, and the biggest brother of the crèche was doing well; the weather looked to continue fair, they thought, though nights grew chill.
Finally, there was another safety-patterned knock and Jontho opened the door. Tag slipped in, still a weedy young man, but no scrawnier, or more stooped, than when Kessa'd seen him last. The rushlight didn't show the deep blue of his eyes that let him be almost charming when he laughed, but the shadows emphasized how his face was thin while his nose was long, and his ears stuck out; he'd pulled his knitted cap down behind rather than over them. A few wisps of light brown hair escaped from under it.
"Hey," he said, and came to sit by the cot and filch the orange slice Laita'd saved in her lap. He batted at them as they reached to tug his cap over his ears. "Gah, women! When'd you start, Kess?"
"Herb-witches are healers now and then," Kessa said. "And frostbite won't make your ears go away."
"Fine. So what's wrong that you've got all but Burk here?"
Kessa dug her fingers into her knees. "You heard I got arrested? There were two potions in that moneylender's cup, and only one mine. They combined, left him a madman, and the watch arrested me. My Guild Master got me out, though I don't know why he was there." She took a breath. "He gave me a brew . . . He said I've an alchemist's immunity."
"You're on the run?" Tag asked, patting her forearm awkwardly. "Need to get out of Aeston?"
She dropped her head into her hands. "Not yet. But . . . Earth and Rain, he proposed when he found I was immune."
"Did you say yes?" Laita asked.
"What?" Kessa stared; her sister was too amused to do more than draw in breath at the unguarded glance. "You can't be serious. I was in a prison cell! He dosed me! Why would I agree?"
"He's giving you food? He's rich? Is he respectful?" Laita still sounded amused. Tag had his head in his hands, snickering.
"He's high-handed and annoying. He dosed me with alchemy! And I couldn't make dry tea so cheaply," she finished, folding her arms.
"Kessa! As if that were the only reason I worried about you!" Laita put her hands on her hips.
Jontho, behind Kessa, seemed to be choking quietly. She reached back without looking and swatted his leg. He swallowed the laughter. "So if you don't want to vanish, nor marry him, what do you need?"
Kessa dug copper flowers and trees out of her purse and passed them to Tag first. "Darul Reus, blight his soul and salt what's left, had . . . potions of his own. Some kind of youth-potion, for one, and . . ." She glanced at Laita miserably. ". . . lust potions. My Guild Master wants the alchemist who gave Darul the other half of his blighting. Till that one's found, though, I'm the only ingredient he knows and he's turning up underfoot."
Tag passed some coins to Jontho. "You want us finding this other alchemist? Y'don't ask for much, Kess."
"I'll give you what further coin I can. Especially if the blighted Lord Alchemist keeps feeding me." She grimaced, already feeling more debt to the man. "Second . . . I want the ingredients to Kymus. It's not a normal man who proposes in a prison cell, in the dark, after dosing someone with Earth and Rain know what, when he's her guild's master and she but an ugly journeyman. I need to know if I should run, or if there's some hold I can get on him." Some way to face him as an equal, or at least take him down if he tried to break her. Something stable beneath her feet, instead of mist and sand.
"We'd do that for free, Kessa," Laita said, and neither brother disputed it.
"Well, I don't want that. Tag's got to feed his roof-rats, after all."
"They can mostly feed themselves," Tag said, though not so sure of it as Kessa wanted to hear. A firmer note of pride crept into his voice as he added, "They're not so good as Jontho, nor Burk before he grew, but they're getting better."
"Good," Kessa said. "For I'll need one to carry messages, who'd go unnoticed by the Guild Master. So far, he's come morning and evening, and a threat of morning tomorrow."
"Sounds a plan," Tag said, with Jontho's quiet aye following.
"And if he's got no dark secrets?" Laita asked.
"Laita, it's insane. Why would he propose to a half-breed, just because I'm immune like he is? He must not've seen me clearly in the cell. Mayhap he's thought better by now." Though why would he keep feeding her?
"Perhaps it's more rare than we realized," Laita said.
"How can it be rare? I have it. I'm no purebred noble or alchemist's daughter."
"You don't know that, Kessa."
"I'm no noble's girl!"
"All right, but even the barbarians have a form of herb-witchery – isn't that what Maila said?"
Kessa sighed. The Shadow alchemist'd been annoyed when Kessa was as rejected by traveling barbarians as by cityfolk. "If my sire'd been an herb-witch, he'd have been drinking men's tea and I'd not exist." Or else he'd a blighted soul that didn't care, and its barren dirt had come out in her eyes.
Laita sighed back, exasperated. "You're so stubborn, Kessa. Be sensible. Why else would a Guild Master propose after realizing you weren't reacting normally? What if it's 'alchemist's immunity' because they snap up anyone who has it, for it's too rare to waste?"
Kessa waved a hand irritably. Tag offered a rescue: "Best to find what the man truly intends before sending Burk or Jontho to betroth anyone."
"You're both impossible." Laita pouted prettily.
"And you need to rest," Jontho told her. "Kessa, want someone to walk you home?"
"If Tag could go half-way . . ."
"'Course I can!" Tag acted mock-wounded. "Don't get to see you much, with you moving uptown."
Mayhap she should never've walked into Master Rom's office, with forged papers and desperate dreams. Perhaps she'd have been better off in the Shadow Guild, making whatever potions brought her coin – a veiled queen in charcoal robes.
To match a king in alchemist gray?
"I miss all of you. I wish you could visit more." She wanted to say, When all this is over, but wasn't sure it would be.
At least she could talk with her family, in the flicker of a rushlight and the warmth of coals in a brazier, just a little longer before braving the chill. It was good to visit home.
The morning, for reasons Iathor was trying not to dwell upon, hadn't started well. He'd been briefly pleased with Master Rom's plan to find and capture the extortionists Kessa'd mentioned. They'd agreed Herbsman Chiftia should be questioned about a certain former apprentice.
But now Iathor held a ledger book – one of Darul Reus' – with moderately neat writing, and saw how the names jumped in their alphabetical sorting. When he looked closely, he could see the page between'd been cut away with a sharp blade, close to the spine.
Master Rom said, to Iathor's incoherent hiss of irritation, "Well, better to find it now, eh?"
Iathor set the book on Rom's desk before he could throw it in a childish display of little sleep and scant breakfast. "Yes, of course. I take it no other names sprang out? No known alchemists?"
"Only our poor half-breed girl." Rom picked up the book and flipped it back open deftly, despite his large hands. "Several possibilities, though. Plausible names."
"Yes, of course." Iathor couldn't suppress his indignation at the world, as he turned to leave Rom's sturdily-furnished office. "We've enough slightly incriminating names to keep us busy for months!"
Master Rom set the book down. "Well, that's what apprentices and journeymen are for. Running errands. You'll want a copy of the results, aye?"
"Yes, yes." He led the way downstairs; Dayn was asleep in a chair, despite his best efforts. Rom's secretary quietly spoke to . . . "Kessa! What're you doing here?" Iathor demanded. "Do you know about the missing page?"
The herb-witch didn't flinch, at least, though she clutched at her cloak. "What missing page, Master Kymus?" she asked, as if she were as much impressed with his status as Nicia.
"The one in that wretched Darul Reus' account books." He tried to rein in his temper. "Not the one bearing your name."
She continued to look at the floor, eyes hidden by her sweeps of hair. "I didn't take any pages."
"Rot and blight. Then who did and what name were they excising? None others – save yours – are in the guild registries, but those other potions weren't apprentice work." He glowered at her bowed head. "If he got the preparations from someone else, who got them off an alchemist, it'll be a nasty job winnowing out who'd have the resources for that, while still paying a moneylender. Except for the missing page! There are at least six names gone."
"I'm sorry, Master Kymus," she said meekly. "I don't know any more."
"Bah." As if he'd expected confessions, with Master Rom standing nearby and not the slightest influence of Tryth. "Have you eaten yet? Why are you here?" he added, belatedly.
Kessa moved her hand under her cloak, showing her purse. "I've had to lend some money myself, and I'll be late with the dues. I'd hoped to ask Master Rom–" She bobbed a curtsey in the big man's direction. "–if I could start paying now, as surety against the rest."
"Of course, child," Master Rom said, voice deep and resonant.
Iathor said, trying to be gracious and knowing he was failing, "If there's a further problem with the dues, tell me. I cover when my brother forgets to pay musicians." Such as the ones he'd hired for that barely-planned party, last night . . . "I doubt a few silver leaves will blight my accounts."
"Master Kymus," she protested faintly, head twitching as if she stopped herself from glaring at him.
"Have you had breakfast, Tradeswoman Kessa?"
She hesitated. "No."
"Then I'll not discuss the matter until you have. Give Rom the coin and we'll find a decent meal on the way back to your store. Unless you want to come to the hospice with me? Never mind, we'll discuss it after you're fed."
"Yes, Master Kymus." Either cowed or plotting retorts unfit for Rom's innocent ears, she counted out copper trees and flowers for the secretary.
Over his shoulder, Iathor said, "I approve of that gray watch tactic, Master Rom. Good thinking. Tell me if you've any students suitable for that other trip – I want to send someone tomorrow morning, if I can."
"Understood, Master Kymus."
With Kessa huddled in her cloak, Iathor couldn't secure her arm like a gentleman; he steered her out by the shoulder while she called faint good-byes. Dayn, sleep-groggy, held the door open and helped her into the carriage.
She thanked Dayn . . .
At least she didn't take out her irritation on those who didn't deserve it. Iathor barely waited for the door to the carriage to close before asking, "Is there a good shop for food near your home?"
"There's a baker across the street," she replied, with a tart hint of temper. "They're . . . all right."
"Mmph. That could suffice. Would you accompany me to the hospice?"
She studied his feet and knees briefly, or perhaps stared through them while thinking. "What point to that?"
"Find if Darul remembers you, for one. He's on an unpleasant treatment meant to cleanse the metal-salts from his body. I'm hoping he'll recover at least enough to be re-taught basic skills." And, as Loria'd sometimes said, misery loved miserable companions.
"I'd have to get back before noon."
"If we go now, and pick up food along the way, it will spare the time I'd planned for finding something to bring to you." He twisted in his seat, and called out the panel to Jeck, "Hospice, I think." He paused, but she only sighed and didn't protest. He added, "First reasonable food seller, and we get our herb-witch breakfast."
"Aye, m'lord," came a sleepy reply.
As Iathor untwisted to face his guest, Kessa asked, "Are your people all right?"
"Mmph." He grimaced. He'd have to explain his current heir to her eventually, so no reason to remain silent now. "My brother returned unexpectedly from Cym. He usually spends the winter there, and much of the fall and spring. His house here is reputedly unlivable, from some accident his student had in his absence – involving, I'm told, smoke. He . . . Mmph."
"Mmph?" Kessa echoed.
"Iasen threw himself a 'welcome back' party, in my house, on short notice." And no notice to him, blight it. "My people stayed up till unearthly hours, tending to the guests and making sure they – or their drivers – didn't get into anything they shouldn't. Reportedly, my brother's dramsmen have collapsed in all the beds at my house. He probably didn't give them leave to sleep till the guests were gone, and noble children have more stamina than an apprentice alchemist with a book of stimulant recipes."
One of Kessa's thin hands was covering her mouth. Perhaps the girl could smile? At Iathor's own aggravation, of course . . . She said, "I hope they'll be all right. Why couldn't your– your people sleep, though?"
He sighed again, tired for himself and his dramsmen both. "Some could. I've not brewed the draught for all my staff. Most of the youngsters are relatives of my cook and steward; when they're grown, they'll be cooks or stewards in other households. I don't even bind my secretary or gardener, though Father shouted at me for it. I see no reason to keep either of those personally – it's easier to have a gardener come in, and better to have a secretary I can dismiss. Not that Deocris deserves that, but his predecessor . . . Well."
"That's all?" Her voice was barely audible above the carriage's rattle.
He uncrossed his legs and leaned forward, elbows on knees. He could almost see beneath her hair. She'll need . . . he thought, and hoped she'd understand. "I find it irresponsible to impinge upon someone's free will, permanently, without an equal commitment to care for that person's needs. Permanently. My staff could live elsewhere – my steward did, before her husband died – but should they lose their homes, should they need the care of the elderly, I'm the one whose life they're tied to. It's my responsibility to watch my words, so they've as much free will as possible. They can ignore hints, you see, where direct orders would force obedience. I'd rather they chose what they did, rather than leaving all choices behind when they accepted the draught."
She was quiet a moment, wrapped in her cloak. "You didn't order them to stay awake?"
"No." He let his hands dangle between his knees. "But Brague took the older draught, and the others . . . They've an instinct to protect me. I don't usually have so many strangers in the house, and they consider my brother's dramsmen such. They'd not sleep until they deemed it safe, which might've taken until my brother's men fell over."
She shifted her shoulders as the carriage bumped over a patch of bad brick, making it hard to read her mood. "Your brother's . . . men . . . are protective of him?"
Iathor had to consider his words. No need to alarm her with his disapproval of Iasen's impulsiveness. "Yes. I think my brother forgets his control over them. Free-willed folk go along with him . . . easily. I'm not sure he understands what the draught does to his servants."
She shivered.
"Are you cold?"
"I– a little." She sat up straighter, un-hunching her shoulders, and lifted her chin with her eyes closed. "My body's heat is banked, not flaring as when I'm walking. That's all."
Quietly, he said, "I'd feared the conversation distressed you." Talk of dramsmen often distressed people . . . At least, those who didn't take it for granted they'd be the ones binding, and never the ones bound. Iasen's careless assumptions couldn't reassure anyone who might think of drinking that brew . . .
Not that Iathor could interfere with his brother's dramsmen. Once the draught was taken, the only release was the master's death. Even then, prior orders were often followed so faithfully, only another draught could override them. And even then, subsequent bonds were never strong enough to counteract the first; there was a notable theater play of a noble who feigned death to avoid his rival's assassins, then returned to re-command his dramsmen who'd been taken by his rival. The stage in Cym had run red with dyed silk streamers in the final act, as dramsmen fought and died for their masters.
In the silence of their thoughts, the carriage stopped. Jeck's yawn-cracked voice said, "Meat-pies, m'lord."
Iathor looked out the window. The vendors were a tawny-haired young couple, perhaps siblings, with a hand-pushed wagon. From the various people pausing to buy, and the prices the pair called, they were selling good meat. "Popular. This meets with your approval?" he asked Kessa.
"I've money, this time."
Though not so much as before she'd paid some of her dues early. He said, "As do I. I'm taking you on my errands, so it's only proper to buy your meal." Without waiting for objections, he slid open the carriage panel again and called, "Two for Tradeswoman Kessa, and as many as you both want for yourselves. Get one for me if they'd be reasonable cold; no telling when lunch will be."
"Busy?" she asked as he turned back.
He was too weary to think politically, or wave troubles away as he supposed a courting man ought. "Exceedingly. At times, I've wished you'd just killed the man, deliberately, so I could beg a pardon rather than search for some mysterious person who provided him with dragon-oil youth potions for his tea. Are you sure you detected nothing odd in yours?" he asked. "Dosing him in retaliation?"
She only huddled in her brown cloak.
At least silence was more honest, if frustrating. He let the questions hang until Dayn tapped on the door and handed in two paper-wrapped pies. Iathor took them and quickly set them beside Kessa on the flat bench-cushion. "They're hot," he warned, blowing on his fingers.
"Mm." Cleverly, Kessa gingerly transferred one to a protective fold of her cloak over her lap. She cupped her hands around the pie's edges, as if around a Fervefax Stone's heat, and held it steady while the carriage continued on.
She looked smaller when not angry. Younger. How young might she be? he wondered. Past the age when noble girls had their spring blossoming balls and were deemed (barely) marriageable, perhaps, but not so old as hopeless or determined spinsters. Again, he wished Master Rom'd been able to tell him Kessa had family: a father, mother, brother, someone Iathor could consult. Perhaps it wouldn't be too impolite, even for a meal . . . He asked, "Are your parents still alive?"
"I've not the slightest idea, Master Kymus." She lifted the pie to nibble its edge.
He distrusted that meek tone. Iathor tapped his finger against the carriage-wall. She'd taken several more bites before he found a polite alternative. "Have you any family?"
"Bloodkin? I've not the slightest idea." She continued eating, serene as a household's lady – or a noble vixen, needling an impertinent suitor.
Were you created by barbaric alchemical rituals, then? he nearly retorted, but held himself to proper manners. Whether she was goading him or simply being honest, letting his temper get the better of him was unlikely to help secure her fealty. (He pushed away memories of his parents' arguments, and his father's advice for soothing a ruffled spouse. The techniques Iaren Kymus had explained were . . . too advanced, when Iathor dared not even take the girl's hand without reason.)
After her pie was over half eaten, he tried another topic. "There should be an apprentice alchemist at the hospice. I could have her show you around, if you're interested, while I'm talking to the bonesetter." Herbmaster Keli's daughter was likely more biddable than Kessa, if Nicia found out anything about the wary half-breed.
"If you think she'd not mind," Kessa said doubtfully.
"If she has other duties, I won't override them."
"Mm." She was quiet a moment, as if sorting through what she might say to him. "It would be interesting, yes. I presume they've a workroom?"
"For the healing salves and potions, yes. Have you an interest in those, as well?" He nearly winced, belatedly recalling what as well might cover: poisons, the mysterious "Tagget's Tonic," who knew what else . . .
Happily, she seemed oblivious to that interpretation. "Some. I gather the most potent are true alchemy, not just herb-witchery."
"The most spectacular, perhaps," Iathor said. "Herb-potions aren't necessarily less potent, though they take longer to work, or require many doses over a period of time. I wonder . . ." He broke off, thoughts trying to coalesce like a quickening brew.
"Mm?" Kessa reached for the second pie.
"It's not . . ." . . . suitable for lunch conversation? Yet it was exactly the sort of topic he might discuss, over a meal, with any master in the guild. And hadn't she devised an humble, unnoticed masterwork? "The youth mixture that Darul had in his tea. I wonder if someone was trying to meld herbal tactics with metal-salt potency, or if it were merely a non-obvious method of delivery."
She absorbed the thought. "Would that work? Not just build up a dangerous concentration of metal-salts in the body?"
A good question; she wasn't totally ignorant of true alchemy. "It depends on the salt and the brew, and how often it was taken. Most people's bodies will eventually purge the effects of a potion, so continuing a dose at the appropriate intervals . . ."
"The dramsman's draught isn't purged."
"The effects persist, yes, but the draught's ingredients must be purged, for there's an entire geometry of metal-salts that would cause madness or death if combined, and provably don't, unless they're taken at nearly the same time as the draught."
"I didn't know that."
"I'd not expected it," he said gently, wondering why she sounded . . . apologetic? Afraid he'd mock her ignorance?
She made a small noise and addressed herself to the food sufficiently that he knew the topic was closed.
Eventually, though, the pie was gone. And he still needed to ask her to be his student. "Kessa . . ." The carriage came to a stop; she swayed, bracing her toes against the floor. He took a breath and began again. "Tradeswoman Kessa, would you–"
The door opened, and in the pinch of time that interruption gave, Kessa slid over and accepted Dayn's hand down, as if escaping.
–consent to be my student, Iathor finished in his mind, and sighed. He'd ask again later. For now, he got out and let his sleepy footman close the door behind them.
Kessa stood a few paces from the carriage, looking up at the hospice, her hair falling back from her face. When he saw her eyes, her expression seemed to plan a barbaric, bloody raid with spears and arrows. That . . . seemed unlikely, though her body-language, words, and manner could change from instant to instant.
He liked the herb-witch best, who asked questions about alchemy.
She closed her disturbing eyes, but for a moment, her head was still tipped back and her unchanged expression . . . held pain?
As Iathor came nearer, she lowered her face. He asked, "Are you all right? Have you been here before?"
She shook her head. "No. I'm fine, Master Kymus."
She was back to the timid mouse, meek and false. It would be highly inappropriate to drag her to an unused hospice room and ask what was really wrong. He'd likely be glared at, and the rumors . . .
Her arms were tucked beneath her cloak; Iathor put his hand lightly on her back, steering her to the door so Dayn wouldn't be left standing too long. His footman might simply fall asleep against the wall.
In the entry room, Iathor tapped Dayn's shoulder and pointed to a chair. The young man nodded and collapsed onto it.
The hospice secretary wore bonesetter greens and reds; likely one of Peran's students. Iathor sent the youth to notify Master Peran, and ask if Nicia were busy. Then he turned back to his guest (future student . . . future wife . . .).
Kessa sat beside Dayn, looking around – mostly through her hair, with Iathor watching her. He hoped the whitewashed walls and journeyman-crafted chairs weren't too plain. The windows, at least, let in enough light that it didn't look cramped and shadowed, and herbs grew in small windowsill pots. It still smelled faintly of strong soap, despite the scrubbing so any spilled potions wouldn't react to that, either. The basement door was nearby, allowing whiffs of the ingredients there.
Another bonesetter apprentice, wearing light green and pink from an overbleached wash, wandered through, lingering at the desk – either covering the post for his fellow, or waiting to speak to the other lad. He eyed the three visitors with covert curiosity.
Nicia appeared first, holding her tan dress so it wouldn't tangle around her ankles. Her shirt was an intentionally-light green, and she still had the gray apron. She dropped into a curtsey nearly on the run, coming to a knee-bent stop in front of him. "Master Kymus!"
"Nicia." He tried not to reveal he'd been ready to catch her. "Have you been experimenting with the odors of ingredients?"
"Yes, m'lord! It's absolutely fascinating! A fully completed potion has . . . There's a different note to the scent!"
Behind them, Kessa said, "Bittersweet. Hits the back of the nose, almost the back of the mouth, like something thick."
And you claim you tasted nothing in the tea? Iathor included her in his nod. "Yes, like that."
"It's so faint," Nicia said, apologetically.
"It takes practice to refine." Iathor noticed the apprentice sneaking wide-eyed glances at Kessa, who watched everyone's feet. "Nicia, this is Kessa Herbsman, a journeyman herb-witch. Kessa, this is Nicia, apprentice alchemist."
Kessa inclined her head gravely. "Hello."
Nicia, a bit uncertainly, bobbed a curtsey. "Pleased to meet you."
Iathor took back the conversation. "Nicia, am I right in presuming you've been apprenticed to your mother, primarily?"
"Yes, Master Kymus! One of Master Iste's journeymen is teaching me the basics of true alchemy, and Master Peran is teaching me bonesetter's skills."
"Quite useful." It was rare to have all three skills in one person. Iathor himself was best with true alchemy, knew a moderate amount of herb-witchery, and had only the vaguest clue how to deal with injuries and illness without potions. "Though I'll have to talk to several people to arrange an occasional day of study in my workroom."
Nicia gasped and curtseyed again. "Oh, will you, Master Kymus?"
"If and when your other teachers think you're ready. That you can detect a finished potion is a good sign – as I hope you've been told," he added. Even if Herbmaster Keli'd not thought to mention it, surely Master Iste's people would understand the importance. "However, at the moment, I've a favor to ask."
"Of course, m'lord!"
"I've brought Tradeswoman Kessa to see if she has any insights into Darul Reus – the madman's – condition, or if her presence sparks any reaction in him, for he'd made her acquaintance before he drank mixed potions." An understatement. "Afterward, I'll be talking to Master Peran, and thought you might show Kessa around the hospice, if you weren't otherwise busy."
"I've nothing that can't wait, Master Kymus. I'd be delighted."
"Thank you."
Behind him, Kessa murmured, "Yes. Thank you." Her voice seemed . . . alarmingly neutral.
It would definitely be awkward to drag her off for private questions.
Fortunately, Master Peran appeared, and Iathor repeated his understated introduction of Kessa. "And has there been any change in the man's condition?"
"Aside from becoming restive when we put him in the easy robes, before feeding him Purgatorie in the back street?" Peran said. "Not really. He's docile and no more functional than a small child. Associating the easy robes with Purgatorie is a good sign, though. It means he's a memory to work with."
"I wish he'd memories from before his poisoning." Iathor sighed. "May we see him?"
"He should be ready. We've been dosing him before meals, morning and evening, so someone may be feeding him breakfast." Peran waved a hand and headed down the hallway.
Iathor glanced back, seeing that Dayn was sleeping again, before he followed, apprentice and journeyman in his wake. They didn't talk, which left him edgy about how they'd get along.
Darul Reus' room was the same, clean and whitewashed. The man was now sitting on his bed, being fed a cream and cornbread porridge by a burly journeyman. The journeyman seemed a cousin to the first, in plain green with neither red nor brown to show which tradition he followed.
Iathor stepped far enough inside to let the girls enter, and watched Kessa's reaction.
Without stumble or hesitation, she moved out Nicia's way and raised her head, just enough to see the man on the bed.
She was still. Dispassionately still, hands loosely clasped where her cloak hung open in front.
Darul looked up after a moment, as it registered on the madman that others were in the room. He stared at Kessa. The journeyman lad glanced behind him and snapped his head back around, away from the herb-witch.
Iathor realized they could see Kessa's face. Moving slowly, trusting Master Peran to watch Darul's reactions, he sat on the end of the cot.
For a moment, Kessa's expression seemed as flat as some scavenger waiting for its prey to die. She glanced at Iathor; he stiffened instinctively, and she dropped her gaze.
Ironically, only Darul seemed unaffected by the herb-witch's eyes.
Iathor looked up at Peran. "Doesn't seem to react, does he." He wished he could make it true question.
The bonesetter shook his head. "No, not really. Hoch, give him some water, in case the noses among us want to check his breath."
A hint. "Thank you, Hoch."
"Welcome, Master Kymus," the young man mumbled, obeying.
After Darul'd had several sips of water coaxed down him, Iathor knelt in front of the madman. He sniffed, slowly and holding the breath in his nose for as long as possible. Hints of sharpness . . . Much fainter, though. Probably a good sign, if only for the man's re-training. "Kessa, Nicia, would you two care to try?"
Kessa extended a hand, deferring to the apprentice. Iathor made room so Nicia could repeat the test. After several moments, she said, "Very, very faint . . . But not normal." She stood and moved aside.
Kessa's quick glare at Iathor was blocked by the swing of her hair, but threatened rent throats. She knelt gracefully enough, though, and if she looked at Darul with the full force of her strikingly ugly gaze . . .
The madman only looked back with vague curiosity. Iathor supposed that was irony.
After several heartbeats, Kessa closed her eyes and whispered, "I'm not sure. Perhaps I only think it, because Nicia scented something."
If they'd been alone, Iathor might've reached over and touched her chin; asked her to say that with her eyes open. They weren't alone. So he said, "And I also believe there's a very faint odor, reduced from before. Perhaps . . ." He pondered. "Perhaps leave off the Purgatorie treatments for a day, and I'll come and check if the scent has faded on its own?"
"Time or treatment that's doing it?" Peran asked, and nodded. "Good thought. Anything else?"
"Actually, if you might, I'd like a few moments in the hospice workroom – I'll be visiting the guild offices next, researching some recipes. If I find something promising, it'll save time to know what ingredients you've on hand." He grimaced. "And I've not yet visited Darul's sister. Perhaps I could draft a letter and have it run over by one of the apprentices?"
"Heh. I've time. The letter first? It'd be easier to leave you with, while I check on another patient."
"Either suffices. If it wouldn't be disruptive, might Nicia show Kessa the hospice while I'm busy?"
Peran waved a hand. "Bah. If she decides she likes it, we can always use more herb-witches. Off with you, Nicia."
The girl bobbed a curtsey. "Yes, Master Peran, Master Kymus!" She stood. "If you'd come this way, journeyman?"
Kessa gave an eyes-lowered smile and nodded. "Thank you, Nicia, Master Peran." She followed Nicia, once again leaving Iathor without a sign of gratitude.
Standing by his shoulder, Peran murmured, "You didn't say how she knew him, Master Kymus."
"That's a story for an office, Master Peran."
"I'll show you mine." The bonesetter's dark green robes swirled quite well as he led the way out the door.
Behind them, Hoch coaxed Darul to eat his breakfast.
"What would you like to see first, journeyman?" Nicia asked.
"Perhaps the workroom? And you needn't call me 'journeyman,' if you don't want to," Kessa murmured, glancing at the girl sidelong, with her hair masking her face. "And perhaps I should leave my cloak with Master Kymus' servant." She was already over-warm.
"Of course! I'm sorry I didn't suggest it earlier."
"I should've thought of it myself." Before she had to fend off further apologies, Kessa added, "Have you been apprenticed here long?"
"Only three months. And already the Lord Alchemist has said I should practice identifying ingredients by scent!" The girl actually hugged herself, but lowered her voice as they got to the entry room, where Master Kymus' footman slumbered, still in his own coat. "He even sent mother a letter."
"Ah?" Kessa shed her cloak onto the chair beside the footman.
"Oh, yes." Nicia was clearly thrilled, but keeping her excitement down. "He asked about my tolerances."
"Tolerances?" Kessa's eyebrows went up, hidden behind her swoops of hair.
"Tolerances to potions! Here, the workroom's this way." As Kessa followed, Nicia continued, "How much potions affect me, how quickly, that sort of thing. I don't faint if I sniff a sleeping potion, and that's a good sign. I'm learning the rest . . . Oh, but you know that already."
"I do?" Was this something Maila'd forgotten to mention, in all her instructions and testing? Chiftia certainly hadn't bothered.
"You know how it smells, when a potion's right. Better than I do." Nicia's enthusiasm waned slightly. She rallied with, "I'm going to practice, though!"
"You smelled something on that man's breath." The sharpness, just as it'd been in her tea, cold against the back of her tongue – but so faint, like a memory. "That's got to be promising."
Nicia opened a door, revealing stairs down, as wide and whitewashed as the walls. "Oh, it is. Mother's not tested my tolerances much, and says mayhap in a year's time, but . . . I hope they're strong!"
Kessa followed the bubbly apprentice down. "You do?"
"Well, yes. It'd be safer for me to test potions, and research new elixirs. The most innovative alchemists almost always have high tolerances, or full immunity." Nicia finally gave Kessa a look with backbone. "Didn't your teacher tell you?"
"Not . . . clearly." Mayhap it explained some of Maila's demands. Kessa made herself smile. "Herbsman Chiftia's not terribly orthodox anymore."
"Oh. I'm sorry." Nicia busied herself with opening the door at the bottom of the stairs.
"It's all right. I know the recipes well enough that Master Rom approved my practice anyway." Kessa looked around, careful not to raise her eyes too far.
The basement was larger than the building above, judging from the placement of support beams and pillars. The walls were white, lathe and plaster over whatever was behind them. Perhaps bricks mortared with grandmothers' blood, for all Kessa knew. The lights were glow– Incandescens Stones, hanging in baskets with metal plates above them to reflect the light in diffuse brightness, much like in Master Rom's workroom. There were fireplaces on opposite walls to heat large vats of simmering brews, and two of the tables were slabs of stone. Cabinets of ingredients and equipment stood against the walls. A half-dozen apprentices and journeymen watched over the vats, prepared ingredients, and ladeled healing-glop into jars. Alembics and glass measuring cups were plentiful, as were little measuring scales. There was even an alchemical geometry analyzer, with wheels and gears to describe the symbolic shapes of the metal-salts and how they should react together.
"Impressive," Kessa said, because it was. Since no bundles of herbs hung from the rafters, she asked, "Do you have ingredients brought in? Or is there a drying room upstairs?"
"Both," Nicia replied, obviously happy to brag about her workplace. "There's also a closet with a window, for moon-steeping, and another where the Incandescens Stones are changed before they start to fade, so the room's always lit and components can be sun-steeped in the day."
"It's practically a researcher's workroom," Kessa marveled. "I'd thought the hospice would only make the usual healing brews, and mayhap a few special preparations."
"That's what most of this is," Nicia admitted. "But sometimes we need something very unusual, or one of the masters wants to try increasing the effects of healing preparations. I'm told the guild offices have an even better basement, where they do research constantly, and some of the masters have special night-rooms that attempt to focus starlight through lenses when the moon isn't in the sky at all."
Kessa tilted her head, puzzled. "But . . . The moon is change and cycles, and the sun is steady fire. What point would it be to use starlight alone? They guide, but how can one use guiding in a potion?"
"I know; Mother thinks it's a waste of time, but I suppose it's worth trying, to see what one might get."
"They'd have to taste when something'd been properly primed." Kessa couldn't think of any other way to tell if their experiment had failed or succeeded.
There was a little pause before Nicia said, voice lowered, "You can do that?"
The Yes didn't reach her tongue. "Surely Master Kymus can."
"I wonder if it's because he's fully immune," Nicia said, "or if it's just that no one else could survive tasting enough things to learn if they were primed."
"My teacher forgot to teach me that." Kessa spread her hands, smiling wryly. "Do you have recipe books down here?"
"When they're in use, but most are in the library off the lecture hall. You're interested in healing preparations?"
Flashes of memory came to her. Laita coughing and coughing, unable even to drink until Kessa found a mix of herbs whose boiled vapor soothed the ragged itch. Burk asking, Can't you brew something that'll make me small again? Laita burning with fever that'd laid even her brother low. The little foundling baby who'd caught the red spots and died before Kessa was more than the youngest roof-rat in Tanas' care. "Yes. At times. They're useful."
"You're a journeyman – you could get a master's permission, and read the copies in the guild house. At least, Mother says she'll vouch for me when I'm done with my apprenticeship." Nicia led the way back upstairs.
"Who is your mother?" Kessa asked, keeping her tone friendly so the younger girl would know it wasn't meant as insult.
"Oh! I'm sorry, I forgot! Herbmaster Keli! Surely you've met her?" Nicia held the upper door open for Kessa.
Master Rom'd mentioned the title, saying he'd reported Kessa's rank and shop. Kessa'd always assumed the Herbmaster was one of the rare male herb-witches, to have completed a masterwork and been elevated to the ranks of guild officers. "No, Master Rom never said I should." Kessa followed her guide through hallways, into a large hall with chairs, small tables, and a podium at one end. There were a number of bookshelves, but Nicia went through another door, near the podium, into a smaller room entirely lined with shelves, with only a table and chairs for furniture. The first room had windows in two of the walls, but this only had a lamp with Incandescens Stones.
"What sort of healing are you interested in?" Nicia asked, moving to touch the leather-bound backs. Symbols and words were embossed, painted, or gilt upon them.
Kessa dared to look up and around. "General diseases. Some sort of cure-all, if such exist." She remembered her manners. "If it's not a trouble."
"Diseases have an entire section . . . Here's a basic book, Yeetl's Compendium of Curatives. Isn't that Master Rom's family name?" Nicia turned to look at her.
Kessa dropped her eyes again, hoping she'd been fast enough despite the distraction of all these books, all this information, a possible golden recipe to give Laita the strength to throw off illness . . . "Yes. Did he write it?"
"It's a recent copying, but probably not, or it'd have his first name. Perhaps his great-grandfather." Nicia set the book on the table.
Kessa sat and opened the book to the front page. If it was a recent copying . . . Yes, an index. For Pox. For Spots. For Warts and Growths. For Coughs. She started flipping to that one.
"Um . . . Could I ask a question?" Nicia sat, boy-like, with her chest against the back of her chair; her skirt was rucked up nearly around her hips, revealing her hose had an in-expertly mended hole at the knee.
"Mm?" Kessa acknowledged distractedly. No, rot it, she knew this recipe; it'd made Laita nigh unconscious for two days, terrifying everyone. The cough'd gone afterwards, but she'd not eaten hardly anything – and caught the very next dripping-nose disease to come near.
"Are you looking for something for yourself? Because of, um . . ."
She'd seen Kessa's eyes. "Of?" she asked, blithe and merciless.
"Your . . . Well . . . Um. You don't look at anyone."
Kessa attempted to prove the girl wrong by glancing over, through her hair. "It's a habit."
Nicia was wringing her hands together, where they rested on the chair-back. "There are . . . I know there are potions which change people's hair, and skin, and eyes . . ."
That was how she'd met Maila, when Kessa was just a brat who could put nearly anything in her mouth without harm. Tanas had taken her to the Shadow Guild's best herb-witch – and alchemist, really, for Maila'd dabbled in that, too. Change her eyes, at least. I'll pay, he'd said. And he had, though not with coin; Maila'd found him interesting enough to keep in low marriage, each faithful enough to the other.
But Kessa's eyes wouldn't change. Burk's did. Kessa's . . . No. Nor hair, nor skin. And Maila'd decreed that an adequate roof-rat would become her disciple.
"They're too expensive," Kessa said, and flipped back to the index. Perhaps For Fevers would have something.
"But . . . You know what a potion tastes like, when it's ready." Nicia sounded puzzled. "That means you've probably got at least some tolerances. If you told any master that, he'd want to train you in true alchemy."
Kessa reminded herself that sounds like didn't mean was. Even a sheltered officer's daughter might know how to manipulate. "I don't really have the time; my shop takes a lot of attention."
"But . . . Journeyman Kessa . . . Didn't your teacher tell you anything about how important tolerances are?"
"Drink it, half-breed. It shouldn't hurt you, no matter how it tastes. Tell me what's in it. Tell me what it'd do to someone else." She frowned at the recipe on the page, puzzling out the ingredients; it looked like another that'd send the patient into a near-coma. "Not really."
"They're rare. You can't be an officer in the guild without at least some, and the stronger, the better. And of course, only someone who's entirely immune to the dramsman's potions – and all the others that work on the mind and against the body – can be the Guild Master." Nicia's words echoed the cadences of some unknown lecturer.
Perhaps apprentice alchemists learned about immunities along with their geometries. (Maila'd only taught alchemy by rote. She'd explained underlying uses for herbs, steepings, and earths. Moon for cycles. Sun for steady fire. River-root for steady change.)
"I'd gathered Master Kymus is immune." Kessa flipped pages again. Would For Chills be useful? The metal-salts used were wickedly expensive.
"I'm probably not," Nicia said, morosely, and Kessa was startled enough to glance up; the girl had her cheek down on her wrists, atop the chair-back. "Father didn't have high tolerances, and mother's not immune. So I'm not likely any better."
"I suppose that's inconvenient for research." Or being Guild Master. Kessa turned back to the book.
"I hope I'm a good enough student, by the time I know for sure, that Lord Kymus will keep me on."
Lord Kymus? That'd been a truly morose mumble. "Why wouldn't he?"
"Mother thinks he's looking for a wife."
He is, silly girl. Kessa paused. "That requires immunities?"
"Mother says he doesn't want a dramswife. That's why he's still not married. That, and his heir'll have to take the draught to be qualified. She thinks he doesn't want to risk that his son'd be his dramsman, and either his brother or brother's heir take up the title, or the position go from the Kymus family entirely."
"So all he really needs is some immune woman? She might be a grandmother? Or a madwoman?" Even a criminal, poisoning, ugly half-breed?
"Not if she's already married, of course." Nicia giggled. Then, more thoughtfully, said, "Though I suppose something might be arranged . . ."
"It's that important?" Maila, Tanas, and Tag were right; nobles were crazy.
"How can he have an heir, otherwise?"
Kessa stared at her, and only remembered to avert her gaze when the younger girl squeaked and flinched. "Sorry. That's just . . . Ugh. I'm not sure I'd want to be immune."
"Aye . . . I think about love-matches, too," Nicia admitted. "And Mother said it'd be my choice, if I got that lucky, but . . . He is brilliant."
And rich. And a baron. And Lord Alchemist. What's not to want? Slavery. Loss of her family. She said, "When will you find out?"
"Another year, Mother says, and I can sample potions and see how I react. She wants my body settled in its cycles first."
"Good luck, then . . . Do you have paper and a graphite? This looks interesting." She tapped a recipe that was supposed to work against chills.
"Of course, journeyman!" Nicia sprang up and trotted out.
Kessa couldn't decide if the younger girl were annoyingly cheerful, pathetically naive, or endearingly good-hearted. At the moment, she was thinking "annoying." Alchemists apparently tended to that.
Herself included, like as not.
She went back to the book. She could hope For Female Irregularities held something of use.
And that Master Kymus didn't finish here until she was done . . . nor abandon her to make her own way home.
Of all the places Iathor'd thought to find Kessa, his first guess was not the hospice's library, copying healing recipes.
At least she and Nicia seemed to be chatting politely – if "polite chat" included Kessa suddenly exclaiming, "Waterflame salts are hideously expensive! Who'd pay that when it's cheaper to kill the people annoying you every month?" and Nicia giggling.
Iathor leaned into the room. "Should I ask?"
"Master Kymus!" Nicia sprang up, awkwardly untangling herself from her chair so her skirt and apron would cover her knees, and turning pink.
Kessa glanced at the other girl and covered her mouth briefly. "He didn't walk out of a vat of ingredients," she said, as if he weren't there. "He's got to've seen it."
"Have I?" Iathor tried to peer over her shoulder. She closed the book. Yeetl's Compendium of Curatives was painted onto the front cover.
"Be good," Kessa said, tart and chiding. "You're making Nicia blush."
He glanced over. The apprentice was still pink, hands clasped firmly behind her back. Dryly, he said, "Pray forgive me, Miss . . . Greenhands, isn't it?" He remembered Tiro Greenhands vaguely, for the man'd died over a decade ago, only a few years after making master-level. As a senior journeyman, he'd eccentrically taken his wife's name; perhaps he'd had no good family name of his own.
"Yes, Master Kymus. Mother says Father insisted."
Or perhaps Tiro'd just been very much in love with a strong-willed, eccentric woman. Iathor smiled. "Thank you. I hope you'll forgive my impertinent curiosity."
If anything, Nicia turned pinker. "Of . . . of course, Master Kymus."
He glanced down, to see if he might surprise a smirk on Kessa's part; she had her mouth entirely covered by a hand, but her eyes, screened by her hair, were on him, and thoughtful.
"I conclude that this is women's discussion, and as I mustn't tarry . . . Tradeswoman Kessa, do you wish to stay, or would you accompany me to the guild offices? I can send you back to your shop with Jeck, my driver."
Kessa slithered out of the chair (for all he was about to hold it for her) and picked up her paper. Her voice was entirely sociable, though. "The latter, if you'd not mind, Master Kymus." She turned slightly. "Thank you for your help, Nicia. It was good to meet you."
"I– I hope you visit again!" Nicia managed, her blush fading.
Kessa gave the books a wistful look. "Me too."
"Good day to you, Nicia." Iathor would've politely offered Kessa his arm, save that she gave the apprentice a little wave and left first.
Iathor snorted and rolled his eyes, even though Nicia could see. He followed, hands in the pockets of his outer robe.
The carriage had chilled. Kessa huddled inside her cloak like a wingfluffed bird. Various questions flittered, birdlike, through Iathor's mind. Why did you lie about what you could smell? Why did you lie about what you tasted in the tea? were two. Why did you seem so odd outside the hospice? was followed by, What recipe were you and Nicia discussing?
He picked one she'd almost answered, earlier, and altered it. "What do you know about your parents?" It was better than inquiring if she'd been stolen, bought, given away, found exposed on a hillside by a senile herb-witch . . . Unlikely that his brother would frequent an establishment where an inadvertent conception might happen, at least; surely such an accident would've been brought to him . . .
The half-breed in question flicked up her disturbing gaze; he focused on her body-language and the set of her mouth, translating the expression as thoughtful, not coldly murderous. She said, with a voice that matched his guess, "One was barbarian, of course. There are few barbarian travelers in Aeston, and I've only ever seen male ones, so I presume my mother was local. Why?"
A faint fear that you might be my niece. Iasen is old enough . . . No, that didn't bear repeating. "You'd not mentioned family. Only a friend needing money. I . . ." He took a breath and continued, ". . . wanted to know more about you."
There was a difference between flat regard that only looked murderous, and the glare that quite possibly was. Then Kessa focused her gaze on her lap, swoops of hair falling forward to hide her eyes. "I'm very simple. A half-barbarian trained by a senile herb-witch. I learned enough to be allowed my own shop. I know people with . . . little income. If someone gets sick, they need help. That's all."
"Is it?" he asked, braving the risk of a death-stare.
He only got one's fringes before she glared at her knees. "We can't all be cross-trained daughters of master herb-witches, Lord Alchemist."
Iathor winced on Nicia's behalf. "You didn't like her."
"She seems very nice." Kessa added, entirely matter-of-fact, "She thinks very highly of you."
And is that condemnation of her, me, or some kind of praise? He muttered, "At least someone does."
From the way her mouth twitched, Kessa was repressing something. Laughter, perhaps. A tart retort. A quip about which girl he'd proposed to. She'd not yet made any reply, nor asked anything, that suggested she even remembered the incident.
Probably he was expected to do the same, and repeat his proposal under more congenial circumstances. He'd have to ask Loria . . . when his brother wasn't around to overhear, nor Iasen's dramsmen. He could nearly hear his brother say, You proposed in a dungeon? I'd thought you'd forsworn such diversions!
Out loud, Iathor said, "I'm glad you got along. It would be convenient, should–"
The carriage came to a stop, and Jeck rapped on the panel. Iathor twitched back the curtain to see the familiar multi-colored bricks of the Alchemists' Guild offices. Of all the times to have a swift ride . . . Of course, the hospice had been conveniently placed when it was built.
"Should?" Kessa's voice was more frost-laden than the autumn day outside.
Iathor had no idea what she thought he was going to say, and suspected nothing would find favor anyway. With as much dignity as possible, he said, "I'll attempt to call upon you for dinner, and discuss the matter then. For the moment, I'm concerned that if I continue, a manifestation of Rain will open above me, complete with lightning, and Earth shall part below my feet to swallow me up." He got out, glancing back in time to see she'd covered her mouth, her eyes squeezed tightly shut.
Nodding in satisfaction – the girl could be surprised without shouting at him – he asked Jeck, "Will you be all right, taking Journeyman Kessa back to her shop?"
The driver yawned. "Should be, m'lord. Catching a few naps here and there."
"Catch some lunch, if you want, on the way back."
"Aye, m'lord. I'll be fine." Jeck waved vaguely before starting up the horses.
Inside, prior Guild Masters – Iathor's father among them – had chosen wood paneling for most walls, and various hues of brick for the rest. It did make the place seem warmer than the whitewashed hospice, so he forgave the front hall's nose-tickling cedar. Iathor could pick up the scents of everything in the basement, the upstairs steeping rooms, and what people might have in their robes: a familiar potpourri that was usually just strong, sometimes comfortable, and occasionally vile if someone'd burned a potion. Beside him, Dayn yawned and sneezed.
"Sorry, m'lord," the dramsman mumbled.
"I'm sorry I couldn't send for a hired carriage." Iathor'd offered, but neither Dayn nor Jeck would hear of it.
"Your office has a soft chair, m'lord," Dayn said with some cheer.
Iathor smiled wryly. "All right, I'm beaten."
"Ah! Master Kymus! There you are." Rounding a corner was the tall, thin form of Iste Zertheluse, wearing gray indoor robes over a gray tabard, over a darker gray tunic and hose – and clashing brown boots. "What's this about Keli's girl?"
He blinked in return. "I only this morning told Nicia I desired a student when her other teachers permitted. I was going to ask you to check with the journeyman tutoring her. What rumors are going around?"
"That you'd an interest in her. Been writing her mother, and Keli'd not bid you take long walks off short piers."
Rolling his eyes, Iathor continued toward his office; Iste fell into step beside him. Iathor said, "The girl may have a trainable nose, and could become a good alchemist. Her mother's against testing her tolerances for another year. If Nicia turns out immune, then I'll have an interest in her." He echoed the original emphasis and added, "I'd have an interest in a barbarian savage raised by plains-wolves, were she immune."
"Oh, that's going a bit far," Iste said, taking him seriously. "Besides, I've never heard of a barbarian immune. If you're going to look outside Cymelia, surely you'd go to the old empire first."
"What, import a wife with imperial politics?" Iathor shuddered, and turned the final corner. "That'd be no better than the guild upheaval a change in descent would cause. At least a barbarian wouldn't come complete with retinue and intrigue stretching back over fifty generations. Why is my door open?" Not just the outer-office door, but to his personal room beyond.
From inside, Iasen's voice came, "Oh, Iathor, if you'd wanted a barbarian girl, you should've written! I'd have brought one back."
That explained the rumor; Keli's letter, left on his desk last night, had been read by more than himself. Iathor asked his brother, "What are you doing here? I haven't harassed you to come to a guild meeting."
Iasen – in the comfortable chair Dayn'd mentioned – waved a hand airily. "Your dramsmen won't let me in your workroom, and mine's not livable. I came to borrow a corner of the guild's. Should I send for a barbarian lass? You can get them in Cym, you know."
"No, I don't know. Since when's the Princeps allowing slavery? That's an imperial vice." Iathor headed for his desk and gave Dayn an apologetic glance as his footman took a not-terribly-comfortable stool. Iste leaned in the inner doorway, eavesdropping shamelessly.
Iasen said, "Oh, one doesn't actually buy the girls. Well, some brothels might not explain that they're free to go . . . But one might as well take custody of them, or else they'll be exposed out on the hills or wind up with their throats cut somewhere. Ghastly custom."
"Custom?" Master Iste asked, unwisely drawn into Iasen's tale.
"Apparently," Iathor's brother elaborated, "when some barbarian family – you know there've been settlements near Cym, yes? – when they've too many children to feed, they take a surplus girl and sell her off. If they can't find a buyer, they just leave her, exiled from the huts. Or kill her. I suppose to spare her being eaten by animals while alive. Savages. Does mean it's easy to find servants when there's poor hunting or a drought, though."
"Barbaric," Iste said, shaking his head.
"Well, naturally!" Iasen replied.
Iathor sat. "Iasen, if you've something brewing, go tend it yourself instead of usurping someone's apprentice. Your own student smoked out your workroom, so I hope he's not minding your preparations. I can hardly provide room and board for the entire guild while their offices are clae-dusted."
"Is that what happened?" Iste asked. "You didn't say, Master Iasen."
"I was trying not to share my misery." Iasen stood with offended dignity. "However, my brother apparently feels it's appropriate to tattle on me as if we were children, so I'll take my leave."
As he did, Iathor gathered papers from his desk. Hopefully they'd been too boring for Iasen to read and disarrange. "Dayn, if you're still awake, get into the comfortable chair before you fall asleep."
With a groggy chuckle, the footman did so.
Iathor looked up. "Master Iste . . ." No, it wouldn't do to say Iasen was spinning a tapestry of rumor from a thread of truth, regarding Nicia Greenhands. Iste'd surely realize it now. Iathor continued, "If you could tell Master Coty and the others that I'm here, I can start taking care of business instead of gossiping about unofficial slavery in the capital."
Iste laughed, and left.
Iathor sighed. With his brother at the offices, it boded to be a long day. He hoped he wouldn't end it by sending someone to Kessa with a basket of food and his apologies for being unable to make it.
In the evening, after fielding the day's complaints that she'd not been open at her usual times ("My Guild Master insisted. What could I do?"), Kessa tidied, restlessly. She swept the floor, then did it again; the twilight brought wind, blowing cold past her door as she chased out bits of herb and dirt with her broom.
She'd just lit a rushlight when someone knocked. She cracked the door open and frowned at the man beyond, who held a basket in one hand and a horse's reins in the other. He said, "I'm Brague, Master Kymus' man. There's a letter for you in the basket, and his apologies for being held over by guild business."
Kessa considered Brague, knowing the backlighting would make it hard to see her face. His hair was a perfectly non-descript brownish-blond, she thought, and his eyes likewise an unremarkable pale. His nose wasn't broken, but had a size and shape that tempted it. He wore a good, thick coat in light gray, buttoned high in front over a white shirt, and split behind to cover his legs on horseback. His boots were darker, and the wind showed his equally dark pants.
In truth, even though he was taller than the usual man, she'd not've been so nervous if he'd not been standing like a bodyguard – though not one currently guarding a body.
Master Kymus had mentioned Brague, she remembered. There was no poison or alchemy in the glancing breezes of warm bread and meat. She opened the door. "Will you be staying?"
In the warmer light, Brague's hair held traces of gray and his ears were a chilled pink. He gave up the basket easily. "My place is at m'lord's house. Especially with his brother's men around." He scowled.
Was that draught-made concern, or did he have reason to worry? No way to ask. "Thank you for the delivery. You're sure you won't want a– a roll or something?" The basket felt heavy enough to have plenty to share.
Brague shook his head. "Had one before going, and there's dinner waiting." He ducked his head, stepped back, and got onto the horse.
Kessa called, "If you have to do this again, don't forget your hat!"
He gave a half-turned sort of salute, tugging the imaginary brim of his absent headgear, and rode off.
As Kessa stepped back inside, she thought she caught a glimpse of someone across the street, in the gap between apartments and the baker. In the chancy light, she couldn't tell if it was a shadow, or someone pulling back into the shadows.
She set the basket on the floor, darted out to close and bar her shutters, and fled back into the warmth of her shop, latching the door behind her.
No blanket in this basket, at least, though the contents were wrapped in cloth to preserve warmth despite the chilly air. Most of that warmth came from the stew in its stoneware pot, but there was still a faint core of heat in the long loaves of bread that flanked it. On top of the pot's lid were . . . a metal spoon and a letter.
The letter, sealed with alchemist-gray wax, bore her name. The text, in sharp graphite, was neither a messy scrawl nor some elegant swirl of letters, but clear-formed despite being a mix of script and printing.
Tradeswoman Kessa, greetings to you.
I am regrettably unable to keep our appointment. Between meetings with my officers, research into T. Tonic, and an unanticipated visit from an agitated spokesman for the Weavers' Guild, I expect it will be long past dark before I may contemplate more dinner than stale toast with stray ingredients as spice.
I am sending this letter, and instructions, to my household staff. Though I am unable to be present, the dinner, at least, shall be. I would entrust my "should" to this paper, but do not wish to bring down bad luck, freak hailstorms, or earthquakes upon the bearer. Once is misfortune, but twice bears researching in controlled workrooms.
There was something rubbed out on the next line. It seemed to be an If, by some, before he'd thought better of it. Kessa didn't try to decipher it by the rushlight's flame.
I hope to call upon you tomorrow morning. If tonight's dinner is displeasing, tell me quickly, lest my cook discover it has not been consumed entirely and feel obligated to torture the reason from me. Overdoses of certain spices can still make me sneeze.
With my regards,
Iathor Kymus
The signature was reasonably messy, but the lack of title made her twitchy. Thankfully, "with my regards" was only politely neutral. The rest confused her. Businesslike, she could handle. Threats and blackmail, she could understand. Hints of humor? A social letter? Baffling.
The stew was excellent, though. Lightly spiced (with nothing alchemical), tender meat – young chicken, she thought, from times when Maila'd had money to spend on "frivolous luxuries, quickly gone." Chiftia'd never gotten more than tough old hens, past their laying. The bread was fresh, just enough crust for crispness, but not so much as to make her jaw sore gnawing it.
She frowned at a second knock, but when she cracked the door open, she smiled at the roof-rat beyond. Tag's or some random brat – either'd need warmth and food. "Come in. Have some bread," she said.
It did, all badly-dyed-black bangs, grubby elbows, and tatters of mostly out-grown coats and pants. Kessa gave the child the entire other loaf, ladled stew into an eating bowl, and waited patiently while the messenger devoured nearly half of each as if breathing in air, greedy for both filling bread and expensive meat. Finally, the child swallowed a mouthful and said, "Tag says you'll give a message to someone for 'im."
"Kellisan, I wager," Kessa said. She set a pair of copper half-flowers on the table. "What's the message?"
"He says no progress on th' mystery, but he's found plenty'a rumors on th' master. Says Kellisan might want to stay in public an' be wary, or might want to stay indoors at night. Conflicting stuff, Tag says. He's still asking 'round. Says th' brother's confusing th' rumor. Can't tell one man's rumors from t'other, sometimes."
Indoors at night meant that a night patrol might be involved – half-sanctioned vigilante groups, paid by guilds and nobles to walk the dark streets where city guards didn't care to go. But be wary meant someone with no constraint save fear of reprisal. Could Master Kymus patrol personally? A danger to being out, indeed, if he was with a group of men who'd crack heads for him. Yet some night patrols were more honest than guards, safer to meet if you weren't the pickpocket or thief they caught. Kessa frowned. "No more details?"
"Says th' Cat and Birch're involved, but dunno how much."
And those were brothels that catered to . . . unusual tastes. The Emerald Cat, with a green cat-o'nine-tails on its sign; the Crimson Birch, a red switch on white. They were the most respectable of such places, though; Tanas once hoped to sell Laita's "apprenticeship" to them, but her poor health had delayed that. Then Tanas had died. "The . . . target? Goes there?"
"Tag wouldn't tell th' likes'a me," said the child – likely a cross-dressing girl itself.
Kessa slid the half-circle coins over. They vanished nearly as soon as her fingers were clear. "Should Kellisan go talk to Tag in person?"
The child shrugged. "Didn't say."
She tapped her fingers on the counter. "I've information for him. Will you carry a letter? Tear it to shreds rather than let anyone but Tag read it, though."
"I can do it."
She fetched graphite and paper, and a small lump of wax. "There's someone lurking 'cross the way, mayhap," she warned.
"Didn't see none when I was there."
"Good." Kessa scribbled carefully, not quickly. Tag. Talked to apprentice at guild hospice. Master'll not marry save not dramswife. Heirs must drink, be immune. How odd to think Master Kymus' interest might continue, despite her eyes and half-breed darkness . . . How oddly bitter that it had nothing to do with her at all. She added, Is there danger to his question?
Of a sudden, she wanted Tag to say No, no danger. To hear the man visited those places to be on the other side of the crop, perhaps. Something to tell her the prior letter'd been truth, not a lure for a trap. I shall find you, he'd said, and there were so few places she might hide . . . Unless she sought the deeper shadows. She'd walked away from those, when Maila died. Said she'd not even tasted the poisoned elixir (meant to preserve the Shadow alchemist's seeming youth for another year), and had no talent for Maila's position anyway.
She wondered if the Shadow Guild still had a plain-faced woman as the ruling Shadow-witch now, attractive plumpness running to fat – or if someone else'd mixed her a deadly brew, since Kessa'd declined.
She folded the letter and melted brownish wax with the rushlight to seal it. She put her thumb to the warm wax, and didn't use a fingernail to make a crude hound's-tooth. Kessa Herbsman, she told herself, handing the letter to the roof-rat. Not Kellisan Dog-eyes.
She hoped.
In the morning, Iathor padded into the kitchen and was cornered by his steward.
"Well?" Loria demanded.
"What?" he asked, sleep-muzzy.
Her voice low, Loria said, "The girl. Dayn said you spoke yesterday."
And he'd not reported when he returned last evening, late and hungry. Iathor looked around. Tania and her minions worked on breakfast for everyone in the doubled household. Iasen's thin, dark-haired cook attempted to help, or steal a chunk of Tania's domain, or simply ensure she wasn't poisoning his master.
Loria hmphed, tugging him out, through the dining nook, to a sitting room with its curtains closed.
Iasen will tease that I'm romancing my steward if he finds us. "While she's only shown it privately, she has the most vile temper this side of a pregnant plains-fox, though some of that might've been hunger. Plains-foxes can nearly be tamed if they're fed enough, I think."
"We'll work on that. Brague said she was fine and polite to him. Told him to wear a cap if he came out again." That seemed to amuse Loria.
"I've not yet been able to ask her to be my student," Iathor grumbled. "I'll wait for an opportunity, rather than planning it out."
"Go down this morning. Tania's already making rolls, with the little jam-crocks, and an egg-crepe with cheese. Another pot of stew for lunch, and yams with honey, and your little vixen should be fed till dinner."
"Could I be fed, too?"
His steward snorted at him, but relented. "All right, to breakfast with you. But we want better reports!"
Adding to the pleasure of breakfast (a roll with jam, and cheese folded into egg-crepes) was that Iasen's cook finally assembled a tray for his master, and took it and himself to the guest rooms. That let Loria sit in the dining nook and ask questions about both Kessa and Nicia.
"After hearing my brother's tales of girl-children expelled from their families, I'd wonder about Kessa," Iathor explained at one point. "Still, Aeston's a long way from Cym. And she said she presumed her mother was local." Not that Kessa's saying guaranteed truth.
"Hm." Loria let him eat for a few moments. "Well, it's clear Nicia's awe-struck enough. Which one do you like better?"
His steward had a romantic streak? She'd been married . . . Iathor bit back What has liking to do with it? and made a thoughtful grunt while he pondered the unanswerable question.
He was saved when one of Iasen's servants appeared in the doorway. "Lord Alchemist," the man said uncertainly. "There's a . . . woman here, to see you."
And why were you where you could answer the door before the bell rang? Iathor said, "Thank you. Please convey my regrets that I'm having breakfast and bring her in."
His brother's dramsman bowed. "At once, Lord Alchemist."
Quietly, Loria asked, "Do you want us to get them down to 'Sir Kymus'?"
Equally quietly, Iathor replied, "If you can. Or 'Master Kymus' around those who care about the guild title."
She murmured, "We'll do our best."
Iathor nodded his thanks, and arranged himself to be less meal-rumpled. He half-expected Kessa, come to complain he'd not visited last evening.
Instead, the servant showed in a bony, gray-haired woman clad in a tan dress with white accents. Her eyes darted around, looking at the furnishings, walls, rug . . . The dramsman said, "Saydra Glasswife, Lord Alchemist."
Darul Reus' sister, Iathor realized, recognizing the name. "I'd hoped to visit you today, Mistress Glasswife," he said, trusting that would be title enough for a glassmaker's spouse. "You've caught me at the end of breakfast, I fear. Will you join me?"
"I'm here to discuss my brother," she said, but went to a chair. Iasen's dramsman was too well-trained to balk at holding the seat for a commoner woman instead of a noble's daughter, but vanished from the room afterward.
"Loria, would your sister have something for our guest?" Iathor asked.
"Of course, m'lord," his steward said, and got her comfortably-padded self out of her own chair, passing into the kitchen.
Forestalling a lecture – Saydra seemed the sort who'd give them to spirits of Earth and Rain themselves, should she be granted such a miracle – Iathor said, "I'm glad to finally meet with you. Our schedules have not been kind to us. Have you visited the hospice yet?"
"Yes," she said, her voice faltering as whatever rehearsed speech she'd made was adulterated by his question. "Yes, last evening. They seem to be taking good care of Darul. The journeyman there said he were– he was poisoned by alchemy! That's what them guards said, too." She fixed him with a sharp blue stare.
The brain-fever tale would not hold; Iathor was relieved there were other options. "Yes. My people investigated his home – I hope they asked permission? In any case, they found three alchemical preparations. Mixing potions can be dangerous. If he's had the preparations long, it may've been luck that he didn't suffer harm before. Or . . . was he acting oddly, prior to this?"
"Ah . . ." This seemed entirely beyond Saydra Glasswife's script. "Mayhap . . . he said, he said he'd lent money to someone, that they'd make their fortune, some months back. But he's said that every year, 'least once. He does well, affords a maid and cook, but no fortunes come of it."
That youth-elixir, perhaps? Someone's masterwork experiment, being tested without notifying the guild? He hoped he wasn't circling back to incriminating Kessa; though her facilities weren't good enough to brew true alchemy.
Unless she paid two guild's dues, day and night.
Nasty thought for breakfast. He put it aside. "Did you notice any physical changes in him?"
"Oh, his hair went white, finally. Before mine, but I'm the younger anyway." Saydra sniffed.
Loria came in and set down a plate with an egg-crepe and another with rolls. One of the kitchen boys followed with fork, knife, jam-pot, and a glass to pour clae-cleansed water into. The guest's eyes widened a bit; Loria'd brought out good plates and silverware, and no need to mention they were incomplete sets, bits shattered or lost from the rampages of two boys growing up.
After Saydra'd taken a bite, and had a chance to savor the experience, Iathor asked, "How long ago did your brother's hair go white?"
"Oh, it was going for months, of course. Gray, a bit of silver. He probably found some wash to take the gray out. It'd be like him." She took a breath and seized hold of her prepared words. "Lord Alchemist, the hospice people said you were paying for his care. How long before you'll know if he can be cured?"
Iathor set his plate aside. "I can't be sure, but it seems unlikely he'll be competent to run his own business again. I'm hoping enough of the alchemical mix can be purged from his body that he can care for himself, but if he'll ever recover what he was?" He shook his head. "I wish I could ask him who provided the preparations."
"Well, the name should be in his books somewhere," Saydra said from behind a jam-slathered half-roll.
"Indeed. Unfortunately, he has a great many names to check." And one page missing. "Would you recall him mentioning one?"
"No . . . No, he didn't like saying who owed him. Especially not when it was someone who'd never want to admit needing a bit extra." She ate quickly between her answers.
Iathor leaned back and tapped his fingers on his chair arm. "Mm. I think . . . I think at this time, it would be appropriate to put your brother's resources into the hands of someone who can manage them appropriately. He cannot be kept in the hospice indefinitely, and you'll need to have access to his funds." I can't pay for him forever, Mistress Glasswife. I'm sorry. Besides, my future bride might murder him in his sleep.
He continued, "I'll have my secretary arrange things with a judge, and determine if Darul had any specific provisions in his will. However, I hope my people can make a more thorough search of his possessions, to find a clue as to who might've been responsible. Unauthorized tests of new potions are frowned upon. I understand some of his belongings might have to be sold, and I'd like to be sure there's no secret scroll hidden inside one."
"Oh. My. Yes, of course. You're quite right. Yes, ah . . . Do you want the key now? The maid and cook left, of course, so I've the servant's door keys." She patted the pouch on her belt.
"If you have it with you, that would be very convenient, Mistress Glasswife." Iathor gave a practiced, sincere smile. "I assure you, my secretary will get the fastest judge possible to decide upon the matter."
"Thank you, Lord Alchemist," the woman said, her mind clearly stirred around, as she dug out the promised key. "Oh, the guards, they said there'd been an herb-witch with him, just at dinner-time. Would that be a clue?"
"Sadly, no." Iathor sighed again. He hated misleading people, but there were enough complications already. "I became involved when the guards arrested her. I've examined her shop, and I doubt she could've made the alchemical brew."
"Can't . . ." The woman made a little circling motion. "Can't you brew up a truth potion, Lord Alchemist?"
He touched the outside of his robes, feeling the hard lumps of little vials, cradled in individual pockets. The Tryth elixir was tightly capped, but only part-full. "Yes. I gave her some. She didn't like your brother, but gave him no poisons."
Saydra sighed. "I didn't much like my brother either, I suppose. But he's family. He'd have taken care of me, had I needed it."
"I'm sorry I can't offer more hope."
Saydra Glasswife pulled herself straight. "More hope than I'd be changing his breeches like a babe the rest of our lives, Lord Alchemist."
"When we're sure the mix is purged from his body, there may be things to try, to help him . . . I can't say 'recover,' but learn again how to care for himself, and perhaps do chores or simple work. There are researchers within the guild who take an interest in helping victims of brain-fevers."
"Thank you. That . . . That'd be well." She took a deep breath, probably recalling her planned speeches, and said, "I suppose that's all I needed, Lord Alchemist."
"If there's anything else, anything you discover, leave word at the hospice or guild offices." He stood, and held Saydra's chair for her.
As he'd hoped, his playing the gentleman's role flustered her, and she agreed vaguely while he walked her to the front door. His brother's man, sitting nearby, hastily opened it for them. Iathor politely sent her on her way.
Then he turned to his brother's dramsman. "Exactly why are you intercepting callers?"
A look of alarm passed across the man's face. "Ah . . . M'lord Iasen, he . . ."
"He's expecting someone? Not another party while I'm elsewhere, I hope."
"No! Just a visitor. Lord Alchemist, I'm supposed to be discreet . . ." His pupils dilated, huge and black, irises becoming thin greenish rings around them.
Iathor held up a hand. "Understood. Pray tell my brother not to order you – any of you – to lie to me, or conceal what goes on in my own house. If he wishes to keep secrets, he may return to his place, or to Cym. Am I clear?"
"Yes, Lord Alchemist." The dramsman nodded miserably.
"And if he's any problem with the matter . . . He'd best take it up with me, not the messenger." Or perhaps I'll go before a judge and invoke the ancient laws of heirs, to have Iasen forbidden to take more dramsmen.
"Yes, Lord Alchemist."
"He should take more responsibility for his men," Iathor growled, stalking off before the poor dramsman was forced to say Yes, Lord Alchemist again.
In the kitchen, he gestured to Loria. "My brother's ordered his dramsman, out front, to let someone in 'discreetly' – that is, I gather from the conflict-reaction, not let me know who's visiting. Perhaps a lady, but . . . I'd like someone in the waiting room, as discreetly – ha! – as possible, to see who that visitor is. Preferably without being seen, but at least concealed enough not to drive my brother's man into a seizure."
Loria tightened her lips. "I'll put someone there with the mending."
"Good. Thank you. And I . . ." He looked out the back door, cracked open while one of Tania's kitchen-girls fetched cooking herbs. He groaned. "I've lost the time to visit Kessa. I'll have to send the basket with Brague and another note."
"Off to your office, then," Loria said, and gave him a gentle shove.
Iathor went.
Not only was there an egg-crepe and cheese for breakfast, there was enough food for lunch. Kessa wrapped up some, tucking the package into her basket before her errands. A few deliveries of prepared ingredients, to older herb-witches who didn't like doing their own chopping. A stop by Jontho and Laita's apartment. And then . . . she'd go to a little store down near the dock and part with a bit more coin for things she should've collected in the summer, when they'd have been free in the earth.
It'd warmed slightly, so she wore her sandals. The boots were getting thin at the toes, and she wouldn't have money for new ones for some time. She stepped out briskly against the last bits of chill.
From the narrow alley across the street, she scented a meat pie, and briefly saw bits of steam coming from someone's hands. Seemed too tall for a woman . . . Could've been a baker's assistant, sneaking breakfast he didn't want to share. Still, Kessa kept a wary eye on that gap, till she'd have had to turn to watch it.
No one followed her that she saw, but she zigged and zagged after her deliveries, till she got to her siblings' apartment. She knocked quietly, waited. Knocked again, in the patterns of safety.
Eventually, Jontho opened the door, yawning. "Heya, Kessakin."
"Laita's asleep?" Kessa whispered.
"Aye. She was . . . out, last night. Catching up on sleep now." Jontho glanced over his shoulder, but with only normal concern for his frail blood-sister.
Kessa pulled the bundle of food and dry tea from her basket. "Here. Get the jam-jar back to me later. Empty's good."
Jontho, despite looking half-asleep, didn't drop anything. "How'd . . .?"
She glowered at him directly, till he hunched his shoulders in mostly-mock submission. "Don't ask. It's fine. I've sniffed it over."
"All right . . . Don't you get caught filching, Kessalan."
"I'm not filching. It was delivered." She grimaced. "Go back to sleep, Jonno."
"Aye." He nodded. "Good day to you, sister."
That made her smile. "Good day, brother."
She kept a sharp eye out as she left the rickety apartments, but the only people loitering were expected ones.
There were more and more – loitering, gambling, drinking – as she worked her way to the dock district, and more of them had horse-dark hair and tanned, sunburned skin. There were shorter, wider paths to the docks, with brick paving instead of packed dirt, but she didn't feel like sharing them with everyone else who had legitimate business. She glared down a too-fit "beggar" who started towards her, and felt the strap of her knife-sheath under her skirts. It lent confidence. Tanas'd had his crèche play chase-and-find games . . . Even when apprenticed to Maila, Kessa'd snuck out with her crèche-siblings when she could.
She shouldn't be thinking of playing "find me" with her Guild Master. She'd walked out of places like this. It shouldn't feel familiar, like a hare's bramble-thicket home.
Her mood wasn't improved when she finally got to the little shop, picked out some ingredients, and had to wait for two sailors to finish dickering over the price of men's tea and crotch-cures. She placed her chosen packets on one side of the stooped, wrinkled herb-dealer's counter, and coins and some of her preparations on the other. Then she waited, eyes neither hidden nor quite challenging.
The man looked her up and down, muttered Thought you'd died, and shoved her purchases at her without haggling.
She scooped them into her basket and left. Let him tell stories about the ghost of Maila's apprentice, if he wanted. So long as none reached the ears of any legitimate alchemist, it'd be safe enough.
Walking back, she stayed wary, once flattening herself against a door as one of the "gray watch" blonds turned down a corner in front of her. She'd not recognized his anonymous, pale hair until she glimpsed his profile.
He didn't see her.
She moved to better streets as soon as she felt safe to be noticeable in that part of town.
There was still someone in the alley across from her shop, out of sight till one was directly in front of it. She kept her head down, hair veiling her sidelong gaze, as she walked past. She kept her body between her door and the alley as she examined the lock and slid her key in gently to test if the tumblers'd been left oddly-pushed.
It didn't seem anyone'd tried to get in. Perhaps someone was interested in the baker's? She'd have expected an herb-witch to have more money, had she not known better.
If the "gray watch" had found someone'd fingered them, they'd want to know who. Of all times to have fancy visitors. It was probably good Master Kymus hadn't shown up recently.
And none too soon for her to start preparing defenses. She drew the curtains to conceal her without entirely blocking the light, brought out her packets, pulled a recipe from memory, and picked up a tarnished silver knife. The tarnish was important, to have this steeping in a sealed jar by the time dinner – and a Guild Master – might appear.
It was, in the end, a near thing. The scent of it seemed thick in her nose when she answered the knock at the door. But it was Brague again, carrying the basket and apologies from his master, who'd been dragged to dinner by his brother. Kessa was beginning to like Brague. He didn't linger, and was polite to a half-breed. If she'd not feared the gray watch spied upon her, she'd have asked him in and picked his brains about his master.
Later still, she was glad she'd not. Tag's little roof-rat might've been hard to explain.
"Meat again?" Tych asked, scooting onto the stool and looking avidly at the basket.
"More stew, more bread, and a wedge of cheese." Kessa set out the offerings. "Tag wants us running messages again?"
Tych eyed her. "We gotta? Can't I just tell you?"
Kessa waved the stew-spoon in mock threat. "Play the game."
The child sighed. "Fine, fine. Tag says, tell you t' tell Kellisan he's got someone else says You Know Who – an' I sure don't – goes to th' Emerald Cat and Crimson Birch, an' not the usual like Red Pearls or Parsimony's Best. Doesn't take anyone home, near as Tag hears. On th' other hand, he ain't kicked out'a th' Cat nor Birch. An' Tag's not heard he visits Siren's Call nor Eager Maiden."
That last was a relief; only the Shadow Guild's patronage kept those latter two open. "Tag hear what end of their toys he likes?"
"Didn't say." Tych absorbed stew like a sponge. "He's askin' 'round. Says he's got a few trails, but nothing worth talkin' 'bout."
"Not much for you to come all this way."
Tych mumbled, through a huge bite of bread, "Came f'r th' food, not th' leaves."
"Well, be careful. I think someone's got the alley, catty-corner 'cross the way. Hmm . . ." Kessa smiled. "Do me a favor, look it over? I'll give you the rest of the cheese."
"What kinda watcher?"
"Not sure. I'm thinking the gray watch from some days ago. I had to rat them out – not that they'd given reason not to. Far as I know, they're freelancers. Suppose some guard might've talked."
"Freelancers, pfft." The roof-rat spat like a cat, all short noise and no wet. "Sure. Keep th' cheese till I get back."
Kessa blew out the rushlight as Tych got to the door. "All right."
Waiting in the darkness was always worse than moving in it. Is your partner caught? Stuck? In trouble? Or just moving carefully and waiting to toss dosed meat to the guard dog?
Without the rushlight to measure time by, it seemed too short, and too long, when careful scratching came at the door. Kessa called, "Yes?"
"S'me. Got th' cheese?"
She cracked the door open and handed the food to the urchin. "Nothing there?"
"Not now, anyways. Mighta been earlier. It's chillin' down." Tych stowed the cheese under its jacket.
"Get on home where it's warm," Kessa said, gently. "Tag'll fret."
"Aye. Softie." Tych vanished into the night.
Kessa closed and locked the door. Tag was soft-hearted, yes. Cared too much about his crèche. She hoped it wouldn't be the death of him.
And she hoped the watcher wouldn't be there in the morning.
Kessa woke with a dull headache and spent several minutes rubbing the back of her neck. No point in using anti-pain salves; even less in mixing up a potion. Immune meant immune to brews that told the mind there was no pain.
A treacherous part of her whispered, You could be waking in fine, soft sheets, someone stoking the fire before you set toe from 'neath the blankets. She hissed back, Or waking stiff and cold in a basement dungeon, playing slave girl.
But he doesn't go to the truly vile places . . . She ignored that, too. Perhaps Kymus didn't move like bullies who had henchmen hold their victims. Perhaps he looked more like a clerk than a sadist. Looks meant nothing, and actions? You could only be sure when they thought they weren't watched. He might simply be too smart to risk blackmail.
When Kessa stepped into the chilly morning, back in cloak and boots, she saw the watcher was in his lurking-spot again. It irked her. She'd gotten up before breakfast-that-might-appear (her stomach grumbled), and the wretch'd already shown up. She hoped he was hungrier than she was, watching whatever he watched. Probably her patterns, if they'd decided she'd betrayed them. Bad. She'd have to have Tag send roof-rats only after they scouted around. Mayhap she could evade this lurker and get to Jontho unseen.
(Could a roof-rat spy on Kymus? A thought.)
She bought yesterday's bread from the baker across the way, and gnawed on it as she shopped. Willow bark. Mint leaves and dried yellowcap flowers. River-root, fresh dug from the banks . . . perhaps three days ago. She haggled that one down.
Some asked after preparations in turn. The river-root's seller wound up with a pair of salves, healing and sun-shade, and her purse was the happier.
Kessa was nearly home when she saw the gray watch: scarred blond, the one with the marriage ring, and the dark-haired man who might've been some distant blood-cousin.
Her deadliest preparation was still steeping in her shop, out of reach and unfinished besides. She was in public, where it was no good idea to betray her skills. She wanted to cry. She wanted to bite something and taste blood.
She tucked her head down, hair swinging into concealing curves beside her face, and started to walk by.
"Herb-witch," the savage-blooded leader said, catching her by the upper arm. "How've you been?"
Kessa stared at his hand, keeping his henchmen at the edges of her sight. "Not so well," she murmured, and tried a recipe of deception. "The city guard thinks to link me to a poisoning. I'm on probation with my guild."
"Oh? Too bad. But you're still practicing . . ." He poked at her basket, trying to flip up the lid.
The apprentice-made basket didn't yield to mere prods. "Under their watchful eye. Hadn't you heard?"
"Not at all."
"I'm surprised." If the watcher wasn't theirs, then whose?
"I'm just full of surprises." That was a smirk if ever she'd heard one. "What surprises have you for us?"
"If I give away my stock, how'll I pay my guild dues?"
"Oh, we don't want it all, little ravenwing. Just a little to make sure we're in good health. Wouldn't want us to be sick, should vandals come calling." He didn't bother to drop his voice. No one on the street deigned to notice, of course.
Kessa yanked her arm and basket out of range, though she didn't step back. "I'll see what spares I might have," she said, as cold and clear as she could, rummaging on the top layer.
"There's my good girl."
She looked up, thinking of how his pretty eyes would burst with red around the ice-green, if only she'd the equipment and metal-salts for that rote-learned poison. (She shouldn't have gone to that shop. Not been out as Kellisan. Not remembered she was Maila's apprentice first.)
"I'm not yours," she hissed, and slapped a jar of sunshade salve against his chest. It didn't break or even open against the coarse weave of his tunic. Clearly, she added, "I normally charge a silver half-flower for this, but since you're watchmen . . ."
One of his hands took the jar as she pulled away. His other lifted, and the nearer, scarred henchman moved to grab her – hold her while their leader slapped her, no doubt. Nobody'd interfere in an argument between barbarian-blooded commoners.
Kessa ducked and sidestepped, trying to keep one of them between her and the others, hoping they'd trip over each other. She brushed her hair back on one side, tucking it behind her ear so she could see. So they could see her blighted eyes. Civil conversation was utterly lost. "Once, I can ignore," she snarled. "Twice, if you'd been polite."
She wasn't sure what she'd have said next, weaving backwards to keep them from spreading out to corner her. She glared at their leader, hating his pretty, pretty eyes. Behind them . . . a shout, shrill wooden whistle blasts, movement she couldn't pay attention to . . .
Something shattered in the middle of the trio. A choking cloud of smoke burst out, masking the two blond thugs.
Their leader covered his mouth with his arm and dashed past without even trying to strike her. Behind him, his men gagged and fell. The wind blew smoke at her; she coughed as the bittersweet hit the back of her nose and mouth.
Goatweed, she thought, belatedly raising her own arm to shield her face, blinking away the stinging smoke. Moon-steeped sweetflower. Essence of pepper. Metal-salts.
There were more shouts, laughter as the smoke dispersed. She wiped her watering eyes and saw guardsmen with Alchemists' Guild badges on their tabards, warning each other not to go into the smoke.
Behind them . . . Brague, on his horse, a new food-basket in hand.
She stalked past the fallen gray watchmen, bittersweet alchemy clogging the back of her throat. She stalked past the guardsmen, too busy congratulating themselves to notice she neither fell nor thanked them. She looked up at Brague. "Your master arranged this. I want to talk to him. Take me there."
For a moment, the dramsman stared. Then his gaze slid from her face to her shoulder. "Ah . . . Aye," he whispered, and held out his hand.
I've got to send someone to investigate Herbsman Chiftia, Iathor thought, signing various papers dictating the guild would do various things, fulfill various obligations, and request money of various masters whose dues were inexplicably in arrears. Including Iasen's, of course.
Iathor would've gone and pounded on his brother's door, but Iasen'd not appeared for breakfast. This might've worried Iathor, considering how late Iasen'd kept him last night, but he'd been told which guests Iasen's dramsman had "intercepted" yesterday: a journeyman alchemist, and one of Earl Irilye's servants with a letter.
The letter's perfume had been strong enough to detect from outside the guest bedroom, and whatever nobles called the scent, it was plainly a "come hither" message.
His office door slammed open. Iathor looked up and jerked straight, hand instinctively going to his robe's inner pockets.
It took her voice, snarling, "Master Kymus," before his mind could think Kessa!, and let his eyes notice Brague hovering anxiously – the dramsman torn between watching her, and watching the hallway. His pupils were large, but not dangerously so.
"Ah," Iathor managed, trying to consciously analyze the woman's body-language aside from her murderous eyes, and seeing incandescent fury anyway.
"Are you trying to make me beg for safety or am I just disposable?" she demanded. Before he could even ask, What? she went on acidly, "Or was your spy just lucky enough to be there at the right time?"
"What are you talking about?"
She dropped her basket by her feet, stalked forward (his fingers twitched toward his vial pockets again), and smacked her hands on the edge of his desk. "Your spy, Kymus! The one who's been lurking for days, watching who comes and goes from my shop, watching what I do. I'm not your property! You've no right to spy upon me! If you don't trust me, then lock me up instead of pretending otherwise!"
"That– that's not–" –what the watchman was assigned to do.
"Isn't it? Or did you think me too stupid to notice someone in the alley across from my own shop?!"
He could've believed she'd taken some legendary potion to turn into a fanged, clawed beast and leap over his desk at him. But that was impossible for an immune. Iathor wrapped his hands around his chair's arms and glanced at Brague. "Can you explain what's going on?"
Kessa lowered her head, seeming even more a predator, and snarled, "Don't ignore me, Kymus."
Brague looked at her and at him. "Don't think so, m'lord. Not safe." His pupils flared, once, from inner conflict with the draught.
"Ah . . ." Iathor looked at Kessa again, and at her hands on his desk. No, the nails weren't talons to rake the wood. "Are you thinking of murdering me?"
"Death's too good for you," she spat. "I'm not the idiot you think me! Or have you decided I'm expendable?"
Craning his neck, Iathor said, plaintively, "Brague . . . The hallway?"
Despite the dramsman's worried expression and dark pupils, Brague slipped out and closed the door.
Iathor almost reconsidered Brague's assignment as Kessa bent low, not far from climbing over the desk. There was nowhere to look besides her face, unless he turned his head away. It was highly distracting. He took a breath, overrode his instincts, and closed his eyes. "Please tell me what happened."
"What happened? Your fool spies and picked men were so busy playing with alchemical toys that they let one go! You can't be an idiot, thinking he'll not add alchemy and herb-witches and get guild trap. Did you think I'd come crawling to you for protection?"
"The assigned guard," he said levelly, not opening his eyes, "was supposed to apprehend those extortionists before they entered your shop."
"The 'assigned guard,'" Kessa sneered, "was off in an alley when the gray watch grabbed my arm in the street – me thinking they'd found they'd been ratted out and were spying on me themselves."
"Wait, what?" He blinked his eyes open and regretted it.
"Someone's been in that alley for days. The only people I could think of who'd do that were the gray watch, because you couldn't be bothered to tell me there was a guard!"
"Surely I . . ." . . . had meant to tell her, he realized. "It appears there was an oversight. I assure you, the guard was for your protection, to apprehend the extortionists. I'd not intended you to be involved, and I wasn't spying on you."
"No? Someone watching my shop isn't spying?" Her cold tone was a blunt dagger in the ear. The desk creaked as she shoved off it.
"Of course not. They were only looking for the 'gray watch.'"
"Do. You. Think. I'm. Stupid?"
He opened his eyes. At least she'd backed up slightly, though she looked ready to slam her hands back onto his desk. He stood as well, and leaned his own hands on it first, hoping he could keep his gaze at least near her eyes. "No. Underfed, paranoid, and difficult, but not stupid. Now tell me what happened!"
"I was walking to my shop, fretting about the spy in the alley. The three gray watchmen were walking the other way. Since I didn't know the spy wasn't theirs, I tried to bluff it out. Then . . ." She took a breath and leaned on the desk.
Had her hands been trembling? He was unsure. "Then?"
"Then next I know there's shattered crockery on the ground, two of them falling over, and the third getting away because the fool guardsmen were too happy about their toy to stop him!" She jerked her chin up, her hair swinging away from her cheeks.
She did smell of sleep powder, now that he thought to sniff. "How close were you?"
Kessa's mouth twisted in a bitter smile. She might've been a barbarian shaman about to order someone's death by ritual torture. "They were trying to grab me. It's hard to stay far when you're dodging three people."
"Ah." Well, he could withstand jibes and outbursts from conservative guild officers, if the story reached their ears. "You say they caught two of them?"
"And let one go!"
"Perhaps they had a man stationed to catch anyone who fled."
"Perhaps they were a pack of little boys, snuck into the workroom to play with the potions!"
Iathor tried not to wince at her near-shout. "He shouldn't be able to evade the guards long. Not after the captives are questioned."
"With what, truth potions so they don't lie?"
"Yes. Exactly."
She breathed, "You blighted–" She cut herself off. "You think that if there's even one escaped, he won't take their gains and run? That he won't be thinking of revenge? Are you that simple, rich Lord Alchemist?"
It didn't take uncommon sense to realize now would be an ill time to offer . . . anything he could offer. "You shouldn't have been so directly involved," he repeated.
"If someone'd told me, 'Oh, we're setting a guardsman 'cross the alley,' I might not've been!"
"It was an oversight!" he snapped. "I'd not realized they'd be so obvious as to concern you!"
"You'd not realized–" she started, in tones of disbelief, but broke off to laugh.
It was a shrill, unhealthy laugh, ending with the heels of Kessa's finger-curled hands on her cheekbones, eyes covered and head bowed. "Blight you, Kymus," she rasped. "You've put me in danger for an oversight."
Her conviction unsettled him. "Questioning will find where they've been staying, and who else was involved." He tried to make it reassuring as he walked around his desk. "I can involve myself now. Would you like to be present?"
"What?" she said, lowering her hands and staring at him with only a few strands of hair trying to screen her face. She looked . . . savage. "So you can throw me into the prison when we get there?"
"You are paranoid!" he said. "Why would I do that?"
"Why'd you spy on me?"
"I wasn't! He wasn't looking for any save the gray watch!"
"And his mind forgets all else? I've customers who need discretion!" Her hands were fists at her side. "How dare you betray their trust?!"
"You need food." It was the logical reason for her state. "We'll go to the kitchen, get you something, and–"
His hand, not quite touching her shoulder, was knocked away by the back of her wrist. Her pupils were pinpoints of black within mottled brown and yellow. "I wasn't that blighted bastard's 'good girl' and I'm not yours, either," she hissed.
Of the mix of thoughts (You're anyone's? and What does this have to do with anything? and Good?) what precipitated out was . . .
"He laid hands on you?" he asked, quietly.
"What do you think?" Kessa said, voice as flat and even as a fine workroom table. She turned and walked to her dropped basket. Amazingly, it'd landed upright, not tipped on his rug. She picked it up.
Hungry, frightened . . . Also paranoid, difficult, and stubborn. A bad combination. Very gently, he said, "Come with me. You can identify them. You can be present for the questions, and tell me if I've left anything out. Brague should have the food-basket. We'll take it with us."
Her eyes were closed, and her knuckles were a coppery-pale. "Oh, why not?" she muttered. "Wanted me locked in a dungeon, you'd have one in your basement."
Before he recovered from that baffling statement, she'd pulled the door open and stormed out.
Iathor followed, and asked Brague, "Did you hear? Never mind. The carriage, the prison, and the food, please."
"Yes, m'lord."
To Kessa, Iathor said, "I usually go through the kitchen, to get to the carriage."
"Fine." Her head was bowed, her shoulders slumped. Iathor found himself with one hand raised toward her back; he lowered it. Now . . . was not the time.
Kessa walked through the kitchen, seeing little more than when she'd stalked in on Brague's heels, eyes determinedly forwards. Now she watched the floor and clutched her cloak. Too hot. Too cold. Too light-headed. Too sick.
A woman's voice: "M'lord, is that–"
Kymus: "Yes. Later. Ah, thank you, Tania."
How dared he be so calm? She almost turned to demand . . . but it was a stupid question, fit for a blushing maiden in a theater love-story. She would be calm. Like ice. Like stone. Like the glass alembics in an alchemist's workroom – or a poisoner's.
I should've taken Maila's place, she thought, in the chill sunlight with her cloak wrapped around her to hide her trembling. Should've mourned in public, drunk poison with Maila's poisoner in private, and dressed in the charcoal of a Shadow-witch who never went out as herself.
The carriage and horses clattered to a stop in front of them. The footman appeared from beyond the walls of Kessa's hair, offering his hand. She shied away, but stepping into the carriage . . . holding up her skirt . . . the basket . . . the hand-grip at the door . . .
Unobtrusively, the footman said, "I'll give you the basket when you're in, m– Miss?"
Had he seen her eyes? Probably. He didn't deserve that. Kessa made herself open her fingers and let the basket from her grip. Made herself get into the carriage. Managed to whisper, "Thank you" – no sense blaming dramsmen for their master's idiocies. Took the basket back, and curled against the back corner.
After some brief, low conversation outside, Kymus followed. He hesitated before sitting at the furthest corner.
At least she'd managed that much: fear of the crazy half-breed, or respect for her fury. Either way, not his, to be disregarded at whim.
He was too far away to be seen, through her hair. It bothered her.
Her stomach insisted the carriage bumped and lurched as if going over mounded graves. She swallowed hard. There'd been no graves when she'd come in, riding on the front of Brague's saddle. The carriage-way'd been brick in decent repair. Better to close her eyes and keep telling her guts to behave.
Blight it, the after-effects of screaming fear could swim down-river and drown in the sea without her. He'd not thrown fire-brew at her. Nor had his servants toss her out. Or lock her up. Or hold her for abuse. So what else should she fear he'd do? Rescind his proposal? Determine her potion was half-responsible for Darul's state, and hold her for trial?
But thinking that'd end the matter was foolishness. In prison, with no protectors . . . Her ugliness was only a defense in light, not a cell's blackness. And even if she were safe from that, she'd fret about Laita.
"Are you all right?"
There was nothing, absolutely nothing, she could reply without screaming or tears. After a moment, she rasped, "What're you going to do with me?" Her throat was rough from yelling and tight with after-shocks.
No way to guess what his pause meant, without looking. "I'd like to feed you, just now."
"Ungh." The smell of good bread, an egg-crepe . . . It made her hungry and ill together.
"Kessa." (Was he working to make his voice that gentle?) "What have you eaten today?"
"A roll. Across the street." Show gratitude . . . She couldn't. She'd dreamed of when no one would feed her but herself. "It's enough."
"Better than I expected," Kymus said, perhaps with irritation leaking into it. "Still, I don't see why you'd want to starve yourself when–"
She snapped her head around. "Just because the price isn't coin doesn't mean I can afford it." It came out through her teeth.
Kymus blinked at her before he turned his head and looked at the food-basket beside him. After a long time, with his brows drawn down, he finally said, "I'd not intended there be a price."
"Because you think you own me already?" Her rough throat ruined the cool tone that should've had.
He frowned harder, still not looking at her. "This would be simpler if your teacher'd recognized your immunities and reported them. The moneylender could've been dealt with legally, if you'd even borrowed from him at all, and you'd be learning true alchemy with me already."
Did Maila understand what value I'd have? Did she hold me as a counter to him? A bargaining chip? Or just an apprentice to avenge her when someone finally killed her? Six, five, even four years ago . . . She might've been gentled with food and a promise of status. A promise of someone who'd have to accept her even with her dog-vomit eyes. "I suppose Chiftia didn't realize I tasted brews now and then."
"I wish Rom'd seen. Surely you at least sniffed your journeyman-work?"
"Healing salves. A pain-relieving potion. Dry tea."
"Did you do that deliberately?" he asked, frustrated, and looked up.
Of course. This time, she looked away. "Those are mainstays of an herb-witch's business. I'd no reason to make anything unsafe to sniff."
"How could your teacher've told you nothing about immunities?" That was definitely frustration, though perhaps not with her. "You should be learning true alchemy, not wasting your potential brewing potions anyone could make, crippled in your research without time to study in the guild library."
If Maila'd told her . . . Would she've run? Gone to his door and said, My family's hungry, my sister's always sick. Can my immunity buy your help? She remembered how horribly ill Laita'd been, one winter, and thought she would've, hands wrapped in rags and feet slipping in Burk's outgrown boots. "Too late," she said, to what-ifs as much as him. "I've a shop now, and need to make its rent."
"Yes . . . That must be taken into account in the stipend."
What? She closed her eyes and gritted her teeth. "Kymus, don't make me kick you."
"Ah?" (Genuine surprise, or artful confusion?) "Why would . . . Ah, blight. I want you as my student."
"N–what?" That was entirely unexpected.
"Student. My student. You should be studying true alchemy. Doing research to the limits of your abilities. Don't you realize how rare alchemist's immunity is?"
I screamed at you in your own home. I threatened to kick you. Perhaps he did visit the Cat and Birch for sport that was merely odd, not terrifying. "Nicia . . . She told me. She hopes she's got it."
"Unlikely. Not impossible, but unlikely. Also irrelevant to you having it, which you clearly do." He added, after a half-breath, "And to forestall paranoid accusations, yes, I want to convince you I'm not the monster you seem to think me. But you're wasting your potential!"
Kessa opened her eyes and stared into the spaces beyond the perfectly-fitted floorboards. "I've duties."
"Yes. A practicing herb-witch, with customers who depend on your wares. This would be taken into account in scheduling."
Customers, family . . . "I don't know."
Tightly, Kymus said, "I'm aware you apparently think I work black alchemy in my basement and moon-steep human hearts in my attic. I assure you, this isn't the case. You could learn something. I saw you copying a recipe at the hospice – is there nothing you'd want to research?"
A potion to make Laita strong, so she didn't always get sick, first and worst and longest. Kessa curled around her basket, hiding behind her arm and hair. Earth and Rain, I've a price after all. And he found it so easily. "I'll think about it," she rasped.
"Good. Now, if you don't eat something, my cook and steward will castigate me nearly as much as you did. This isn't a gift. I'm selfishly sparing myself grief."
She kept her little laugh from turning to a confused, strung-out sob. "All right."
For the rest of the trip, he pressed food on her. A bit of bread, then another with jam. The egg-crepe, with its cheese and diced vegetables, because it'd not be so nice after sitting. Though it didn't rest easily in her gut, at least her hands stopped shaking, and she could bear to let the footman help her out when they arrived. (Thank you, Dayn, Kymus said, following.)
It was the same guard station she'd been in, of course. She clenched her hands on her basket's handle, and didn't look at the brick, didn't think of the cells below. I'm just a mouse. Quiet mouse. Dramsmouse, perhaps. She watched how Dayn followed his master, and tried to copy the mannerisms, though she was never so good at that trick as Jontho.
Good enough, at least, that the guardsmen who called greetings didn't question her presence as she followed Kymus inside, to an office where her Guild Master said, "Please tell Commander Rothsam I've questions about the recently arrested extortionists."
The Yes, sir reply was young; the lad darted into the inner office faster than necessary.
Kessa watched Kymus ticking off seconds on his fingertips behind his back, giving a little wave at the end – as the Watch Commander shouted, "Sir Kymus, what blighted mess've you brought this time?"
"Tob! I'm glad I finally caught up with you." Kymus strolled in. Kessa hesitated, watching Dayn for cues.
"That's Commander Rothsam to you, Sir Kymus." The other man added, "Out, boy," and the secretary slipped past them.
Dayn also paused a moment, then flicked his hand at the corner. Kessa stood there, and the dramsman stood beside her, watching his master through the part-open door. It was enough of a relief, this small, hidden alliance, that she leaned against the wall so she'd not fall.
The two men in the other room spoke, but between her nerves and the nearly-closed door, Kessa couldn't make out much. Kymus, somewhere between cheerful and serious. Commander Rothsam, grumbling, and once bursting out, "Don't tell me she's the one we took a few days ago!"
Kessa clutched her basket more tightly, trying to listen, but Kymus'd dropped his voice. No orders came to re-capture her, though; the eventual shout for an Officer Jothe was, it seemed, only to provide a guardsman witness for the questioning.
As Officer Jothe led them to the back courtyard, Kymus asked, "Would you perhaps have some tea, Journeyman Kessa?"
She opened her basket. "I fear it's not the best quality, Master Kymus."
"I'm sure it will do," he said, and she wondered if he was also remembering a dark cell. The taste of mint and roses was bitter-sweet in her memory.
The interrogation had gone . . . well, Iathor supposed, as they left the guard station. Though neither man'd been alchemy-tolerant, neither'd died of the Tryth elixir, hearts racing beyond their limits while their minds drifted truthfully. The Purgatorie he'd administered (to prevent deaths) caused the usual reactions, but there'd been buckets to contain the immediate mess and Kessa – in an odd fit of mercy – had given him mint leaves, fresh enough to cut the smell of vomit. She'd held another to her own nose.
What the men had answered, though . . .
The escaped man, part-barbarian himself, was called Wolf. The other two presumed Wolf would've returned to the inn they'd been using, owned by one of the prisoners' family. That man, Chas, had tried not to answer, even with the Tryth, for fear Wolf might harm his daughter or sister. And after Chas'd finished heaving into a bucket, he'd begged Iathor not to let his family be hurt.
The sincere plea mingled with angry herb-witch accusations as they traveled toward Kessa's shop. In danger, for an oversight. Irritation at Kessa and her apparent self-starvation mingled, equally, with guilt.
Finally, he managed, "You were right."
Kessa made an indistinct sound.
"I wish you'd spoken of your suspicions to myself or Master Rom. He arranged for the guardsmen. He would've told you." And then you'd have been only briefly alarmed, and perhaps not accosted at all.
Her knuckles tightened on the basket's handle, paling beneath her wood-dark skin, and guilt swamped irritation at her mistrust. Iathor admitted, though the words were bitter, "But you shouldn't have had to. I apologize for my oversight."
She made another small noise, head bowed so he saw only her narrow chin and tight-held mouth. Her thumbs rubbed the basket-handle in nervous motion. Indistinct calls of street vendors came through the compartment's walls, above the carriage-creaks and ringing of horseshoes.
"Do you want a guard on your shop?" he finally asked.
"No," she replied quickly, resignedly. "I'll manage."
He tried to summon up the correct tone of appeasement, despite his exasperation. "I meant to ameliorate the threat, not . . . not impose something you'd be indebted for." For surely, she acted as if kindness was mere prelude to a kick in the ribs.
She repeated, "I'll manage."
Though he waited to see if she'd say anything else . . . Iathor sat back against the seat cushions, bumping harder than he'd intended. "You'll baffle any attackers into submission, no doubt." He was certainly baffled; how could he mend things if she wouldn't accept his aid?
"No doubt," she agreed – and was that a hint of a smile?
Iathor fingered the mint leaves she'd given him, now crushed and soft . . . as the ones she'd held. "I wish you'd be honest with me. You claimed you tasted nothing in the tea, but your nose is as delicate as mine."
"I think yours is better."
"Comparable, then. Better than that dead-nosed guard." He waved a hand, dismissing the digression. "I still wish you'd trust me."
She straightened in her seat, pose and poise fit for any coolly offended noblewoman – with the eyes of a feral thing framed by black hair and dark skin. "Master Kymus, are you accusing me of lying?"
It was hard to meet that stare, which seemed to look beneath his skin to blood and meat and bone. But he made himself do so with equally-cool manners. "I'm accusing you of not trusting me."
Did her eyes widen, then? He couldn't interpret her expression, not while suppressing his own instinctive flinch, but she turned her head away, hair a dark curtain against his gaze, though she still sat precisely straight, even against the road's bumps.
Had that been a true victory, or a false one? "Is it just me, or do you trust no one?"
After a heartbeat, she said, "The latter, mostly."
He inhaled, as if he could catch an alchemical scent of truth. But he only smelt the scraps of breakfast, mint, fainter smells of herbs and preparations within her basket. His mind held no clear plan, no recipe to win trust, let alone fealty . . . In the end, he said, "The offer to teach you still stands."
She bowed her head over her basket. "I'm still thinking."
"All right." Iathor let her think until they reached her shop and he moved to let her out – handing her the food basket the moment Dayn took her herb-basket so her hands were free.
But though he'd hoped she'd answer him before Dayn closed the carriage door . . .
She went into her shop, silently.
Iathor sighed, and called to Jeck, "The Guild hospice, please."
When they arrived, he pulled his cloak around him. The wind had picked up, with a chill edge. The clouds threatened rain and a nasty ending to the day. Iathor hurried himself and Dayn inside.
The journeyman in Darul's room was Hoch, who'd been feeding the man yesterday. Hoch was sitting on the bed, holding a chalk-board, apparently trying to teach Darul to recognize letters. "Hooooooch," the young man told the older man. "Try? Hoooooooch."
Darul blinked mutely.
From the doorway, Iathor asked, "Are guests permitted?"
"Ah! Lord Alchemist! Of course!"
"My thanks." He crouched in front of the madman. "Has he had breakfast yet?"
"A bit ago, but I gave him plenty of water after." Hoch grimaced. "Hope he gets the thought of chamberpots soon."
"As do I. As does his sister." Iathor leaned forward to sniff the man's breath again. A bit of meat-scent, going unpalatably fermented. Corn mush. And . . . yes, the tang of metal-salts. He pulled back. "I think there's no change since yesterday."
Behind him, Master Peran said, "And no improvement in his behavior, either. Nor worsening, at least. Going to visit tomorrow?"
"Or late tonight, perhaps, and return him to Purgatories in the morning." Iathor gave up hope of talking to Kessa that evening. Perhaps it was for the best; time might ease her temper.
"A revolting treatment indeed," Peran said with morbid cheer. "If it works, however, all to the good. Has your brother talked with you?"
Iathor stood. "What?"
"He came by, perhaps an hour or two past. Said he wanted to meet Nicia. Visited Darul, as well. Had . . . suggestions." Peran's eyes were sharp, more gray than blue.
"Master Peran, the only time I might listen to my brother's suggestions is if I wanted to arrange a social gathering." Iathor noted Peran relaxing. "What did he suggest?"
"First, sending Darul back to his sister immediately, without bothering with 'a meat-cabbage's rehabilitation.' When I told him that wasn't an option, he offered to make some purgatives to test. Said it was a specialty of his."
Iathor snorted. "My brother's specialties are finding ways to get himself drunk, flirting with pretty women, possibly dosing horses, keeping himself looking twenty-five, and . . ." He frowned. And finding an aphrodisiac that will work on him for more than a few minutes.
Youth potions and aphrodisiacs, found in Darul Reus' home. Alchemical work, not herbery.
"Something wrong, Master Kymus?" Peran asked.
"Earth and Rain, I hope not," he breathed, and applied logic. Logic said . . . Iasen'd been away for months. Alchemical dissolution and debauchery weren't restricted to him. Iasen would've had no reason to be here, if there'd not been some problem with his student, and his house. The missing page was far more likely to be linked to Kessa, unfortunately, than to Iasen. However . . . Iasen might be an excellent information source concerning other dissolute alchemists.
"I doubt anything's wrong. I don't think Iasen'd try to slip anything to Darul. But," he sighed, "I didn't think he'd put Ysanda's Tattoo Dye into the dormitory well, either."
"Whose what?" Peran asked.
"A prank potion. Over a period of approximately three days, it dyes the skin and hair to fascinating autumn-leaf shades, heavy on the bright oranges, reds, and yellows. It doesn't work on me, or my brother, but it made the dormitory residents and staff . . . Colorful." Iathor grimaced. "It was long ago, when we were at the alchemy school in Cym."
Peran snorted. "Once a prankster, always a prankster?"
Iathor sighed deeply. "Perhaps."
The other man chuckled. "Understood. I'll make sure the staff know his sense of humor."
"Thank you. I hope he caused no problems here."
"Well, Nicia didn't say he'd been inappropriate, so little enough." Peran shrugged. "Anything else for today?"
"Perhaps a quick stop in the library? I need some intermediate texts on curative potions." Kessa'd seemed interested in healing.
Peran moved out of the doorway, leading the way. "I should send Nicia. Girl's a sponge for healing, whether alchemical, herbal, bandage and stick, or silk and needle. I hope you don't steal her away too soon."
"It's not my intention to steal her, though I hope to take some of her days for instruction." Iathor paused and mentally groaned. "What's my brother implied now?"
Peran looked over his shoulder, turning a corner. "He said outright that you're thinking to marry the girl, and he wanted to see if he should court her first. I presumed he was joking about the latter."
"Someday, someone will take my brother seriously, get her heart broken, and someone else is going to be executed for trying to put a sword through him." Or made Iasen's dramsman; wretched thought. "Presuming, of course, that he's not first found mysteriously drowned in my wine cellar." Iathor cleared his throat. "He's been teasing me about finding someone to marry for decades now. That I'm interested in Nicia as a student is apparently cause for him to assume he'll no longer risk inheriting my title and responsibilities."
Peran chuckled as he opened the door into the lecture hall. "I'd three brothers. Two younger, one older. At times, our mother threatened to drown the whole lot of us, like mongrel-sired pups."
"Our mother never said that," Iathor mused. "She did threaten to dose father's tea with a potion to blight his seed permanently, though."
"Heh! My younger brothers are lucky our mother was no alchemist, then!" The bonesetter opened the door to the library. "Looking for anything in specific?"
"Yeetl's book, and anything you've a duplicate of, to start. Healing's not my specialty."
Peran pulled books from the shelves, Dayn taking each of the three volumes. "No other duplicates here. I could check the basement."
"No hurry. I'll be by this evening, and tomorrow before lunch. Thank you."
"They're guild property. I should thank you for restricting yourself to the duplicates." Peran waved a hand dismissively.
"What point in improving my own knowledge if I'm depriving students of the means to improve theirs?" Iathor nodded. "Good day to you, Master Peran."
"Good day, Master Kymus."
On the way to the carriage, idly flipping through the Yeetl book, Iathor commented, "Dayn, could you remind me to have more girls than boys? They seem to be threatened with drowning less often."
"I think you should discuss the matter of children with m'lady, first, m'lord." Dayn opened the carriage door.
Iathor paused, and looked at the young dramsman. "'M'lady'?"
Dayn handed him the other two books. "Whomever she may be."
Kessa woke to banging on her door, in darkness. Since it wasn't threatening the latch, she didn't draw her dagger before she went to the door. "What? Who is it?"
"S'me!" hissed Jontho from the other side. "Hurry!" He rapped the safety pattern.
Kessa shoved the key around, unlatched the door, and propped up Jontho as he stumbled inside. "What's wrong?" He wore his anonymous brown workman's clothes, and carried a shuttered lantern.
"I need Kellisan, backup. Blighted idiot, acts like he thinks he's a ship captain – mutineer, more like. He took Laita to a room and something went wrong. She must've dosed him, but his crew-friends are there and I can't get to her."
"If he's a tanned, black-haired man with icy green eyes, I'll scream." Kessa rubbed her face as she staggered back into the bedroom.
"No, henna-red and sunburn. Sailor off this afternoon's ship."
Kessa changed into pants and tunic quickly, yanking her hair into a horse-tail. Boots, cloak, dagger at her belt, pouch of supplies from the ledge above the other side of the door, where Kymus hadn't looked. (He'd been tracking the sweetflower, had to've been . . .) "Small blessings. I'd been telling myself Wolf couldn't know Laita, for she's been sick and would've told me about a black-haired man."
"Who's Wolf? Name's familiar . . ."
Kessa got them out, locked the door, and wound her key-string around her upper arm under her sleeve, so it couldn't strangle her. "Leader of the 'gray watch,' escaped the guards' trap that got his two thugs. Yes, truth-potions exist. They're dangerous. Make sure anyone feeding you one has Purgatorie on hand, and think hard about partial truths."
"Rare company, Kellisan."
At least Jontho didn't mutate the childhood nickname he'd given her. "Blighted watch used me as bait, and Wolf'll likely want revenge. I went'n yelled at the Lord Alchemist, for the watchmen wore that badge." Kessa strode down the street. "He took me along to question the captured ones. This Wolf makes threats, may have a girl on Kelp Street. Familiar?"
"The name. Hearing about a 'wolf pack.' Too small for the Shadow-master to care. Likely smaller than they bark." Jontho's longer legs kept up with her easily; he was probably wishing her forced swift-walk was faster.
It'd been a long time since she'd needed it. "Well, they might bark at me. How long before Laita's in trouble-true?"
"Whenever they guess their friend's not still going. Could be something we can bluff, just their beer talking of how they'll get seconds."
Kessa muttered, "He'd better've been flashing silver leaves."
"Copper trees."
"Blight it, room with me! Find her a safer trade! She's too pretty to work Kelp Street. Can't you get one of the good houses?"
"She's scared they'll forbid me to see her. I'm scared they'll sell her off."
"Find a good house. Tag can look, I can pay . . ."
"With what moneylender's coin!?"
Kessa stared ahead bleakly. "My Guild Master. He wants me as his student. With a stipend. So I can learn . . . research . . . healing preparations. True alchemy."
It took a few moments before Jontho put together the pieces. "You needn't. We're doing fine. She's getting stronger."
"That's a load of burning manure on a salted field and you know it, Jonno! You've no warm place to winter, nor enough to eat."
"We get by! Don't bleed yourself out, Kess."
Blighted recipe hadn't worked anyway. Or her blood hadn't been good enough. "If not for family, then who?" He groaned; she took it for victory. "Let's get our sister and go to my shop. I've more food than I can eat. Don't want it spoiling, so don't argue with me."
"Blight it . . ." Jontho didn't argue, but lengthened his stride till she had to trot.
At least it wasn't still raining. It'd wet the ground earlier, before Brague delivered the dinner-basket, leaving only slightly treacherous footing now.
The tavern-inn wasn't quite on Kelp Street. It was two blocks over, slightly higher-class – but only slightly. Kessa poked her nose into the common-room, saw the swaggering, drinking sailors harassing the bar-wenches, collected a glare, repaid in kind, and closed the door as she pulled back. "Got a rope?"
Jontho patted his belt in the darkness. "Yes."
"Then let's see if you can boost me to her window. Can't dose the whole blighted tavern."
"Window's in back. There's a guard dog." Jontho led the way.
Kessa smoothed her hand over the pouch on her belt. "They'll not likely notice him barking. Is he chained?"
"I think so, close to the building."
"Let's see if I can still dose a dog."
There was a wall, brick with bramble-bushes at the base; likely someone's hope to make the tavern acceptable to higher-class visitors, who might put valuable horses in the back stables. Or perhaps they rented the yard to more expensive courtesans for moonlit summer nights.
Hopefully they cleaned up the dog dung first.
The windows above were mostly closed; light leaking from them here and there. One's shutters were open, showing a candle burning with a reddish flame. The long-lasting oil that colored it smelled nice. Kessa'd brewed it herself.
The dog was chained, barking at the cold night air. It barked louder as Jontho lowered Kessa over the wall by her wrists, her hands fisted around her tools, and gave her enough swing to clear the brambles. Then he dangled the unshuttered lantern for light.
Kessa bit off the end of the sealed paper triangle. She held the reed tube in her other hand, a finger over one end.
Some burglars swore by poisoned darts, or ones dipped in sleep-oils. Kessa'd thought it stupid to leave any proof besides a sleepy dog. She poured powder into the reed and took a breath before putting the reed to her lips. The powder tingled, bittersweet.
The flaw with her method was being close to a raging dog. A chained one, here, or she'd not try after years of little practice.
It scrabbled stubby claws in the ground, teeth flashing in the lantern's light. The shadows cut across it weirdly, making it nearly harder to see than the light was worth. The barking was deafening.
Not deafening enough to mask the scraping sound of a bad chain-link twisting open. Sweet Earth, I hate this. The dog lunged forwards. She blew her powder out in a miniature, herbal version of the guards' sleep-bomb.
The dog leaped through the cloud and hit her, jumping for her face. She raised her left arm to defend her throat as she went down, and jammed the remains of the paper packet at its nose. She'd made Burk knock her down. Made Tag do it, too. Even made Jontho do it a few times, in Laita's and his apartment after Kessa'd gone legitimate, just in case she needed the reflexes.
It hadn't been so frightening, then.
She should've wrapped her cloak around her arm, she realized far too late. It was thicker, better padding than the sleeve that offered no resistance to dog's fangs.
Her arm hurt, but the noise was gone to wheezing whimpers, and the claws scrabbled weakly at her shoulders. She used her other hand to pry the dog's mouth open, and curled up around her wounded arm.
Jontho shoved the heavy, unconscious dog off her. The lantern was mostly shuttered. "How bad?" he breathed.
She made a left-handed fist. "Still works," she whined back. "Help me sit."
He did; she made herself get the stoneware pot of salve from her pouch. "Open this," she said, and scooped up a glop when he did. "Pull up my sleeve."
It hurt, of course. She bit her lip to muffle the sobbing squeaks she wanted to make. Before she could think about how much touching wounds hurt, she slathered her arm with the salve.
When it hit her blood, it burned like fire. She stuffed her other hand's fingers in her mouth, biting to distract herself.
The bittersweet taste on her fingers seemed to well up in her stomach, too. She leaned into Jontho's chest and waited for the pain to go away. It seemed to take forever. Her heart pounded. Her eyes felt hot and prickly.
Then she was just shaking, slightly ill, as she'd been after raging at Kymus. Her arm felt bruised, but with little dents instead of torn flesh. "All . . . all better," she panted, putting the jar's lid back and returning it to her pouch. "Find my reed?"
"No. I'll get you a new one. Or look tomorrow."
"Fair enough. If you don't, you deliver the powder next time."
"Fine. Think you can get up there?" Jontho pointed to where the candle burned reddish.
Kessa flexed her arm. It ached like day-old bruises. "Aye. Get me on your shoulders."
With one end of the rope looped around her arm, she clambered onto Jontho's shoulders, braced herself against the wall, and kept climbing, cursing the masons who'd built the ceiling so high – and blessing the mason apprentices who'd skimped on mortar so her small fingers and toes could fit between the bricks. They were slick from the rain, and she was glad of Jontho's steadying hands at her heels.
Jontho might've been able to climb it, but he was bigger and heavier. And he'd not've been able to take the dog alone.
Above, Laita moved the candle and peered out. "Ke-Kellisan?" she whispered.
"Aye. Hand up?" She reached and Laita helped her through the window.
Inside, a lantern hung from the ceiling near the wall. The room smelled of whale-oil, the candle's scent, Laita's bittersweet "all-pleasing" perfume, and the exertion of two people doing what people did in rooms like this.
Laita wore her dancer-outfit: the one for colder weather, with the layered skirt of heavier fabric, and the sleeved shirt, though it showed more belly and chest than was warm.
On the bed, the man had henna-red hair, silver earrings in the ear that showed, and sunburned skin. His cheek was nicked with razor-cuts. From the hair on his back, his normal coloration was light brown, bleached amber. He was, predictably, snoring.
"Should I knife him?" Kessa asked, very quietly.
"No!" Laita folded her arms as she did when frowning prettily. Her voice was equally quiet. "He just wanted something he'd not bought . . . And I wasn't selling. He wasn't easy normally. But he started insisting, too drunk to see it wouldn't work. I got your, ah, soothing oil to pour on him."
Kessa poked at the holes in her sleeve. In the light, they were obvious. Her arm beneath was mottled purple and green beneath the copper. "If I gave you my cloak and pants, could you walk out?"
"Some of his friends were calling for him. They want the room – and the contents – after him. I'm not sure they intend to pay."
"You're not well enough to take on a crew of sailors. Nor even a few."
"Especially not if they catch me slipping out," Laita agreed, tired.
"Window, then. Jontho should have your shoes in his belt pouch. We're going back to my shop. Food. Shelter. Bed." This bed seemed sturdy; Kessa knotted the rope around its leg.
Then she slung her cloak around Laita's shoulders. "I'll get your cloak while Jontho's putting the dog's chain back around something. Thing's too savage to leave loose." Kessa helped her sister out the window. "Careful. It's slippery."
Between Kessa, the rope, and Jontho, Laita got down safely. Kessa untied the rope and tossed it to her brother. Then she quietly unlatched the door and blew out the candle. The snoring sailor apparently didn't deserve to freeze to death, so she got the shutters mostly closed before she dropped into Jontho's arms.
Once on the street, Kessa pressed her key-string into Laita's hands. ""G-go on ahead. I'll catch up."
Laita might've protested, but her hands were as chill and shaking as Kessa's. "My cloak, just inside," she managed before Jontho hurried her away.
Finding the cloak was easy. It smelled like Laita: a familiar, comforting scent, even with the perfume at the collar. Kessa wrapped herself in it and ran back into the dark and cold.
Both she and Laita were too tooth-chattery to talk during the walk to Kessa's shop. Afterwards, it took time, huddled together under the cloaks, before Kessa could get Laita to eat the leftover dinner. (She insisted on sharing with Jontho, over his protests.)
"You're sure this is all right?" Laita whispered, for perhaps the fifth time.
"I'll likely get breakfast t'morrow," Kessa mumbled, head against Laita's shoulder. "If'm lucky, it'll be Brague."
"If you're not lucky?" Jontho asked.
"Rotted Lord Alchemist."
Jontho said, "We should leave."
"No. Too blighted cold," Kessa insisted.
"But what will you tell him if we're here?" Jontho asked.
"He can flip a jar lid. Lands on its bottom, you're my secret lovers. Lands on its top . . . you're family." She wasn't sure which would dismay him more.
Laita giggled. "Does he know you come with marriage-sibs?"
"Laita," Kessa groaned. "M'not planning t'marry him. He's annoying. Arrogant. Stubborn. High-handed."
"Sounds like someone I know." Laita's voice was smiling.
"I'm not arrogant," Kessa said.
Laita giggled again. "Of course not."
The next morning, Brague returned, damply, and reported an herb-witch still resided in her shop, who'd thanked him for the delivery and returned the other basket.
Iathor sent him to warm up and stop dripping on the floor. Then he spent several minutes convincing himself to work on the morning's paperwork, rather than have Jeck go fetch a probably-cold herb-witch.
Leave her be. He focused on a proposal to establish a school for apprentices: one of Herbmaster Keli's causes. The Cym academy for journeymen alchemists was well and good, but offering herb-witch training and basic alchemical instruction, together . . .
At the least, it'd provide chances to notice those with strong tolerances.
Or immunities.
Leave be! He concentrated harder. A school should attract students from the surrounding lands. More potential for trouble, but also people who'd eat, drink, buy things . . . They'd need arrangements to take some on merit, who couldn't afford it otherwise. Housing and food, so they wouldn't be sleeping in . . .
Cold, drafty shops, without stoves.
He gave up and went seeking advice.
His cook, Tania, sat in the dining nook, peeling root vegetables: orange, brown, something a dubious shade of ivory. None were alchemically reactive, that he knew of. The peels made delicate curls in one wooden bowl. Naked vegetables shone wetly in another.
"You're looking upset, m'lord." Tania waved at the chair beside her.
Iathor sat and picked a curl of carrot from the cream tablecloth, dropping it with the others. "It's cold and raining. I'd not leave a dog in this weather, given the choice."
"If you go collecting stray dogs, m'lord, I hope you put them in your brother's house." Her soft, round hands turned a lumpy potato, peeling away its skin to reveal white flesh.
"It's a thought, though I'm hoping for useful work from him first." He'd ambushed Iasen that morning as his brother straggled in, smelling of moderately expensive brothels, and insisted Iasen provide a list of alchemists who'd brew aphrodisiacs.
"If you're thinking of fetching that wild-fox girl, m'lord, you'll want to smuggle her in without your brother seeing. Unless you want to deal with them both at once? Or make her deal with both of you. I imagine it'd be quite the three-way brawl." Tania dimpled at him.
"I'm sorry Brague went alone. I'd have taken the basket in the carriage . . ."
"He said, better not to send you out on your light-work day. You'll be busy enough tonight. He shan't melt."
While Iathor suspected his cook and bodyguard were occasionally close, he never asked how much, and neither they nor Tania's sister had ever vouchsafed details. It made it difficult to press apologies upon her. "I don't know what I'd do without him."
"Do without a valet 'til we found you someone, and locked you in your workroom with only gruel till you'd brewed the draught," Tania said, matter-of-factly.
He chuckled. "I don't know what I'd do without any of you." The amusement faded. "What am I to do with Kessa? She's having to consider being my student. I never thought I'd find someone who'd not understand how important this is . . . Or at least be amenable to the political alliance. Has she a secret lover?"
"You're worse than Loria was," Tania said, smiling. "In love already?"
"I hardly think so! I've known her a fiveday, and the most honesty I've gotten was when she was screaming at me."
"Well, at least she believes you'll not throw things when you fight."
"You had to look sharply for that 'bright' side."
"The point's less whether you fight, than whether you make up after, isn't it? Besides, if she has your heirs, you'll deserve being screamed at – I was there to help catch Loria's twins, after all. It's not like pulling carrots." Tania frowned. "She's such a skinny little thing. I hope she'll be all right."
"And she asked if I thought her already mine." He toyed restlessly with a long strand of peel.
"That's different." She set the potato into the bowl and took up the ivory thing.
"What did you think of her?" It hadn't been how he'd wanted to introduce her.
"I think she was right scared, m'lord, right angry, and right brave to come here, when you could've thrown her out of the guild for it or worse. She could've screamed at Brague in the street instead."
"I'd not thought of that."
There was a chime from the kitchen. Tania looked up. "Seems your brother's men aren't on duty today."
Iathor stood. "It's probably Deocris."
It wasn't his secretary. Instead, it was Thioso, the watchman assistant he'd requested of Commander Rothsam, yesterday before the interrogations. Thioso's stipend was paid by the Masons' Guild, which made him fairly neutral regarding alchemist politics. "Got the report on Darul's servants, sir," he said, shaking water off his boots before entering. "One cook, one maid. Underpaid and overworked, to hear them tell it, and both homely as old bricks."
Iathor closed the door against the chill rain. "But did they want to poison him?"
"To hear them, the only one who'd not've poisoned him? His dear sister, and that because she never visited. Have you a fireplace, sir? It's dank out."
"My office." Iathor led the way. Once they got there, Iathor prodded the fire with the poker until Thioso took over and added another log. Then the watchman stood with his back to the newly-crackling fireplace and steamed like a wet sheep.
"Ahhh. Right. Verbal report, and then I march m'self to a guard-station and write it up. The cook was off that evening, but she found the drooling fellow on the floor outside his bedroom, in the morning before sunrise. Darul liked his breakfast early. The maid did the tea. And though she'd not admit . . ." Thioso pulled at his straw-colored beard smugly. "She half-confessed she might've gotten the tea wrong. She'd have had his regular night-tea ready, and there's some visitor? Well, pour the water, add another cup to the tray, curse the man for unexpected guests, and make him share the expensive stuff. Only the once, and none's the wiser, right?"
"Did she say which it would've been?"
"The stuff in the brown jar, not the fancier blue one. That one, she said they weren't even to sniff. Was that lust-dosed?"
"Yes. She didn't mix that into anything?"
"Said she'd not've touched the blue one for a silver tree, after he nearly dismissed her for moving it to wipe down the counter. Now, the book. That's simpler." Thioso turned to dry his front, and said over his shoulder, "Nothing. Don't either of 'em recall a fuss about his books, an ink-spill, nor anything of the sort, and can't think why he'd razor out a whole page, even if he'd spoiled it himself – unless it was totally ruined, and wouldn't that've left marks on the remaining pages?"
"Likely. There weren't any on the book. Spots, here and there, but not ink-spills."
"Know what range of names might be gone?"
"Up to six of them, between my guild member, Kessa Herbsman, and someone called Natyn Carter."
"And does he list them by date or put the names in order of the letters?"
Iathor thought back to the books, which were still at Rom's. "More the latter. He left some spaces empty, on other pages. It seemed he'd go through and fit names into spaces, from the dates. I suppose it was some kind of order."
"It's your guild-girl who's accused, right?"
Iathor grimaced. "Yes. I believe she'd no intention of driving him mad. Daydreams . . . Mayhap."
"Don't we all? So, why'd she not take the chance to take her name out?"
"A good question. If she didn't leave immediately, as she'd like me to think." What names were between? At least Darul'd been sorting by first names; Iathor hated to think "Iasen Kymus" could've been on the missing page, for some insane reason that might've made sense at the time.
"Mayhap she did. Who knows what happened between then and morning?" Thioso held his cloak up to the fire.
"Wasn't the maid there?"
Thioso flipped the cloak to warm the other side. "Left after serving tea, didn't return till after the cook was up, who had the only servant's quarters. And she didn't leave them after hours, she says. She'd heard stories from the cook before her. Old Darul liked to think people had their eyes on him, if they showed up in the kitchen unexpectedly." He added, "An' before you ask, neither of them had names that fit the book gap – Ancha and Wuria."
"I gave you the key; was anything missing save what my people got?"
"His cashbox was there, still with copper and silver. Might've been some missing, for all I know, but the place didn't look tossed for valuables." The guardsman chuckled. "Just anything that might've been alchemy."
"So. Someone took advantage of misfortune, somehow planned it with the maid, or else my guild member is . . ." Lying through her teeth. ". . . protecting someone else, for fear or friendship."
"Or silver trees," Thioso added cheerfully.
"Considering this mess, if she's involved in the missing page, it'd best be fear, friendship, or golden trees." Iathor frowned. "You're sure the maid's uninvolved?"
"Could dose her, I hear, but my guess? Naught but petty irritation and the wrong tea. He got something extra from your lass, and the combination did for him. Bad luck and fault if she dosed him with malice, but a judge'd likely overlook it if the guild donated a few crates of healing potions to the guard." Thioso shrugged. "Tomorrow I'll see what names I can match to faces, talking to the folk who lived 'round him. You want those missing names, though? Put up a paper granting a silver flower to any who'll acknowledge they're in the man's books."
"It's a thought. Or a percentage of the debt," Iathor mused. "Anything else?"
"Not that I can think of. Back into the rain for me."
"If you'll come to the kitchen, I can offer you bread or a pastry," Iathor offered.
"Sweet pastries?"
"I suspect so."
"Good ones?"
Iathor led the way. "My cook is a skilled woman."
"Is she married? No, best taste the pastries first . . ."
Iathor chuckled.
When the pastries were deemed quite good enough for a proposal, Iathor watched Tania laugh and tease back – and felt peeved that his proposal had gotten flat confusion instead of flattered disbelief.
Kessa shivered against the hospice wall, catching her breath, and wished Laita and Jontho'd stayed longer. But Just a few hours, and we go, Laita'd insisted, though she'd fevered in the night. At least they'd stayed long enough for Laita to drink another cup of feverbane and share the breakfast basket . . . If not long enough for Kessa insist that, if Kymus was such a fine catch (as Laita'd suggested over the first cup of feverbane) perhaps Laita should seek him as a patron.
Kessa pushed the hospice door open and tried not to drip. She asked the watching bonesetter journeyman, "Is Nicia around? It's not urgent."
"Probably down in the basement, ah . . ."
"Kessa Herbsman. May I?"
"Uh, aye. You were with your Guild Master t'other day, weren't you?"
"Yes. Thank you." Another use of his title to smooth her way. It still rankled.
She hung her cloak near the door with the others, and didn't look down the hall towards Darul's room. (He'd no longer flinched at her gaze.)
Kessa slipped into the well-lit, warm basement that smelled of herbs and preparations, like mulled bittersweet wine. Journeymen and apprentices moved around the tables, including the one Kessa was looking for.
Kessa waited as the younger girl, wearing herb-witch green and brown with an alchemist-gray apron, finished measuring out grains of powder – metal-salts, from the care she took. Then Kessa came over, using a sidelong glance so her hair veiled her eyes. "Nicia?"
The apprentice looked up. "Oh! Kessa, right?"
"Yes. Um . . . Can I help?"
"Pass me the fork-root jar?"
Healing. True alchemical healing; probably the same recipe she'd used on her own arm last night. "Of course." She handed the jar over and watched Nicia take careful, packed spoonfuls from it. Her steady hands were the color of fresh-split pine in the basement.
Three spoonfuls. Yes, and now . . . The mint. Kessa slid that jar over as Nicia closed the fork-root one. Earthstar petals would be next . . . there, on the end of the table. Then the fleshpetal root-oils, straw-colored in a glass bottle. The moon-sulfur tincture, bluish in its vial, was last.
The recipe was the same. Kessa could've done it herself, though by rote, not knowing why moon-sulfur last and smoke-metal salts first. She wiped at her cheeks; rainwater, dripping from her hair, surely.
As Nicia stirred the mix, she said, "Can you make the flour-paste carrier? There's a mixing bowl on the other table."
"Of course." The carrier was easy: flour and clae-cleaned water, stirred to paste.
"It's nice to work with, well, a girl," Nicia confided, moving closer.
Kessa glanced over; Nicia was stirring intently. Kessa said, "I know. Once outside pure herb-witchery . . ." She flicked her gaze around the room; the other three journeymen were, predictably, young men with alchemist gray predominating in their clothes.
"Exactly! Um . . ." Nicia leaned her hips against the table. "I put you to work . . . Did you need something?"
"Well." Kessa's lips twisted wryly, briefly. "What would it cost . . . If I could bring ingredients, or buy them here? To make something? I haven't equipment for anything but herb-witchery."
"Hm! I'm not sure. Shouldn't be more than costs. What do you need?"
Kessa bounced the bowl gently in her arms, as she folded the paste over. "Some of this, actually. And . . . I need to research something. For fevers. What– what's normal, to treat a fever alchemically?"
"Mmmm, Lesant's Seventh." Nicia added, "Lesant was number-crazy. He numbered every potion he invented, tweaked, or filched from someone else."
"It just lowers the fever?"
"Essentially. The person needs to rest, though, or the fever'll come back with fatigue. If you use one dose of Seventh, and a Balyn's Curative the next day – though your patient'll be dead asleep all day afterward – it should fix everything but blood-poison, and that can be diagnosed from the red streaks on the skin."
I want to kidnap you. "What would those cost?"
"You know someone that sick?" Nicia sounded worried. "Most people'd rather stay awake. The potions taste nasty, too."
"In this weather . . . I'm afraid the fever'll turn into the wet-chest cough."
"Oh dear, you've a point. Um. Someone who can't afford a good place to stay?"
"Or the potions, normally," Kessa whispered.
Nicia set her mix down and took the bowl of thickened paste from Kessa. "We can spare one of each. It's hard to make less than ten doses at once. If you'll help me, we should have new ones steeping by tonight, and I can give you two we have already. Unless it's urgent?"
"Not that urgent. I can help." And learn.
"Good. Pour this into the paste?"
Kessa took up the other bowl, smelling of mint, and started sliding the mix in. Nicia folded it over, covering each glop of alchemy with a layer of paste. Once it was all combined . . . Five seconds stirring one way. Five the next. Five stirring toward herself, scraping the bottom and folding it up. Five stirring away, and start over again. Kessa hummed a drinking song, one stir for each verse.
"Oh, that's a good timer," Nicia said, then, "Sorry, shouldn't interrupt."
Kessa smiled. "It's fine."
It smelled intensely bittersweet once it was well-mixed; it'd be more potent after warming a few days. Nicia set it into a rack near a fireplace. "Now for Seventh and Balyn's. Can you stay?"
"Till midnight, if need be."
"Shouldn't take that long. Let's get the recipe book."
"Wise," Kessa agreed, following her to the library.
Nicia frowned at the shelves, finally taking a crumbly, old text. "I don't know where the recopying's gotten to," she complained. "It wasn't in the basement . . . Oh."
"Oh?" Kessa asked. That hadn't sounded like Nicia's usual cheer.
"Master Peran said he'd lent spares to the Lord Alchemist."
Since when'd Nicia said the title so flatly? "What's wrong? Surely he didn't take back his offer to teach you . . ."
Nicia looked up guiltily, and they both looked away, though Kessa'd been using her hair as a veil. The apprentice said, "Why– why would you think something's wrong?"
"When I was here last, he was 'Master Kymus.'" Kessa scowled, careful not to direct it at the girl. "He's not been harassing you, has he?"
"No!" A pause. "He . . . wouldn't. Would he?"
"Who's been saying otherwise?" He'd not threatened Kessa, who'd yelled at him. Did he prefer to intimidate meek apprentice-girls?
"Um."
Kessa risked a glance, and saw Nicia looking down at the book, blushing lightly. Kessa asked, "Um?"
"The Lord Alchemist's brother visited, yesterday. Said . . . he wanted to see the girl his brother fancied."
"I . . . think you should tell me about this. Wait here." Kessa went to close the doors to the lecture hall and the library itself. She pulled out the chair farthest from the latter door. "Sit."
Nicia did, holding the old book. Kessa dragged out another chair for herself. "Now tell me what his brother said."
As Kessa'd hoped, copying Laita's "older sister" tones unlocked the apprentice's voice. "Well . . . That the Lord Alchemist . . . had been . . . wild, when they were in Cym, studying alchemy. Stayed out on month-end days in taverns and brothels. Was even called back to Aeston by his father, for running so free! That he had a fancy for servant girls, sworn to the family. And every fiveday or so, he stays all night at . . . at one of . . ." Nicia turned bright red, staring at the table.
"The unusual brothels?" The Cat and Birch . . .
Nicia somehow blushed even harder. "With. Um." She made a vague gesture. "A-and his brother said, I should know so I could k-keep up with–! Er. And not faint. Or something."
"Did this brother offer you private lessons?" Kessa asked dryly.
"N-no! Nothing so impolite! I was in the basement; there were other people. Not that he'd have been rude anyway, I'm sure!" Nicia said hastily. "Anyway, he asked how I'd met the Lord Alchemist. Then he went to look at that poor man. I told Master Peran that Master Iasen was here, and went back to work." She took a breath, and nearly wailed, "I couldn't bear to face him later. Do you think it's true?"
The last "him" being the elder Kymus, probably. Kessa shrugged. "I've heard a few rumors myself, about such places and him. On the other hand, if he's not been thrown out, he keeps to the rules and only does what he's paid for."
Nicia stared at her. "How– how do . . ."
"I didn't grow up in the merchant part of town, Nicia," she said gently, looking at her knees. "I picked up a lot before I got myself apprenticed. The good places don't let their women get hurt. At least, not so's they can't work later." Kessa tried to make her voice matter-of-fact instead of frightening. "Even with healing potions, they'd have kicked him out someday. Could be he prefers the other side of the coin, at that."
"Ew."
"Less scary."
"I suppose. It's just . . . He's so brilliant. How could he visit . . . places like that?"
Again, Kessa shrugged. "You could ask him. Indeed . . ." She grinned. "Could ask him when I'm around. I'd love to hear his answer."
It sparked a giggle from Nicia. "But . . . why?"
"Why'd I like to hear it?" Kessa took a chance. "He thinks I have some tolerances. He wants me for a student, too."
"Oh, that's wonderful! If he's not secretly horrible, that is. We could work together! When I'm allowed, I mean."
Kessa was startled into a smile and a glance through her hair at the younger girl's bright grin. "I should insist he teach us both. Then even if he's a blighted cad, we'd chaperone each other."
"But if he's a cad . . ."
"He'd still be brilliant. You can learn, even so."
"Oh." Nicia thought about it. "I never . . ."
"You've probably always liked your teachers."
"Yes. Mother . . . Yes." Nicia took a breath and laid the book on the table. "Here, let's find the recipes and make the doses and help someone."
Kessa squinted at the pages. The ink faded through a range of browns, a black nearly as deep as her hair, and a bluish hue. The pages were mottled, as if someone'd brushed weak tea across them. "What inks did they use?"
"This? Probably wine with boiled wood and tree-galls, or soot mushrooms. You mean the colors?"
"Yes."
"Oh, that's the restorative. The inks in older works fade, and the job of copying, before something grows too illegible . . . It's difficult. Some of the master-copies are on vellum in the guild library, but most alchemists scribble on paper and never bother to put them into an archival form."
Alchemists liked to lecture. Kessa wondered if she'd pick up the habit. "Someone found a way to make ink darker? To help make good copies?"
"It's also why Incandescens Stones are so bright, Mother says," Nicia agreed. "The pages decay, so the books have to be recopied anyway, but this makes it easier."
I wonder what copying jobs pay? But those'd take good reading and writing . . . Thieves should spot valuable papers, but Tanas hadn't thought a beautiful courtesan needed more than cyphering. Laita could dance, sing a little, cook a few breakfasts, and other things Kessa barely let herself think about . . . But her reading came from her siblings' poor teachings.
Nicia delicately turned to a page headed with an ornate 7. "This needs . . . Everything moon-steeped. So we go . . . to the basement."
"I thought the moon-steeping room was upstairs."
"It is! But if we get unsteeped ingredients first, we can replace what we take from upstairs, and get to work," Nicia explained, carefully picking up the book. "More stairs, less remembering to restock."
Kessa followed Nicia out. "Just tell me what to do." The sooner she had the potions, the sooner she could get them to Laita.
The rain ended sometime after sundown, before Brague woke Iathor from his nap. The night patrol clothes were laid out: warmer, thicker fabrics, and hose beneath the pants. As he dressed, Iathor asked, "What do you think of Kessa?"
"She hides a lot, m'lord."
"Hides . . . from other people, or hides secrets?"
Brague chuckled. "Both, m'lord."
Iathor took the dark gray tabard from his valet and pulled it over his head, more for extra warmth than because tabards were polite fashion for night patrols. "If you cared to expand on that, I'd like to hear it."
"She stands, mm." Brague thought a moment. "Like the youngest, shortest fighter in a gang. Defensive. Expects she'll be picked on, have to prove herself."
"I don't understand."
His dramsman shrugged. "She comes from the streets, I wager. She knows I wasn't hired just for handing you clothes, m'lord. Only time she wasn't skittish, in arm's length of me, was when she was raging."
"Yesterday morning, with the extortionists."
"Aye, m'lord. A bit of wind blowing all that smoke away like a curtain. And her like some barbarian demon-queen, walking past the bodies." He swept his arm around, as if trying to conjure a scene from a theater play.
The image was . . . impressive. "I'm surprised you let her into my office." He'd have thought Brague's draught would bind too tightly.
"Wasn't easy, m'lord. But better not to interfere with your fights till she's got a bodyguard, too. I'd do you no favors being there, unless she meant to kill you."
"I'm sure I don't understand."
Brague paused again. "You know where your father got me, m'lord."
"Yes." The work-gangs, for those who'd been sentenced to pay their debts, or crimes too serious for a fine – but not serious enough for branding, maiming, or death. Iathor'd only asked that Brague not do anything to put himself there again, if possible.
"Lot of men . . . They'd hit a girl who screamed at 'em like that. Sometimes she'd hit back, or start the hitting. But . . . even girls who don't respect men who won't slap 'em? They'd not respect one whose servant held 'em down."
Iathor stared. "Brague, are you saying I should hit her?"
"That's twixt you and her, m'lord. I'm saying . . . if I'd stayed, she'd have thought it two to one, and no fair argument." He shrugged. "I don't know how nobles fight in their high marriages. Can't think it's with the servants holding one side or the other."
"You might be surprised," Iathor muttered. "But that's the scandalous ones, and you're right, it's not respected."
"Here's your scarf, m'lord, and your boots. Tania's set out a meal in the nook."
"Is my brother asleep?"
"He's out at some invitation of Miss Irilye's. A party, from how he was dressed."
"Ah, late-evening winter parties. I suppose it keeps alchemists gainfully employed making Incandescens and Fervefax Stones." And Earl Irilye could afford such things. "In the meantime, we'll continue to ruin my reputation."
"Tonight'll be a long walk, m'lord," Brague said, as they headed kitchenward.
He'd set their patrol around the area the "gray watch" had been in. "We might find trouble, if that 'Wolf' person is seeking revenge."
"Yes, m'lord."
He had a feeling his dramsman was amused.
In his dining nook were plates of bread and meat, still warm. They were mostly finished eating when Jeck came in through the kitchen. "Ready, m'lord?"
Iathor indulged in a larger-than-appropriate bite, said, "Mmph," and stood.
Outside, he took the seat beside Jeck as usual, to encourage assumptions that he was no one special, while Brague took the back. It was bitterly cold. Iathor made a mental note to make Fervefax Stones for his pockets. Mayhap everyone's pockets, if he got both Kessa and Nicia as students. It would be good practice. If they made enough, Kessa could keep a few. Her shop might even become livable through the winter.
If she agrees, he reminded himself, and wondered how to get along with someone before marriage. Father, you'd plentiful advice for after the wedding, but my education on courtship seems . . . incomplete.
At his night patrol's usual gathering point, a pair of rooms built against a smithy, Iathor spread out the map and indicated the area to be covered: a long, curving rectangle of town. "We'll end at the Emerald Cat tonight. Jeck will drop half of us here, take the rest to this tavern at the halfway point, and wait for the first group. Anyone who wants to warm up and continue can, but I'll be catching a ride to the Cat's spare beds, myself. Watch for suspicious gatherings; some extortionists were captured recently, but at least one's still loose. Dark haired, pale eyed, probably some barbarian blood, and likely angry." He looked up and around. "Everyone sorted?"
"I need the chamberpot before we leave," one younger man said, sheepishly.
"Better use it now than freeze anything off later. Those who don't need it, let's head for the carriage."
The darkness outside was transformed by the catseye ointment. Glittering star-specks fell from a starless sky. Brague looked up and muttered.
"It won't stick," Iathor murmured. "It's barely snow at all."
"It'll be deep soon enough. And cold."
"At least it's not windy anymore." Iathor didn't say, I wish you'd take Vigeur. Brague accepted the minor ointments, but only a direct order would force him to drink potions. Iathor'd given that order a half-dozen times, when plague or near-plague swept through the city, with herb-witches and alchemists doing what they could to brew palliatives or cures.
Iathor didn't know why Brague'd chosen the dramsman's draught over finishing his time in the work-gangs. He'd said he'd listen if Brague ever wanted to tell him.
Should Kessa agree to his proposal . . . He'd have to provide a bodyguard. A maid. A nanny or wet-nurse, if Kessa didn't like children. Two maids, if she turned fashion-conscious. Three if she became vain, but perhaps the young maidservants would be sufficient, rather than full dramsmen. They'd have to rearrange the servants' quarters, converting store-rooms to the bedrooms they'd been when Iathor and Iasen were children.
Iathor'd not been in his mother's bedroom for years, for all it was across the sitting room from his own, part of the suite that'd belonged to his parents. The blue fabric walls might be faded or worse. The rugs, threadbare above the wooden floors. The side of the sitting room's fireplace, that added warmth to both bedrooms, was probably dusty. The heating stove had been removed some years back. The bathing room likely stored cleaning equipment, with the double-hulled alchemist's tub tarnished.
He could only hope that despite the stress of his brother's extended visit, his staff had made progress in taming the wilderness in those rooms.
Likewise, he could only hope his night patrolmen got lucky, and found Wolf before he caused harm.
He, Brague, and four other men were left at the market square not far from Kessa's shop. Exchanging nods, each pair took their arranged paths.
Naturally, Iathor and Brague's route led past Kessa's shop. It was dark and quiet. Iathor rested his mittened fingertips on the shutter-bar, and hoped the herb-witch was sleeping warmly. Perhaps he should send more blankets.
Brague asked, softly, "You like her, m'lord?" It seemed to carry loudly in the icy stillness.
Iathor walked on. "I want to. She makes it hard." Her secrets. Her temper. He further disliked his inability to find information about "Tagget's Tonic"; he'd given up that afternoon and sent a letter to Herbmaster Keli, asking her advice.
"It's a rare woman who makes it easy, m'lord."
Iathor grunted, and didn't ask.
They'd gone three blocks more when Brague put out a hand and pressed them both against a wall, dark-on-darker shadows to any without the catseye ointment. Iathor pulled his hat down and scarf up, then peered around his taller dramsman's shoulder.
Someone walked, quiet and wary, up the street on the opposite side: a small man in pants, with the double flutter of a cloak over a long coat. The cloak's hood shadowed his face, but . . .
The man looked around. There was no flash of paler hair to match the flash of eyes.
Iathor felt his own eyes widen, and his pulse thud in his throat. He exchanged a nod with Brague. Then his bodyguard slipped away, moving more quietly and faster than Iathor could.
Iathor pulled off his mitten and felt out a vial in his coat, watching Brague's progress. When he was in position . . .
Bare, vial-holding hand covered by his dark-mittened one for warmth, Iathor walked across to be in front of their target. The other man paused, turning and looking behind. The hood fell away to reveal more darkness for hair, tied back in a horse-tail, and a thin, almost familiar face; there wasn't enough light for more details.
Iathor tensed, ready to use the paralytic. "A moment of your time, stranger."
The other man straightened, hesitated, then turned and bolted back the way he'd come.
Brague, already half across the street, broke into a sprint. Iathor trotted after as quickly as he dared on the brick and dirt. Brague's not drawn his stick? But then, he'd not yet been offered violence.
His dramsman's legs were longer; Brague reached out and yanked the shoulder of the stranger's cloak, pulling him off balance. The smaller man yelped – a high, cut-off noise – and stumbled into Brague's grasp.
"Ha!" His dramsman swung the man around as Iathor approached.
Their captive got his feet under him . . . and those wide eyes vanished as somehow Brague's arm was shoved up while the stranger went down, leaving the cloak behind.
Though he tried to avoid Iathor . . . Iathor snapped out his wrist as he practiced in summer with water-vials, so the contents would spatter on the stranger's face. Once it soaked in, perhaps two or three heartbeats . . .
The man kept running. Iathor gaped. Brague charged past and tackled the stranger – the immune stranger – around the waist, trusting his own coat and gloves to protect him from the paralytic. The smaller man curled into a ball, protecting his head as they both went down onto the road.
Iathor realized that while the stranger was struggling to escape . . . He wasn't attacking. Or speaking.
What blighted idiocy . . . ? Iathor couldn't finish the thought. He landed on his knees and yanked the stranger up by the shoulders.
The ointment that let Iathor see in darkness like a cat . . . was kinder to ugly eyes, but the mottled, streaked pattern of light on dark was distinctive. "Kessa?" he hissed in not-quite-disbelief.
"Thought that felt like girl." Brague picked himself up and went to retrieve her cloak.
After two shuddering gasps, her bare hands clutching Iathor's sleeves, the cross-dressed herb-witch demanded, "What're you doing here?"
"That's what I want to know!" Iathor growled.
"Running from strangers in the dark!"
"Only after I spoke!"
That gave her only a moment's pause. "Were you looking for me? I'd thought kidnapping beneath you!"
"I'm patrolling!" he snapped quietly.
"You c-claim!" Her teeth chattered; her hands shook with cold.
Brague bent to wrap her cloak around her shoulders. "We're looking for that 'Wolf.' Figured he might be lurking 'round here," the dramsman said. "There's other men, too, this end of the patrol area."
Kessa transferred her frozen grip from Iathor's sleeves to her returned cloak. "Lemme up," she muttered. "Ground's c-cold."
Iathor steadied her as they stood, then held her cloak so she could fasten it. Then he stepped forward and wrapped his arms around her shoulders. She stiffened, as he'd expected; something blunt poked his side. (Some stick in a coat pocket?) Her hands were little fists between their chests. Her shoulders shook.
Low, level voice marred by chattering teeth, Kessa quavered, "What. Are. You. Doing."
"Trying to get you warmer," Iathor said. "And keep you from running off."
"Blight," she muttered. "Let go. I want to go home."
"I want to know why you're wandering around at night, in this weather, dressed as a boy!" he grumbled in her ear.
"Because it's dangerous to dress like a girl, this late. Let go!" At least she was keeping her voice down.
"Why are you out this late?"
"There are people . . . who need preparations," she told his chest.
"Surely they can come to your shop."
"No. They can't. Leave be! This isn't your business."
"Isn't it, Herbsman?"
Her voice was ragged, from cold or emotion. "I'm doing nothing wrong! Let go."
"Not until you tell me what you're doing out so late."
"Going home!"
"Before that!" Were you thieving? Poisoning someone else? . . . Visiting a lover?
Brague stood quietly, watching for anyone skulking about, and pretended to deafness.
"Delivering." Her fists pushed against his chest. "A-a Lesant's Seven. And a B-Balyn's Curative."
If she pushed harder, she could likely break free, sending them both sprawling. Iathor blinked at the names. "How does an herb-witch know alchemy?!"
"Nicia told me!" she hissed. "Ask her! She helped me at the hospice. Let me go!"
"Who were you delivering to?"
She glared up at him, eyes blunted by darkness and the ointment. "That," she whispered, voice matching the icy air, "is not your business. If it were less your business, it'd concern executioners in the old empire, or barbarian shamans across the Vast River. It was healing, done by the book, with a hospice worker's advice, and you've no right to ask more."
"What you sell to people, what you give to people, is within my right to know. Poison or healing, it's my job to know what you do, that may come to affect the guild."
"Then it's not your business," she hissed, curling her neck so her forehead pushed against his collarbone. "It won't affect the guild."
"How can I be sure, when you don't tell me anything?" Iathor forced his voice to stay low. "Why you dosed that man! What you know of the missing ledger page! Why you're delivering alchemy in the night, dressed in men's clothes! How can I trust you like this?"
She shoved at him, almost hard enough to break free. Hampered, perhaps, by Brague's guarding presence. "If you want trust, go buy it from the Cat or Birch," she spat.
It shocked him into loosening his grip; she pushed away, glancing about as if assessing whether she could run again. "What?" he asked, suddenly wondering if his indifference to rumors – and choice of patrol end-points that his brother would not frequent – was causing true problems.
"Go buy their trust." Kessa clawed her hood back over her head. "Buy yourself some bastards while you're there. They might even be pretty."
Iathor couldn't tell if that last were insult to him, or to herself. The rest . . . "I'll not have sons bound to me as dramsmen. I'll not chance it. I'll leave the guild to Iasen before I risk the free will of children who must trust me as their father."
He'd expected some mockery, sneering at his resolve. Instead, she just clutched her cloak about herself and looked silently at the ground. When she did speak, she was tired, meek, and quiet. "Please let me go home, Lord Alchemist. It's cold."
Titles, he thought, are probably a very bad sign. He took a breath and coughed from the icy air, ruining any dignity. "We'll walk you back. I want to speak with you tomorrow."
"As if I could run?" Her voice quavered, from chill or emotion.
He had no answer; if Brague did, the dramsman didn't share it. They returned to Kessa's shop in silence and stood in silence while she unlocked the door. She opened it into darkness, stepped inside, and closed it – in silence.
Though Iathor waited for some moments, his ears were not so keen as his nose. He couldn't hear anything.
He reminded himself that Brague was cold, too, and might not complain on his own behalf even if Iathor tried to stand there all night.
Iathor whispered, "Let's finish the patrol and meet up with Jeck."
"Yes, m'lord."
Heat was a thing that seeped from the ceiling, where the family above had a stove. Heat was a precious thing, caught by blankets and coat and cloak, all wrapped around her on the bed.
Kessa needed to be making preparations. Fever reduction paste, so others could boil it themselves. Healing ointments, the mildest flavored with a bit of honey for cold-burned lips; stronger, mint-smelling, for those with actual frostburn.
Some mothers swore protection potions saved their children from coughs and chills. Kessa'd never noted much difference when she fed them to Laita, but she brewed the things for those who'd buy them. At the least, warm drink wouldn't hurt.
She wished she had something warm.
She wondered if she'd get a breakfast basket today, or just an angry alchemist.
Two cold, sleepy fantasies danced in her mind. The first: taking her sharp herb-knife and using it on her own wrists. She'd have to unlock the door, so no one had to break it down.
The second . . . just giving up. Let him take control of her life. Trade everything for the hope of waking up somewhere warm, with no more ugly choices.
She couldn't do either. Laita'd been sicker when Kessa'd hurried there, after picking up the basket poor Brague'd waited to give her. Kessa'd had to make sure the first dose was working, that they knew what the second little vial'd do and when it should be taken, and that Laita ate enough so sleeping through most of the next day (today, now) wouldn't weaken her worse.
Perhaps Laita and Jontho could "get by" without Kessa. And perhaps her sister'd die, without the brews Kessa made.
She couldn't give up and betray her family.
So she dragged herself out of bed, dressed (pants under the skirt for warmth), and scrubbed potion-stains off her cheek with a clae paste till they were too faint to show. Then she opened her shutters and started grinding herbs.
When the carriage finally arrived, Kessa was slicing up a reed, soft from its soaking, with her sharp knife. It was closer to lunch than breakfast, and Kessa's ill anticipation mixed with a dizzy dullness inside her head. Someone knocked on the door. She set the knife down. "It's open."
Brague entered, carrying a basket. (She was angry at her surge of relief.) Brague's master followed; Kessa dropped her sidelong gaze, sliding off the fur-trimmed long coat, and past the fur-lined, knee-high boots. The coat was earth-brown, now. The boots were a dark gray, matching pants tucked into them.
His dramsman swapped the basket for the empty one on the deep window ledge, and headed for the door.
"Brague?" Her voice was a soppy whimper. When he paused, she pushed her sharp knife to the edge of the counter.
She couldn't see if they exchanged glances or shrugs. She was too busy looking at her lap, as she perched on the stool.
In the end, Brague took the blade with him. She wasn't sure whether to be upset that he thought her dangerous, or darkly pleased that he respected her possible threat. She clenched her fingers together and shoved them into her lap. Meek? Angry? Something that wouldn't turn into tears; she wasn't sure what that would be.
Timid. It was easier to unleash anger than rein it in. She tried to sit small upon the stool. It'd never worked when they'd all hoped to be overlooked by Tanas for the poor haul they'd gotten. They'd tried anyway, huddled and silent, but Tanas always remembered each one, to direct angry words or slaps.
From the frustrated sigh in front of her, it worked even worse when she was bigger, and the only target. "Kessa."
She flinched, instinctively. Shamefully. She curled her fingernails against her palm, tight and hurting.
Kymus sighed again. "Kessa . . . Are you paying dues to the Shadow Guild?"
"No!" Her startled glance got as high as his shoulders. Should she've pretended not to understand? Too late.
"But . . . you know of the Shadow Guild."
Definitely too late. She concentrated on the feel of her fingernails dug into her flesh. "Everyone's heard things."
"Has the Shadow-master heard of you?"
If it's the same one. She couldn't say that.
"Or," he continued before she could gather enough truth for an answer, "when Dayn returns, will he say Herbsman Chiftia doesn't remember you?"
She looked up, eyes barely veiled by the sweep of her hair. "If she doesn't, the townsfolk will. I was there, Kymus. I was her student."
It took him aback. Perhaps he'd thought she was fool enough to walk into Master Rom's office with only a forged signature. Perhaps he just recoiled from her eyes. (But he'd seen her in the night, as if he'd been able to see in darkness . . . and not recoiled at all.)
Her nails cut a line across her palms. "Or are you so used to denying the Cat and Birch that you think I'd deny where I spent my time?" Blight it, half-breed, she scolded. Temper. You can be quiet. Do it!
"I . . . don't deny I use those end-points on night patrols." His voice was at least wary. "They've rooms with cots for people to rest. The men are less likely to exhaust themselves than in taverns, or conventional brothels."
"And that's all." She forced a neutral tone. "Of course."
"Who told you otherwise?"
She'd implicate no one. "I forget."
"Rot it!" he exclaimed, and she flinched again. "You are infuriating! Why won't you speak truth?!"
She snapped back, "You're shouting at me! Why should I talk to you at all?" Blight, I'm glaring. The discussion'd been going to salted fields anyway.
"I'd not be so exasperated if you'd stop evading!" He glanced away, then back with his own eyes sharp. But he took a breath as if calming himself.
Kessa looked down and unfolded her hands, seeing the crescent indentations from her nails. Pain as focus . . . Ugliness as focus? The thought twisted inside her.
She realized Kymus was standing there breathing – he'd closed his eyes, turning his head side to side. She looked away as he opened his eyes and said, "You've not had any food yet. Again."
I hate your nose. At least he hadn't scented her defensive preparation, not yet decanted from its steeping jar. "It's too cold to go out. I wasn't hungry."
"Is this how you lived before I found you? It's not healthy for you to starve yourself!"
I wouldn't if I'd not had to give Tag coin to investigate you! She throttled her indignant outrage, hands on the counter edge, concentrating on not digging chunks of wood out with her nails.
In the tight tones of someone trying to be sensible in the face of stupidity, Kymus went on, "If you're so short of coin that you cannot get yourself even bread–"
Maila's voice rang in her head. "If you're such an idiot as to think you can support yourself as a mere herb-witch, then by all means! Walk away! See how far the Shadow-master lets you run before he snuffs out your squeamish, cowardly life. See how long your sister lives, without the potions to cure her."
Kessa might've been looking at him. She could barely see for the memory. Her voice was strangled to a whisper. "Then take the basket and go. I don't need it. I don't need you."
"Are you starving yourself just to spite me?" he demanded. "Or to– to make it not your responsibility when you collapse and wind up in the hospice? Do you want me visiting your sickbed?"
"I . . ." She gasped for air. Found herself standing, bent over her counter. She couldn't get enough air to scream. "I'm not some stray dog for you to feed and take home."
"I don't think you are!"
"Don't you?" She stared at him, wishing she dared lash out with her short fingernails. "Don't you want me chained in your yard, seeing who you let me see, going where you let me go?"
He stood stiffly, face set. His tone started out in tight reason. "If I could trust you, it would be irrelevant to whom you gave healing potions. But how can I know if you're poisoning someone else, or healing a murderer? You won't tell me!" He caught himself, bringing his voice from near-boil to tense simmer. "If you've some swain you're meeting, I'd not–"
She burst out in bitter laughter, cutting him off – and cut off herself when the bitter threatened to overflow from her eyes. "If you're going to mock me, get out. You've not that right." And if you break me from the guild . . . shadows may yet be waiting.
Kymus took an angry breath, hands fisted at his side. Then he let it out and looked away. "No. I do not." He bowed, stiffly. "I beg your forgiveness, Tradeswoman."
Emotions and confusion whiplashed into a knot in her throat, strangling her voice. He didn't wait – just turned and walked out.
He left the basket.
Kessa slumped onto her counter, head in her arms. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she hoped Brague'd bring her knife back. She'd a spare, but it wasn't as good.
From a long way away, she heard the carriage leave, the horses' hooves clopping on the brick.
Shortly after, someone tapped on the door.
Kessa sat up, wiping her face while the insides of her head swirled to match her stomach's roiling. "Yes?"
An older woman peered in – blue eyes, a fading, minor tan across her nose, and two thick braids of chestnut hair, streaked with dignified gray, that was as dark as hair got without barbarian blood. Her hat and scarf were knitted in brown and green, respectively. Kessa dropped her gaze politely and asked, "Can I help you?"
"I hope so." The woman came in. Her coat and skirt were lighter brown, with darker green trim – felt and wool, with good, warm boots. "I've run short on mint, and happened to be in the area. The baker across the way said you might have some. I hope this isn't an imposition."
Kessa made herself smile, closing her eyes and lifting her head. "No. Of course not." She slid from the stool and held onto the counter to let the dizziness pass.
The woman – perhaps an inch taller than Kessa herself, if that – was at her elbow, unexpectedly. "Dear, are you all right?"
"I . . . missed breakfast." She summoned up another faint smile. "Busy working."
"Oh, I know how that is. Is this your breakfast on the sill?"
"I suppose."
Her customer was poking into the basket before Kessa could think of a polite way to stop her. "Oh, good, sliced bread with drained stew. Here, sit and eat. The mint will wait." She set aside a woven-stick tray of herbs and perched on the deep window-ledge, patting the wood beside her.
Better to be commanded by someone who might pay and vanish. Kessa sat, taking the folded pocket of bread she was handed.
It was good. It was excellent. She was starving. After a moment, she swallowed and remembered to say, "If you'd like anything . . ."
"Bah. I had a sweet-roll across the way, and breakfast early." She patted her stomach. "I've people who come and remind me if I don't, though!"
"Mm." Kessa studied the buttons on the woman's coat, and the spread of her lightly tanned fingers as they rested on her skirted knee, with green at the corners of her nails. Kessa finished the bread-pocket, swallowed, and said, "Thank you for reminding me, then . . . Herbmaster?"
The woman laughed. "I've been uncovered. How did you know, dear?"
Kessa tipped her fingers (so dark, in comparison) at the master herb-witch's own hand. "Your fingers. The shape of your hand. They're like your daughter's."
"And you watch people's hands a lot, don't you?" Herbmaster Keli reached towards Kessa's face. "May I?"
Nicia'd probably talked about her. Kessa sighed. "I'd rather spare you."
"I've likely seen worse, child. My mother was a midwife, and we shan't discuss the time Nicia got into the Purgatorie when she'd just started walking. May I?"
Is this what mothers are like? Would Nicia's boiling enthusiasm mellow into a focused heat like this? Kessa supposed she should be as irritated as if Kymus had demanded similar . . . Mayhap she was too tired to fight off anyone else. Mayhap it was the casual gossip about poor Nicia. "All right," Kessa sighed, and let her chin be taken in a warm, firm hand, while Herbmaster Keli brushed her concealing hair aside.
The elder herb-witch's eyebrows furrowed, revealing brief unease before she could focus on some other thought. "You poor child. Has no one offered to cure you?"
Kessa turned her head away. "It's too expensive."
"Mm. A hurdle, I suppose. There are loans–"
"No!" She took a breath. "No, Herbmaster. I'm . . . I don't want to owe anyone ever again."
"Certainly no one like Darul Reus."
Kessa froze. "Ah . . ."
"Child, I'm the Herbmaster, the officer who usually deals with difficulties involving herb-witches. Except when Master Kymus decrees the matter 'under personal investigation.'"
What do you know? Kessa wanted to wail. "Do you really need the mint, Herbmaster?" she asked miserably.
"Actually, yes. I dislike lying. But I also wanted to meet my daughter's new friend, whom our Guild Master thought fascinating enough not to hand to me. Did you dose that moneylender?"
Kessa put her face in her hands and thought Maila'd been mother enough.
"Child." Herbmaster Keli put a hand on Kessa's shoulder. "Child, it's all right. From what I've found of Tagget's Tonic, Darul Reus should never've been affected as he was. There was a mix of potions. It was an accident."
Kymus was researching it . . . Her, too? She gave in and asked, "What's he told you?"
"Kymus? Hardly anything. But I can put together a passable recipe when the ingredients are dumped on my desk. First a note about a potion-mixing, then a general statement about wanting the alchemist who'd supplied preparations to the man, and then another letter to me personally, asking what I knew of an herb-witchery called 'Tagget's Tonic'? Now I find his carriage front of your shop, and . . ." She sighed, in an almost-growl in her throat. "Child, he's not been harassing you, has he?"
Earth and Rain, I'm in the middle of guild politics. Right where she'd never wanted to be. She hoped they weren't so dangerous as the Shadow Guild's. "N-no."
"Because if he has, my dear, I am the Herbmaster. I won't stand for him bullying an herb-witch just because he's Lord Alchemist. I speak for herb-witches, and I can speak very loudly indeed." She paused. "I heard yelling from outside. And saw wincing dramsmen."
Kessa might've smiled if she'd not been so desperate to get out of the middle of politics. "I– It's all right. Really. I probably started it."
"Started it?" Her voice suggested eyebrows raised to the ceiling.
"I . . . yelled at him first. The other day. About the guardsmen letting someone get away."
"Oh, that. The city watch notified me, since it concerned an herb-witch." The Herbmaster tapped her fingers on her leg. "Child, they said you were in the middle of the cloud."
"What?" Don't stare, don't stare, don't salt the land of this conversation . . . "The ones in the middle collapsed. The other one, closest to me, dashed off."
"Pfft, boys and their toys. Well, you must have high tolerances, or Kymus wouldn't have asked to teach you – yes, Nicia was excited that she might be learning with a friend. There are so few women alchemists, and almost none have herb-witch backgrounds." Herbmaster Keli sniffed, as if this were a personal slight.
"I . . . don't know if he still wants me as a student." Kessa didn't understand why that came out miserable.
"Oh? Why not?"
She stared at her clasped hands on her knees. "I was out late, delivering the potions your daughter helped me with. I was dressed . . ." She sighed, and hiked up her skirt to show the pants underneath. "I knew I'd be coming back late, and didn't want to attract attention. The Guild Master was out as well. There was a . . . misunderstanding."
"Oh, Rain and Earth – he was on his little night patrol and mistook you for a criminal?"
Or not the criminal he already knew. At least this agreed with Tag's warning about Kymus and night patrols. Unless this conversation was all the Guild Master's plan. "I guess. I ran. His man caught me. He demanded to know why I was out, who I was delivering to. It's not his business!"
"Well, of course not. Did you get swatted with one of their little toys? Really, you'd think they were playing soldiers . . ."
Kessa twitched a hand, but didn't touch her cheek. The potion had tingled numbly, filling her mouth with bittersweet a moment after. It might've slowed her, letting Brague catch up. "Toys?"
"Some kind of sleeping potion or paralyzing one. It's in these hollow batons." Herbmaster Keli made nearly-obscene gestures. "Break the vial inside somehow, and the potion drips down to the tip."
"Ah. No. I suppose I wasn't much threat." She'd not wanted to hurt Brague, nor find how dirty the dramsman likely fought.
"I'd assume at least his bodyguard had one." Herbmaster Keli went on, "So why'd you not say you were on a mission of healing?"
"I did! But it's none of his business who I'm healing. It won't come back to harm the guild."
"So that was his excuse to be nosy? Pfft." The Herbmaster dug in the basket and pulled out another slice of bread wrapped around meat and vegetables. "Here, eat this. It looks like Tania's work."
"Mmfoo?" Kessa asked through a bite.
"Kymus' cook. Truly excellent. Wonderful women, her and her sister. Ah, a keeper-pot and stew. Smells delightful. Why's he feeding you, child?"
"I don't know, Herbmaster. I'd not gotten breakfast when the guards arrested me last fiveday, and hadn't money, so he bought rolls, and . . . made a habit of it."
"Mm-hm." The Herbmaster pushed herself up and wandered around the shop while Kessa ate, much as Kymus had, though she restricted herself to sniffing a few things. She glanced back, braids swinging, and Kessa dropped her eyes.
"Child, if he's been harassing you, I will take action. Master Rom told me about the mutilated account book that moneylender had, but the long and the short of it is: what you gave Darul Reus shouldn't have disminded him, and if you'd wanted him dead, there are at least five nearly-untraceable poisons which are easier to make. I'll not let Master Kymus hold this over your head as blackmail."
I've an ally? No, don't be stupid. Likely the older woman was just moving to claim a piece. "He's not spoken . . . of outright blackmail, Herbmaster."
The Herbmaster put her hands on her hips. "Implicit blackmail?"
"Not . . . spoken." Did he have to, their first meeting hanging over her head like a blade?
"Oh, men can be so obtuse," Herbmaster Keli muttered. "All right, I'd thought it'd be out of character for him to resort to such. So . . ."
Kessa concentrated on chewing her last bite, uneasy that the older woman waited until she'd swallowed.
"How good does he think your tolerances are, Kessa?"
"High," Kessa managed. "Enough to be his student."
"Mmm-hmmm." Herbmaster Keli crossed her arms and leaned against the counter. "Child, Kessa, do you know how many people in Cymelia are known to be immune?"
"Immune to what?" Kessa whispered, lifting her eyes as high as she dared.
"To alchemy and herb-witchery that affects the mind and alters the body. There are two. Master Kymus, and his brother and heir, Iasen – who's not been tested with the dramsman's draught, but has tested himself with just about everything else." She sniffed disdainfully. "It'd be a disaster for the guild if he took over."
"It would?" Kessa wasn't just in the middle of guild politics; she was hip deep in the middle of guild politics, and sinking.
Herbmaster Keli threw her hands in the air as if tossing something behind her. "The man's an irresponsible lout of a master alchemist. He's constantly behind on his dues, he's off at noble parties at all opportunities, and he prefers the ones in Cym for the winter. Some emergency happened in his house, or with his student, or both, so he came back – and as usual, it's got half the officers thinking Kymus should get himself a different heir." Her voice dropped to an annoyed growl. "It doesn't help when Iasen claims his brother's interested in marrying my daughter the moment she shows useful tolerances. I've people leaning on me to test Nicia now, though her body's yet growing."
"You can stall them, yes?"
"Oh, indeed! But the chances that she'll be acceptable to the man? Poor. High tolerances are not immunities. I've high tolerances! I might contemplate an arrangement myself if that were enough, but it's not. Therefore, we're one carriage accident away from a Guild Master who can't even be bothered to pay his own dues." She leaned on Kessa's counter. "So while I'd be ecstatic should Kymus marry an herb-witch . . . I doubt Nicia's the one."
"I can . . . keep a lookout. For someone who might be immune."
Herbmaster Keli swept over and put her knee upon the window-ledge. "True immunity is rare. He's been looking for years. Decades, probably. And his father would've been seeking brides for both sons before that."
"Pity the girl who has it." Kessa looked at her dark hands, wrapped around each other on her lap. "Everyone'd be throwing her at Master Kymus – or trying to marry her himself, to have an immune daughter."
"At least she'd have her pick of well-off men, or their sons."
"Until someone decided to kidnap her and lock her up till she produced an acceptable daughter. Or son, as an alternative heir."
"Ugh. I suppose there's that chance. Anyone so unscrupulous should certainly be kept away from the position."
Kessa wrapped her arms around herself tightly. "Why do you think I have it, Herbmaster?"
"First, our Master Kymus is nearly obsessed with you. He's both feeding and fighting with you. He usually only yells at his brother, though I hear – from Iasen, but Iathor's never denied it – their parents fought loudly and frequently. Second, I've been talking to people while I waited for the Guild Master to leave; they claim you walked through the dregs of that cloud those silly boys made, which I know should've left you staggering at best. Third, when dosing someone, it's far easier to put it in the pot. You'd not believe how many people see an herb-witch dose their cup, and pfft, they pour it right on the ground. So irritating."
"You . . . do that often, Herbmaster?"
Hands on hips, the older woman said, "Not so much now that I'm a guild officer. Fourth, I cannot believe you've not tried to get your eyes changed by now. Fifth . . . I'm working on fifth. I think it's that I remember Chiftia, from before she stopped sending letters, and she not only didn't know alchemy, she was as biased against the art as most alchemists are biased against herb-witchery; the only way you'd have learned healing ointments, like as not, is by taste and that's dangerous. I've no sixth, except you're not denying it."
"What if the girl who has it . . . doesn't want to marry anyone?"
Herbmaster Keli looked out the window. "Oh, child. Then I suppose we keep waiting and hoping the guild can contain Iasen's frivolity till he sires a boy, and that he'll leave his son's raising to someone with sense. Or, Earth and Rain forgive me, I have a good long talk with Nicia about the situation, and – if she consents – we fake an immunity for her," she finished sadly.
"You'd sacrifice your daughter?" Kessa whispered, holding herself tighter.
"For the sake of the guild remaining a power of protection and policing? Yes. With her consent. Iathor'd be furious, but once he had a dramswife, he'd do his duty as best he could." Keli's expression was drawn, and she looked a decade older.
Kessa looked down at her own knees again. "You fight dirty."
"She's my daughter," Keli said. "And likely the only child I'll have, with my one true love and husband gone. Wouldn't you fight dirty, to protect someone you love?"
"Yes." Her voice cracked on the tight pain in her chest. She pulled her knees up to put her forehead on them. "But I don't even like him."
Clothing rustled as Nicia's mother sat and put her arm around Kessa's shoulders. "He's not so charismatic as his brother, but he's got better sense, and he wants to be fair. He always, always wants to be fair."
"He didn't tell you to talk to me?" Kessa said, in wary misery.
"Him? He's more straightforward. Why would you think so?"
Kessa chewed on her words for a few heartbeats. "He proposed in a prison cell," she whispered.
Keli barely managed to muffle her bark of laughter against Kessa's shoulder instead of her ear. "That– that man!" she gasped. "He must've been very excited."
"He didn't seem excited."
"All right, shocked. And if that's how you met him, I hardly blame you for wanting to think it over. A prison!" Keli giggled again.
"He dosed me with something. Truth . . . Tryth elixir, he admitted later. Then said I was immune. And that . . . that was a proposal." Kessa couldn't keep from whining. She almost hoped Herbmaster Keli would report straight back to Kymus.
"He may've sown his wild oats as a lad, but he's clearly lost all sense of romance! Or else he was very shocked." Keli was clearly very amused. "Definitely make him wait. At least till he proposes properly."
"But–"
"Or," Herbmaster Keli interrupted, gently and firmly, "until you find someone you like better. You've been offered a student's position with him. Take him up on it. Meet people. I'll not tell. The matter only becomes urgent to me when Nicia needs to be tested. Promise Kymus your daughter and he'll leave you to whatever match you prefer."
"What if I don't want to sell off a . . . child?" Kessa muttered. A child . . . who should trust me as its mother . . . The idea was strange, as if she thought it of someone besides herself.
"If he can't win your respect in sixteen years, perhaps he doesn't deserve an heir."
"And," Kessa asked, after taking a breath, "how long before Nicia'd be tested?"
"A year."
A year, before she plots Nicia's own slavery with her. Kessa whispered, "I've responsibilities. But. A year may be enough to find–" . . . a way out . . . "–something that won't hurt anyone too much."
"You'll be his student, then?"
Kessa realized she was leaning on the Herbmaster, her head on Keli's shoulder. Mothers were more subtle, dangerous creatures than Maila'd ever been. "If Nicia will. If he still wants."
"I'll write to him immediately about how my daughter looks forward to studying with you," Keli said. "Should I tell her about your, ah, tolerances?"
"Not yet," Kessa said, almost asking. "It might be too hard a secret."
"She'll have to learn to keep those, but all right. In your own time." Keli patted Kessa's shoulder. "And if Kymus troubles you? Tell me, herb-witch."
Politics had closed over her head, leaving only a wistful memory of being unimportant. "Thank you, Herbmaster." She pulled herself upright, because Keli was far, far too comfortable. (Told it was her choice, told which choice Keli hoped for, told she had an ally? There was some price attached. There had to be, if only an added weight to herb-witch concerns because of the Guild Master's interest in Kessa.) "Do you still want the mint? I do have some, fresh enough to be from someone's window-garden."
"I would indeed like to buy some, if you don't mind, my dear."
"Of course not." Kessa turned her head enough to smile, eyes closed, and got up to fetch her stock.
Two days after the . . . regrettable shouting . . . Iathor was returning to Kessa's shop, chewing over yet another bitter apology; Dayn and one of Rom's apprentices had returned from Herbsman Chiftia's village. And though perhaps Kessa'd not stayed as long as a full apprenticeship should've been . . . She'd been there. And Nicia'd confirmed that she'd suggested the potions Kessa'd named in the night.
He'd not mention he'd discovered she knew at least one true alchemical potion she couldn't possibly have learned from Chiftia. He'd not comment on the letter Herbmaster Keli'd sent, two days ago, expressing her approval of him teaching Nicia and Kessa, together. Nor on how fresh its ink had been.
Hopefully, the Herbmaster'd already secured Kessa's consent to become his student; Brague'd said she'd not been hostile when he'd delivered food. Iathor'd added a fading Incandescens Stone to yesterday's basket, in an apology he'd not been able to word. I cannot risk her going to . . . returning to? . . . the Shadow Guild. The making of the dramsman's draught was closely guarded by the Alchemists' Guild, but there was never a perfect secret. False recipes were released occasionally, given to the unreliable apprentices and journeymen, and the only way to sort false from true, poison from will-prison . . .
Would be by taste.
Kessa might be ignorant of that complication, but Iathor'd not wager the Shadow-Master was. It was, therefore, far better to give her the apologies she deserved, no matter how irked he was by her secrets.
He gazed out the window, noting where the pale morning light showed peeling paint or chipped bricks on the buildings they passed. Why she doesn't reach beyond this? Did she feel necessary where she was? Dayn'd said she'd been known for delivering curatives when a child had a night-fever, or a granny was chilled.
But if it's duty, he thought as her shop came into view, why are her shutters still closed?
Normally he waited, appropriately, for the carriage door to be opened. This time, he shoved it open and was out before Brague came from the footman's perch. His bodyguard sighed and followed him to the shop's door. Iathor knocked sharply, wishing it weren't so chilly. It was hard to smell anything but cold.
Nothing. He knocked harder. Was she even there? Perhaps she was at Rom's. She'd kept Brague waiting briefly, the evening before that unfortunate night patrol.
From inside, there was an indistinct call that sounded more like go away than any reassurance.
"Kessa?" he called. "Are you all right?"
Silence. Iathor frowned at the door. Was she still angry? Testing him? Changing her mind about being his student? Hiding a lover beneath her bed?
Being held at knifepoint by an intruder?
"Kess-" he started, breaking off as the door opened.
Slightly warmer air swirled out, with the acrid smell of vomit and the deeper, sweetish odor of sluggish blood. Kessa leaned in the doorway, bedraggled hair hanging loose. One arm was wrapped around her middle. Her other hand dangled against the doorframe, fingers red. "I'm alive," she creaked. "Go away."
It was moon-brought bleeding, from the scent. The rest . . . "You're sick."
She turned away, already starting to shiver. "I'll live," she managed, walking the two steps to her counter. Then she leaned against it, and kept leaning until she'd slid into a curled crouch at its base, both arms wrapped around her belly.
Worried and mystified, Iathor followed her inside and crouched beside her. Touching her shoulders made her flinch, but she didn't try to elbow him in the gut, so he didn't move away. "You're in pain?"
The noise she made was something between a croak, a laugh, and a sob. If she'd not been clutching her middle so tightly, she might've turned to glare. After a gasp for air, she said, "Yes." He suspected you idiot silently followed.
"What's wrong?" he asked, wondering if it'd been some mis-brewed potion. Surely not a miscarriage? That would be a nasty, delicate situation indeed . . .
"Moon-blood," she rasped, to his relief. "Never seen it do this?"
"Not so wretchedly. Aren't there potions– oh." He deserved that unsaid idiot. "You've no preparations that block pain."
"They don't work," she whispered, then tensed with a stifled whimper.
"No, most wouldn't." Most such potions worked by telling the mind pain was absent; immunity to mind-altering potions was immunity to those. Relief would come only from addressing the underlying cause. He half-turned. "Brague, leave the basket here. Decide whether Jeck or both of you should go to the hospice to get . . . Blight, what causes moon-blood pain?"
"I don't know," Kessa whispered. "What makes a cut hurt? I can't take anything anyway."
"What? Why not?"
She twisted her head to look up at him. In the shadows of the room, with strands of her hair tangled across her face, it seemed he held some injured creature, and for a moment he half-marveled that she could talk. She closed her eyes. "Because I make dry tea, Guild Master."
Idiot Guild Master, she likely meant, and that was equally deserved. Maiden's blood – traditionally moon-blood – preserved with boiled brine-salt and flaxseed oil, dried to black and cracking flakes and ground to powder with laceburrs. The result was used to smoke tea leaves, mint leaves, or rose petals. Dry tea, that women drank to keep from conceiving. Add cotton seeds instead of laceburrs, and it was men's tea, blighting the seed for two or three days after a single strong-brewed cup.
She was right; there were geometries of salts which would disrupt the purity of the blood and render it useless. Probably an equal number of herb-witcheries could do likewise.
And Iathor . . . had no idea what wouldn't spoil the blood for dry tea. His mother hadn't been fully immune, so more potions worked on whatever minor aches she had, and the issue of blood-purity had been moot.
"Just go away," Kessa whispered. "I can't eat. Not till the worst is over. Hurts too much."
That explained the queasy smell of vomit, for all that her stores of clae fought it. Iathor turned his face to her hair to take steadying breaths; the odors of a clae-dusted body were less troubling than what'd been trapped in the room. "There must be something. The tolerant herb-witches must have similar issues."
He was nearly sure that was a stifled sob. "Kymus, I can't. Just go. I've lived before."
Lived in a cold, airless room, with the smell of sickness and blood. Lived with pain, and still done what was necessary to collect the blood. "There must be something," he insisted. "Someone could research at the hospice–"
"No," she said, with pain or pleading. "Don't tell Nicia."
"Her mother, the Herbmaster? In some subjects, her own library exceeds the scope of the guild's. This might well be one of them." Women's concerns, women's pain, and thus herb-witches' aegis.
"You'll not leave till you've told someone," Kessa grumbled. "Fine. Her. No one else!"
He was surprised that wasn't accompanied by a glare. "Just her." He hoped Keli'd not be upset that her daughter's potential was so bluntly rendered less important. Over his shoulder, he said, "Brague, you heard? Sort out which of you can go. I'm staying."
Brague slipped out the door with a Yes, m'lord as Kessa croaked, "Why?"
Because if I go now, how will I ever convince you I'd stay to help any other time you were in pain? He couldn't say that. It would lead to talk of heirs and proposals; if a prison cell wasn't the right place, the middle of moon-flow agony was even less the right time. "Because I'm meddlesome and annoying. You may yell at me later."
"Oh, may I?" she asked, wiping at her face with the back of one wrist. "Ha, permission."
"As if you needed it."
"You'd be–" Her voice broke, and she hissed, "–surprised."
"If you say so." There were times to fight and times to agree. This seemed the latter. "Would you be more comfortable in your bed?"
"I'm cold," she admitted.
"Let me help you up."
She did, complaining, "I'm fine some of the time. Just a little sick. Then–" She hissed in her teeth.
"I'll take your word for it, but I doubt I can sort 'fine' from 'not' until you tell me." He provided more moral support than physical as they moved toward her back room. Light flickered from behind the curtain; she'd kept the Incandescens Stone.
Kessa paused, using one forearm to lean on the bedroom's doorframe. "Why– Why're you being so nice?"
Iathor looked down at the top of her head. "I've absolutely no reason not to be." It was a relief. There was no reason to badger her about her past, about Darul Reus – about anything. He wasn't likely to get better truths than before, and far more likely to get pain-filled, unreasonable shouting.
"You'll save it for when I'm feeling better?"
He ducked his head against hers. "Yes."
"Something to look forward to." She pulled herself straighter. "Give me a moment. To get arranged. There's . . ." She waved a hand.
She'd have a blood-collection bowl, from the strength of scent behind the curtain. "I'll fetch the basket for when you feel better."
"Mmph." She slipped behind the curtain.
Turning, Iathor saw Brague'd stayed, as he should've expected. His dramsman handed him the basket.
"Brague, could you open the shutters a little, for light? You can tell visitors the herb-witch is ill – and being attended to by an alchemist." He smiled wryly.
"Yes, m'lord."
Iathor knocked on the doorframe, uncomfortable about intruding in her bedroom. There was a tired call of fine and he pushed the curtain aside, glad the smell of moon-blood was merely overpowering, not actively repelling.
Kessa knelt beside her bed, skirt covering whatever arrangements she'd made for blood-collection. Her cloak was around her shoulders; she leaned one arm on the bed, her head on that arm, eyes closed. Her red-stained fingers didn't quite touch the mattress. "I've no idea why you want to–" She winced. "–to stay."
Because it's just been driven home to me that, if I'm to do my duty to the guild and Cymelia, he thought, thinking of Tania speaking of her sister's childbirth, I'll bear responsibility for the other side of this coin. Too fraught. Instead, he replied, "Call it perverse masochism."
She slitted her eyes a little open, but there was an actual quirk of her lips.
A smile. Small, bitter, and edged with pain, but a smile.
Iathor sat beside her, pleased with himself.
Congratulations, half-breed. Baron Kymus, Guild Master and Lord Alchemist, is in your bedroom, admitting to perverse masochism.
Laita would adore it. Kessa being in the hardest, nastiest part of her moon-flows made it perfect. Serve her right if I suggested he needs a proper concubine. But that might start discussions of a proper wife, and that wasn't anything Kessa wanted to talk about while rabid foxes gnawed out her belly.
She winced again, trying not to cry, as another cramp sliced through her. It's all in your mind, she tried to tell herself. Maila'd certainly said it. Accused her of malingering, or having the heaves from spite. Even Laita'd said she should "just relax more."
Kymus touched her wrist gently. "Does anything help?"
"No. It's worse when it's cold."
"I should've sent Jeck after Fervefax Stones." He sounded nearly stricken.
"What are those?"
"Like Incandescens Stones produce light, Fervefax Stones produce heat," he said, slipping into the cadence of a lecture. "They're primarily used to heat rooms without danger of fire, but can function as warming pans, or be wrapped in fabric to heat parts of the body. They're different from Igni Stones, which react to two other ingredients – traditionally kept in liquid form – to produce flame for kindling tinder."
He paused. Kessa asked, "How're they made?" Maila'd never crafted alchemical Stones. Perhaps the lecture would distract her from the rats eating her entrails.
"Mm." Perhaps he guessed her curiosity was less interest and more desperate grasping for respite. "First, one must find a suitable stone. Incandescens Stones are easiest; they'll work with nearly anything but refined metal. Fervefax and Igni Stones must be able to withstand heat without cracking. Meanwhile, a Frigi Stone, which radiates chill, must withstand the cold."
Kessa lost track, between waves of varied pain, of exactly which metal-salts had to be baked into glazes at what temperatures, versus the compounds put in "liquid suspension" for the Igni Stones. But, of all his annoying traits, at least Kymus could lecture without a drone, whine, or mumble.
She'd not slept well, of course, once the cramps and moon-flow started. Even with a smooth, comforting pattern of words, she couldn't manage to doze. Only drift a bit, legs numbing from the blood-catching pot. She was aware of when he stopped talking; it was just too much effort to comment. His clothes rustled. She felt him touch her cheek, pushing her hair from her face. Startled, she blinked her eyes open, then shut them again. "Mm?" Hopefully he'd take her uncertain tone for pain.
"If I'd a comb . . ."
She pressed her face against the bed. "Ah. I'm too blighted for words." No money for public baths, nor weather for an isolated pond out where herbs grew wild. Nothing but clae baths, like a bird in a dust-puddle – with the dust too valuable to waste.
"I'd take you home and have a bath drawn, if only . . ." Another of his frustrated sighs, that one.
"If only I weren't a vile-tempered, bleeding half-breed?"
He snorted at her. "I can recognize a trap. No, if only my brother weren't ensconced there."
"So kick him out?"
"My staff would approve. But he's nowhere to go. He left a student access to his workroom, and I'm told the house is unlivable for stench. Two of his dramsmen came back reeking. So Iasen stays and pillages my wine, throws parties without my permission – well, one party – and reads my mail."
"I won't send you any." Ow. More distraction was needed. "What's wrong with his house?"
"Besides the smell?"
She fisted her hands against a cramp; her head twitched almost on its own. "Wh-why wouldn't clae've worked?"
"It's only been . . . mm, a bit over a fiveday. He appeared on my doorstep the very day that, ah, you did. So to speak."
I only wish I'd appeared on your doorstep, rather than you on mine. Kessa reminded herself he might be feigning kindness, to lull her suspicions while she was even less appealing than usual. Laita could have moon-flows with pale dignity and the occasional graceful faint. Kessa just bled and suffered. "It's still that bad? What'd his student do?"
"I've not asked."
"Mayhap you should. Sounds like your brother has little need to brew better clae." Wait, why'm I trying to make it easier for him to drag me to his home? Because she wanted his current kindness to be real. Stupidity and lack of food were a dangerous mixture.
"Perhaps I should hire you to repair the damage." That sounded amused.
"If it stinks that badly, the price starts with silver leaves and go up, Kymus."
"A bargain. We're feeding his entire household, after all." Definitely amused.
"Take me and Nicia over and give us a project?"
"Perhaps, indeed." He paused. "I'm glad you like her."
You'd better not've picked her as your concubine, she thought. "She's sweet. Sheltered, but sweet."
"Mm." He pushed her hair back over her shoulder, his finger trailing against her cheek. It sent goosebumps down her arm and back. "That's true. Where's your comb?"
Belatedly, she realized that talking about how sheltered Nicia was would lead to how sheltered Kessa wasn't. No wonder he'd dropped the subject. She shifted to dig in the basket under her cot, bringing out the gap-toothed wooden comb. She glared at his hand as he took it. "I could do this myself."
"You're feeling unwell. Humor me."
More high-handed orders she was too tired to fight. So he wanted to play with her dirty, coarse, barbarian hair. Fine. Let him. Let him sit on her cot behind her and try to put her tangled hair in order. It was a distraction.
It put goosebumps on her back: a secret pleasure she'd thought reserved for when one of her crèche-siblings (usually Laita) brushed her hair. When another cramp struck and she tensed, he paused and put a hand on her shoulder. Just . . . being there.
Like family.
Kessa realized that scared her. It should've outraged her – how dare he?! – but she didn't have the energy.
"How do you fasten your hair?" His fingers were at the back of her neck.
He paid attention . . . ? Of course he paid attention to your hair, half-breed. You keep your head down. It's what he sees. But he'd paid attention to her. She gritted her teeth through a stab from her belly. "A tie, usually. I've a basket . . ." She pulled it out, hoping he'd get this over with. Hoping, of a sudden, that she wasn't his secret fixation because she was half-barbarian. Surely there were other, prettier ones somewhere in the city . . . Moon-flowing women? No question that she'd balk at that; ruining her blood for dry tea was no option. Not when Laita needed it and Kessa was her cheap, dependable brewer.
Kymus sorted through the basket and its few cloth and leather laces. She'd never gotten the knack of winding her hair up and pinning it with wooden sticks, or bone ones as Maila had after her hair was alchemically changed to the colors of fire.
He settled on one of the laces, and began puzzling out how to put her hair into its customary swoops to either side of her face. This involved holding a bit with one hand and running his other fingers along the edge of her hair, brushing her cheek more often than not.
Kessa had no experience with seduction, save what Laita'd mentioned, but if he was trying . . . His timing would be horribly off again, and surely he'd have tried to kiss her by now? Or something obvious?
"Why're you being so . . . nice?" she asked again. Polite. Gentle. Soothing.
He had to think about the answer again, and for longer. He sounded amused when he asked in return, "Would you prefer I not be?"
Yes. No. I don't know. She told him the truth. "Perhaps."
"Why?"
A good question. Why did it bother her? He'd already proposed and never rescinded it – and likely wouldn't without another immune girl added to the mix. Why shouldn't he trouble himself to be nice?
Sometimes realization exploded, like an alchemical bomb. Sometimes it closed over one's head in an drowning wave. And sometimes it leaked in, like rain through a roof.
He wasn't courting her, with gifts meant to bedazzle the eye till she let him ruin her for dry tea. He was just moving into her life, finding the niches she'd not managed to fill – food, warmth, company in pain – and settling himself there. Not a passionate, fleeting dance, but methodically arranging their lives into patterns meant to last.
He's swamping me. One raindrop at a time. With cold calculation, determined sincerity, or perhaps both. He might repeat his proposal only when they were curled up by his fireplace, so she needn't camp upon his couch that night – offering the hook to a fish already netted, cooked, and lying on the plate.
And Kessa didn't have the energy to fight both him and her moon-flow pains. Not when he'd seemed determined to find some cure for what was broken inside her. Even if he's a cad, he's still a brilliant one, she'd said. If she kept herself shielded . . . It wouldn't matter that she was crying, while he stroked her back as if she were a cat.
Iathor worried about the crying. Crying was usually a bad sign, from everything he'd learned of women. She's hungry, he told himself. And in pain. He'd hoped to restore some of her composure, fixing her hair – unsettling that it hadn't worked. But Kessa hadn't yelled at him, nor forbade him to touch her.
He hated feeling so helpless.
If his brother wasn't out of his house in the next three fivedays, Iathor would go to Iasen's home, with or without his students, and uncover the problem. And that was something he could fix. Even if it required burning and rebuilding, he'd send Iasen to a hostel for the duration. Then he could court Kessa properly, and find a time to restate his proposal without his brother's notions of humor interacting with Kessa's prickly temper.
It would, after all, be troublesome if Kessa attempted to strangle Iathor's current heir. Much as Iasen might deserve it.
He moved his hands up and down Kessa's back; the advantages of her wearing a thick cloak over her clothes were countered by the act of touch, but perhaps it would be comforting enough that the impropriety'd be overlooked. Otherwise, he suspected that when she recovered, he'd be glared at again. (Why would she prefer he not be nice? Baffling.)
In the outer room, he heard knocking; Brague went to the door, floorboards creaking with his steps, then called, "M'lord, it's Jeck with one of Herbmaster Keli's apprentices."
Iathor asked Kessa, "Shall I go see what they bring?"
She nodded, and hissed in pain again.
He squeezed her shoulders gently, fretted at how thin they were, and stood.
In the outer room was a young girl, perhaps two or three years away from her own moon-flows. Round-faced, red-haired, and eyes of astonishingly dark green, looking overawed. No freckles marred her creamy complexion, though, and Iathor said, "Would you, perchance, be Count Urnbury's youngest?"
The girl pulled herself straighter, mustering her manners in the face of direct address. "Aelyta Urnbury, Master Kymus, and second-youngest these five years."
"My apologies, Miss Urnbury. I'd forgotten your baby sibling." Iathor was impressed that Herbmaster Keli'd secured a Count's daughter as an apprentice. "Was your teacher able to answer my request?"
The girl swung her basket around, extracted a letter, and held it out. "Herbmaster Keli sends you this, a Fervefax Stone, and some books and preparations, Master Kymus!"
"Thank you. Would . . ." He remembered this was Kessa's home, however indisposed that herb-witch was, and hoped Kessa would forgive Keli for sending someone. He called, "Kessa, may I send in Herbmaster Keli's apprentice, with a Fervefax Stone?"
There was a wavering yes, and Iathor nodded to the girl. She bobbed at him, dug a wrapped Stone out of the basket, and trotted off, leaving the basket. Within, Iathor found a half-dozen vials and jars, abbreviated names scratched into their wax seals. Under those were four books of varying sizes. Pregnancy and Moon-flows, A Compilation by Keli Greenhands capped one pile. The other was topped by a smaller anatomy text. Below, accusingly, was a thin book by Iathor's own great-grandfather: The Nature of Immunities and Tolerances. The last was also thin, and attempted to analyze the geometries of dry tea. Iathor snorted at it; analyzing geometries of metal-salts was difficult, but possible. Analyzing the geometries of herb-witchery ingredients was like washing a cat. It looked simple, but sprouted extra legs when you weren't watching, and wiggled.
He sat on the window-ledge, where light came through the partly-opened shutter, and unfolded the letter. It was in hasty graphite, not careful ink, and hadn't been sealed, but was definitely Keli's hand.
Greetings, Master Kymus.
I'm told you require information on moon-flow pains in a provider of the vital component in dry tea, who is suspected of being tolerant or (though your driver did not speak the word) immune. I have sent the books I consider most relevant, and several preparations known to leave the purity of the blood intact. As it has been over a generation since the last immune woman was identified, and she wasn't making dry tea, I'm not sure they'll work. With an hour between each dose, it should be safe to test them all.
If the girl's immune, mixing the doses should be safe anyway. You'd not send your driver with but a verbal message on idle curiosity.
I have spared my youngest apprentice, Lettie, to carry this note and help you decode any herb-witchery terms you might not be familiar with. Her older sister has similar issues, though they are well-treated by the usual potions. Please don't scare Lettie too much, and bring her back when you return. She will report to me, of course, but I've impressed upon her that she shouldn't gossip.
Knowing your sense of responsibility, you'll not appear till the girl's better. I will stall for you (without explaining your precious discovery) at the offices, but hope you may appear no later than noon.
Good luck.
Keli Greenhands
P.S. The preparations are ready to take, but some may be bitter. Honey and jams should be inert ingredients.
Iathor supposed this favor would cost him when their agendas diverged in guild meetings, but there was a reasonable chance that wouldn't happen soon. Besides, he realized, his marrying an herb-witch would be a political coup for Keli, raising the respectability of the profession.
Basket in hand, he went to the curtain. "I've the potions. May I enter?"
Kessa's yes was strained, but probably from pain and not implying if you want to die. He stooped for the other basket and brought them both.
Inside, Kessa clutched the fabric-wrapped Stone to her belly while Lettie sat on the cot's edge. The apprentice seemed to be fighting dismay at her surroundings. Iathor nodded to the girl and sat on the floor near Kessa. "Herbmaster Keli sent brews known not to interfere with dry tea. She said some are bitter, but could be taken with honey or jam."
"Willow bark and meadowbride powders don't work," Kessa said. "Redcup flower isn't safe for dry tea and doesn't work more than a few minutes anyway."
Iathor set two jars aside. "This is . . . pink wax, marked 'horn fruit W'?" He handed it to the apprentice.
"Dried fruit of the pink hornflower, mixed with willow leaves and a flour-paste." Lettie blinked. "This is dangerous!"
He took the jar back. "What dosage, Miss Urnbury?"
"Ah . . . As little as possible, Master Kymus."
"Mm." He opened the jar. The paste was brownish with flecks of green, and smelled like old leaves – with bittersweet undernotes of alchemical potency. "Have you ever tried this, Kessa?"
"Not for . . . No."
Not for . . . pain? Another mystery for later. He gathered a spoon from the breakfast basket (regrettably, the egg-crepe had likely gone cold) and dipped the tip of the handle into the paste, so he could lick it himself.
Strong . . . But not filling his mouth and nose with the bittersweet of it. He half-filled the spoon. "If Herbmaster Keli believes this won't threaten the blood's purity, we should try it."
Kessa took the spoon, sniffed the glob, and ate it. "It's not alchemy," she said, with an air of complaint.
Iathor asked Lettie, "How long until it takes effect?"
The apprentice twisted her hands together. "I'm not sure, Master Kymus. A quarter hour? That's usual for herbal preparations. Herbmaster Keli's book might say."
"Indeed." At the least, it might distract Kessa. Iathor pulled the basket into use as a table. Even with the old Incandescens Stone flickering on one of Kessa's shelves, it was still dark in the inner room. He took out his smaller Stone and handed it to Lettie. "If you would?"
"Yes, Master Kymus."
In the better light, he saw Kessa's eyes slitted open, and angled the book so she could read it.
The first chapters had to do with pregnancy. Iathor paged past, dismayed that there were so many things that might need treating.
The second section began with dry tea, followed by recipes that might induce a miscarriage. Purgatorie, such as Darul Reus was being treated with, was one; the blood-flows it caused were unsuitable for dry tea. Near the end . . . Hornflower fruit was listed as dangerous to pregnancies, sometimes used with goatweed to induce miscarriages when necessary to save a life and ease the trauma. Iathor muttered, "And thus unlikely to counteract dry tea."
Still, that was not for relief of pain. He continued to turn pages. Last in the chapter came a discussion of sterilizing ointments and brews, used in the empire for women soldiers in the imperial army. Definitely contraindicated in the case of dry tea, as they had to be applied internally rather than drunk or eaten.
Moon-flows were covered in the last section. Proper collection for dry tea ingredients. Too scanty, too heavy . . . Too painful. Iathor slowed his hand, scanning each page more thoroughly.
Hornflowers were in the very back. Time between ingestion and effect varied, but was usually no more than three-quarters of an hour. The plant caused visions, forgetfulness, and irrational behavior, but also an easing (or forgetting) of pain. As it bloomed in moonlight, it was easy to moon-steep. The danger was the hair-thin line between a sufficient dose and a poisonous one; the recipe was included for cases of sufficient desperation and so poisoning might be recognized. The latter was especially relevant if one interacted with barbarians, who sometimes ate the fruit for their own reasons and might offer it.
Are high tolerances or immunities more common among barbarians? Iathor wondered, lingering on that last sentence. He'd never heard of such, but the wandering savages were not so advanced in herb-witchery as Cymelians were. Perhaps they simply ate preparations near-raw, and the tolerant survived.
He'd have to send letters to his syndic in Cym, to instruct the masters there to research the matter.
Even if there were an unknown treasure of immune bloodlines among the barbarians, though . . .
Iathor found himself comparing Kessa to some hypothetical savage-raised girl, illiterate and ignorant of alchemy – and preferring the ugly-eyed, acerbic herb-witch who frowned at the page with him, if he had such a choice.
Kessa whispered, "If he were herb-witch, why would I exist?"
Iathor glanced at her sharply; she was looking at the page. "Tolerances require strong-brewed men's tea," he said, guessing what she meant. Who raised you, if you don't know your bloodkin?
"And dry tea?"
"I don't know. My mother . . . wasn't fully immune."
Her head moved as she glanced at him in return. "The pain's not gone, but it's less."
"Can you eat something?" Iathor dragged his basket closer.
"Yes . . . You two should go on. I've the rest of this jar, and it does help. I don't think you meant to stay so long, K– Master Kymus."
Iathor decided that lack of title was good. She'd actually sounded civil rather than wary, defensive, or hostile. "No, I hadn't. But I'll have someone check on you later today."
"All right. As if I could stop you."
She was feeling better; time to retreat and hope whatever impositions he might've committed would fade in her mind. "Then I'll take Miss Urnbury and return to my duties. If you need, you may send word to the guild offices, or to my staff . . ."
Kessa slanted an almost-glare up at him, through her hair. "Out of my bedroom, Kymus."
He smiled. "Of course, Tradeswoman Kessa. Miss Urnbury, I believe I'm supposed to return you to your teacher?" He offered the girl a hand.
The apprentice took it politely, though her eyes were still very wide. "Thank you, Master Kymus. Good day to you, journeyman!"
"Thank you for coming, Lettie," Kessa said, more kindly. "I'll try to get the warming stone back to your teacher in a day or so."
"Oh, she said you can keep it. All she needs back are the books, sometime this fiveday."
"Then thank you, and her as well," Kessa said. "Good day to you both."
"Good day," Iathor said, relieved that the pain-stress was fading from her voice, and led the apprentice out of the shop.
With the pain eased, Kessa managed to transfer the first blood, sure to be barely contaminated (if at all), to a second jar after everyone'd left. She'd at least have something, even if the hornflower paste ruined her blood after all.
She knotted her long cheesecloth bag, packed with cotton, to its belt so she could move about, and tied a red rag around her doorknob. Everyone local knew that meant "closed for moon-flows." Then, with food (and her good knife, returned in that basket), dulled pain, a warm stone to hold across her belly, a pot to bleed in, the brighter Incandescens Stone that Kymus'd forgotten, and several books . . . It was obvious how she should best spend her time.
The red rag kept nearly everyone away – save Dayn, near twilight. The footman greeted her cheerfully, traded the breakfast basket for a dinner one, and left with a bounce in his walk. Perhaps Kymus wasn't doing anything at brothels, his temper suffering until his entire staff hoped he might be wed. Perhaps they were very annoyed with the current heir's long visit.
She'd had the shutters closed for some time when there was a knock. She called, "Yes?" She'd heard, yesterday, that Laita'd been much improved after her alchemy-induced nap, but Tag could've gotten more information . . .
"Might I come in?" The voice was her Guild Master's.
"Wait," she called, and arranged fresher cotton for the moon-flow belt before going to the door.
Backlit by his own gift-Stones, she glanced at his face – smiling, for some reason – before she let him in. "I'm still alive, but I've done no cleaning." Just some thanking Earth and Rain that the blood-scent probably covered up the defensive preparation she'd hidden.
"I deserve no better, like as not." He left the door ajar, as if for a hasty escape.
She leaned against her counter. Sitting back down would be good, for her belly still ached and she was already angry that their truce was going to break – but sitting on cotton padding was lumpy and she sometimes worried that it might be enough to reduce her blood's purity.
He sighed. "There's no refuge for me. Very well. I take the blame. It is, to my knowledge, none of Herbmaster Keli's nor her apprentice's, though I may have words with Master Rom."
It was a choice between a sobbing scream, or a flat question, Kessa picked the latter. "What happened?"
Kymus leaned against the doorframe, arms folded. "My brother saw fit to accost me this evening, in front of Herbmaster Keli and several other guild officers, and demand an explanation for rumors he claimed were running like fire in the fields, that I'd found some immune herb-witch." Quickly, he added, "There were other rumors, Keli told me later. That's just the one Iasen latched onto."
At least it likely was none of the Herbmaster's doing. Kessa couldn't think the woman would've confided in someone she thought an irresponsible annoyance – unless to shift unwanted attention from her daughter? "He wasn't trying to court Nicia out from under you, was he?"
"Eh?" Kymus' arms tilted; he probably looked at her sharply. "He'd claimed so to Master Peran, the bonesetter at the hospice. But that's just teasing me for taking on a female student. Why?"
She'd have to ask Keli later. Still, family was family; Kessa could be angry, but she'd not blame Keli for protecting her daughter. "Nothing important. Did you admit . . ."
"No. I said you'd good tolerances, a quick and under-educated mind, and were unfortunately involved in a poisoning matter, with any two of those sufficient to warrant my attention."
"Will this work?" She felt too tired to yell.
"I don't know." He stepped towards her. "I'm sorry. He made his accusation in front of a half-dozen others, counting apprentices and journeymen. I don't know if they'll listen to sense, or my brother's theatrics."
She held up a hand to halt him. "I think," she said, "you'd best take the books Herbmaster Keli lent, and return . . . in four or five days, when the moon-flows are over."
"I'll still send you food." His tone was tinged with irritation.
And I'm too weak to slam the door on it. Weak of body, weak of will . . . "If you must."
"Kessa . . ." Kymus took a breath. "Blight it, I'd throw my brother out tonight, if only–"
She lifted her head and glared with all the force she had, baring her teeth in a deliberate snarl she'd practiced when she was younger and wanted to make her siblings twitch, or smaller roof-rats cry. Even in the shadows, it worked. Kymus stepped back, one hand flinching towards his coat's inner pockets.
Kessa looked away, so he'd have no time to see anything besides the savage.
"Very. Well." He edged past her counter and ducked into her bedroom. When he came out, the brighter glowstone flung down shadows from the books he carried in his arms. "Since you insist," he added, and left.
"I do," she said into the air, as the rattle and rap of the carriage faded, outside.
Kessa re-latched her door, then returned to her bedroom, numb with angry uncertainty, and knelt over the catch-pot again. With her cloak and blanket draped around her, the warming Stone in her lap, and the paste's effects . . . She even got some sleep, arms folded on the cot as a pillow.
Her dreams were disturbing things, full of frustration as she wandered dark alleys, seeking the way to her home. The sky was sliced bright above her, but she couldn't climb the walls to reach it. She tried to scream to tell her siblings where she was, but nothing would come out till she waked herself with the effort.
The next morning saw Dayn again with a basket and neutral pleasantries. She thanked him for coming (if not his master for the food), and set the basket behind her counter-table while she worked.
Some of her neighbors came to buy preparations: the usual winter ones, a few sunburn-blocking ointments, dry tea, some hair bleach. She fended off questions about the carriage that'd been at her door . . . too often, now. Involved in a guild matter; it's not for me to discuss worked best.
It was nearing noon when wheels rattled outside and stopped. Kessa looked through the thick glass, and made out a one-horse buggy, its front and sides mostly open to the chill. The man being helped from it wore alchemist gray, but bearded, as Kymus wasn't. Dark blond hair, catching gold in the sun.
It starts already? she wondered, carefully slicing the thick veins from large, flat riverroot leaves. Some other suitor? Someone digging for information? Someone to kidnap her?
Someone with a vested interest in an irresponsible heir, come to kill her?
Her herb-basket was tucked beneath the counter. Her defensive preparation was in it, and she held a knife.
Kessa watched through her hair as the door was opened by a servant with greenish eyes and horse-dark hair (still paler than her own true-black). The gray-garbed man entered. A little taller, bearded, longer hair without the gray tinges, cheekbones a bit broader, nose a bit shorter . . .
He looks very much like his brother. Then, as Iasen Kymus wrinkled his nose in disgust, bringing up his sleeve to shield himself from the smell of blood and herbs, Kessa thought, They look nothing at all alike.
She lowered her head as he looked towards her, but his sneer was obvious. "So the Lord Alchemist visits a half-breed."
Kessa took the prepared leaves and opened the cabinet – knife still in hand – to set them on her basket. The servant remained by the door. "I imagine he checks upon all practicing herb-witches and alchemists in the city."
"And feeds them?"
The breakfast basket was hidden behind the counter. But Iasen clearly had his own servants, who might notice things. Perhaps it hadn't been the Herbmaster's slip after all. "I wouldn't know, Master Iasen."
He leaned upon the corner of her counter, as far from her as possible. His hand was like his brother's, pale and slim, but cleaner, with fewer little marks from hot potions. "And what think you of the Guild Master's generosity, half-breed?"
"Show gratitude to the man who feeds you." Tanas had slapped the insufficiently grateful.
She was sick of gratitude, that ate into her guts despite the pain-fighting paste.
Hand tight on her knife, Kessa looked up, fast and hard, then down again. "I find him quite annoying."
Iasen straightened, taking himself out of reach. Or perhaps he merely recoiled from her pus and dung eyes. "Do you, then . . ."
"Utterly." The word came up from the acid gratitude made in her belly. She sliced a leaf-vein away from the leaf.
He stood for several heartbeats, but she refused to look. Finally, he said, "Good," and turned on his heel. The servant followed.
I'd still cheer if he threw you out, she didn't shout, as he got into his buggy and the horse pulled it away.
By the second day since being ordered from Kessa's home, Iathor'd still neither strangled nor evicted his brother – aided by Iasen making himself scarce, taking breakfast, some lunches, and the occasional dinner with Talien Irilye, spending the rest of his time at the guild offices, and other meals at the tavern across the square from the offices. Iathor suspected Tania was exercising her power; if his cook would feed him gruel, despite being his dramsman, she'd be no less harsh to Iasen.
With another night patrol due after dark, Iathor'd gotten up late, verified Kessa's breakfast basket had been delivered, and retired to his study to read guild documents Deocris'd delivered. He was in the middle of a report of a supplier who took advance money, but failed to deliver valuable imperial ingredients, when Dayn knocked. "M'lord? Watchman Thioso is here."
Iathor laid the report aside. "Send him in, please."
Less damply than his prior visit, the guard strolled in. He wore reddish-brown winter pants and boots, beneath his tabard and cloak. Rather than plopping himself into the chair before Iathor's desk, he leaned on its back with both hands and frowned thoughtfully. "Sir Kymus, are you sure that herb-witch couldn't have done it? Or are you protecting her?"
An unexpected question. Iathor tapped his fingers on his desk. "Mostly and mostly. Why?"
Thioso hesitated, then stepped around the chair and sat, pulling at his straw-colored beard. "I was quizzing one of your Master Rom's journeymen, seeing what alchemies might be of use, and picked up some gossip."
"I've not yet killed my brother, so it can't be that," Iathor said, sourly. "Which version did you hear?"
"That you've an interest in getting the herb-witch into your bed, sir. 'Scuse the bluntness." The watchman didn't look terribly shamed by it.
Iathor folded his hands in front of his chin, elbows on his desk. "I've an interest in her as a student. In part, to keep watch on her. It's premature to presume anything else. It would be rude to the girl, to repeat such gossip."
"Now that's one of the oddest responses I've ever met. Fair enough. I'll be wanting to talk to her soon. Even if innocent, she might've seen someone hanging around after she left."
Iathor nearly winced to think of Kessa being questioned. "I'll try to discuss the matter with her in a couple of days. At the moment, she's indisposed, and I gather it's worth a man's life to impose until her moon-flows are done."
The other man laughed. "One of those, eh? I'll steer clear. Though I hope you don't abuse it, sir, to get your stories straight."
"She ordered me out of her shop two days ago." Iathor hoped Thioso wasn't going to focus on gossip to the exclusion of the ledger-book's missing page, and the supplier of the lust and youth potions.
For once, his hopes were answered. Thioso grunted, then said, "The next thing is the book itself. There's some faint smudges of letters on the facing pages. I'm about to interrogate alchemist apprentices on a thought I had. If there's a thing that'll darken blots too faint for mortal eyes, any trouble to me defacing those pages?"
Iathor opened out his hands, as if permission were a physical thing to be offered. "So long as the information on all pages is preserved, I see no reason why it shouldn't be tried. The apprentices should know a recipe or two for restoring inks. We've our share of old books."
"Good point, that." Thioso levered himself up out of the chair. "Back to work for me. Though . . ." He gave Iathor a look that suggested he was no more impressed by status than Kessa was. "I'd like to know why you're protecting the girl. I'll be prying at mysteries, and she's involved. I don't fancy reporting to someone who's trying to cover tracks as I find them."
Ah. Tob Rothsam had sent him an honest guard, with all the benefits and drawbacks of the breed. "I don't enjoy keeping secrets either, watchman. The matter is peripherally involved, and not mine to betray further. If you've speculations you'd feel obliged to report to Commander Rothsam, I ask to talk to him myself, first."
Thioso tapped a finger against the chair-back. "You might take your lunch at a tea-shop down Wine Street, sign of two dolphins over a pearl."
Wine Street wasn't far from a guard station. Iathor nodded. "I take your meaning. Thank you."
After the man left, Iathor went in search of Dayn. Happily, he found his dramsman in the kitchen, surrounded by good scents and easily filched food. With apple in hand (and one of the young apprentice cooks torn between nervousness and annoyance), Iathor told Dayn, "Ask Jeck to get the carriage ready before lunch, so I can waylay Watch Commander Rothsam." He added to Tania, "Alas, I'll not be on time for lunch here, and Dayn and Jeck will need theirs packed."
Tania beamed at him. "I'm sure we can find a use for your portion, m'lord."
He eyed her back. "Indeed."
She giggled.
"Mm. Dayn, if you'd tell me when the carriage is ready? I'll be in my office."
"Yes, m'lord. I hope nothing's going wrong."
"If I can prevail upon Tob to be discreet, no more wrong than two days ago." Aside from being unable to think of how to keep Tob Rothsam quiet except with much of the truth, which would infuriate a certain herb-witch.
It would all be much simpler if Kessa simply agreed to marry him. Iathor could kick out his brother, install her safely within his house's protection, and negotiate the details while wedding arrangements were made. With enough backrubs, perhaps even Kessa's temper would soften.
Munching his stolen apple, Iathor returned to his office to sort through work and consider what he'd have to tell Tob. And what he'd have to tell Kessa he'd betrayed, to protect her.
The thought made him wince.
The first four moon-flow days were the only ones worth collecting. Even the fourth, yesterday, Kessa'd barely gotten enough to justify the effort. Perhaps the paste slowed the blood. For the last few days of each flow, Kessa just used a clae-water mix to rinse the cotton and cheesecloth tubes she'd tied to a thick yarn string beneath her dress. The cotton wouldn't likely fail even if she wore it most of the day.
She'd accepted the offer of lessons, and spent the past two days brooding and telling customers she'd be studying with a master alchemist once a fiveday.
Some were irritated she'd not be in her shop. Others were pleased, hoping she'd stock true alchemy as well as herb-witchery. One told a story he'd heard through his sister's husband's brother's wife's cousin or some such, that in Cym, they made the work-gang criminals dramsmen, forever bound to the evil alchemists there. Kessa'd not said You'd think they'd run out of criminals, lest it extend the tale.
She'd never been so nervous about a lesson. She'd been determined when she went to Chiftia, bewildered when given to Maila. Occasional recipe-swapping with other herb-witches, along with herb-swapping, hardly counted.
Even today, watching through her window, she wasn't sure where the lesson was supposed to be. Which likely meant Kymus would . . .
. . . collect her, yes.
Kessa stood, pulling her cloak 'round her shoulders. Money-purse in her belt pouch, an extra length of cotton within, shop-key 'round her neck . . . Her defensive preparation was in her basket, left in the shop; if she could catch whiffs of "green" from the pressed herbs, he'd certainly notice. Her knife was strapped to her inner thigh; it wouldn't show unless she sat carelessly.
Dayn hopped from his footman's perch as Kessa stepped outside. "Good day to you, Miss Herbsman!"
"Good day," she replied, closing up and barring the shutters. "Do I need to bring anything?"
"M'lord has breakfast for you both, so I trust not. I hope you're well?"
He'd become chatty. Was her agreement cause for that much excitement among Kymus' dramsmen? "Enough for travel, so long as I'm home before dinner." Kessa locked up.
Dayn opened the carriage door. "We'll take you back, even if m'lord works late."
"Thank you." She climbed in, once again stuck in a carriage with her Guild Master. She sat, twitched her head so her hair came down farther on one side, and peered at him through its shield.
Irritably, Kymus said, "Go ahead and look. It's Earth's own justice, no doubt."
Kessa pushed her hair from her face and stared, while Kymus glowered out the carriage window, resting his arm aggressively on the familiar breakfast basket.
No, he does not look like his brother. Even frowning, the elder Kymus was not so aloof as the younger'd been. The resemblance was further marred by a green and yellow bruise across the right side of Kymus' face, that must've been truly horrible when it first bloomed.
"What happened?" Kessa asked, dropping her gaze. And why's it justice?
"We were walking night patrol at the top end of Kelp Street, near a two-story tavern. Some cut-purse fled upstairs, there was an altercation, he fell out a window . . . and landed on me."
"Oh." She raised a hand to hide her smile at his indignant tone. "Poor Brague."
His whole body twitched as he looked at her quickly. "Yes. I think he'd have broken the cut-purse's arm if that hadn't happened in the fall. At least my vials were padded by my coat, for if they'd cracked, I might've agreed Brague should break something else. I'm not at my best after someone's landed on me."
"Understandable. And this is justice . ..?"
"Mmgh." That was a verbal wince. He crossed his legs nervously. "I'd rather settle the lesson logistics first."
"All right . . ."
"The guild offices have a basement workroom, divided into one larger room, and a few smaller ones. It's near the hospice, so Nicia can get there easily. It's not, obviously, near you."
"I could walk."
"It would take too long. I can pick you up or send a hired buggy."
She watched her booted feet, and hoped she wouldn't have to walk in the rain with the toes cracking. "The latter, of course, would come out of my stipend."
"No, blight it." And that was sharp frustration. "I approached you. It's up to me to ensure you can attend without undue hardship."
"Which would cause less gossip?"
He was silent briefly, then said, regretfully, "The buggy."
"Then I leave it to you," she murmured. You want to take over my life. What would you do with it?
That was a longer pause, as the carriage rattled along. "I'll see that one's sent." He sounded defeated, then rallied. "Though if the weather's poor, I'll fetch you myself. No need half-drowning you in an open buggy; the driver'd charge more for going out in such conditions anyway."
"Fair enough." She took a breath. "Your letter said the stipend's a silver leaf, per lesson?"
"I trust that's sufficient? None of it need go toward guild dues, after all."
Now her voice acknowledged defeat. "Since you'll be feeding me, like as not, it should be fine."
"By now, Tradeswoman Kessa, I couldn't stop my cook if I wanted to. She reports I'm to give you three copper trees."
"Ah, it worked? Good." Kessa nodded in satisfaction; Tania'd visited some three days ago. They'd spoken of various things, from the dramsman's draught (dizzy and flushed, Tania'd said she'd felt, and as if she suddenly had a son entirely grown up) to something to take mold out of wall-fabric. "I'll mix up more later."
"Whatever 'it' may be. You're not conspiring to poison my brother, are you?"
Kessa tilted her head. "I don't think so. Unless you drown him in the bucket, of course, but that's not herb-witchery."
"Pity."
"Has he been a problem again?" Kessa asked. Do you know he called upon me?
"Still. I'll take you and Nicia to his house soon enough. He's unlikely to be there, after all. Anyway, I've brought food."
And not explained the "justice" he bore on his face. Kessa accepted a warm egg-pie, the open top showing chunks of meat and vegetables. "Aren't you supposed to be eating, too?"
"Blight. I suppose a roll isn't enough." He dug out an egg-pie for himself.
When Kessa finished hers, she delicately licked her fingertips before asking, "So, how angry do you think I'll be, if you deserve that bruise?"
"Sufficiently that the cobblestones saved you the trouble."
She closed her eyes and concentrated on not letting the excellent food go to roiling discomfort in her belly. "Kymus . . ."
Quickly, not quite in a tumble of words, he said, "The watchman, Thioso, asked troublesome questions. The hazards of an honest guard. To drain that brew, I explained to Watch Commander Tob Rothsam why I have been, am, and will be protecting you." A tiny pause. "Tob says he'll not tell anyone save Earl Dhaenoc, who administers the soldiers and the watch, or the city-prince. Better Tob find out from me than piece together rumors his watchman brings."
Why not just tell everyone? Hire someone to cry it through the streets? Post papers outside the taverns? No, she couldn't say that. It might make him think of the invitations that would be sent should he marry. She stared at her hands in her lap, and thought about drawing her cloak back around her.
Into her silence, Kymus said, "I'm sorry. I wish I could protect you entirely."
She thought of an imaginary broodmare, in a safe, comfortable stable . . . with only a strip of sky showing through the window. "I suppose it's better than the prison."
"There should be no reason why you should ever be taken back there." His words had the intensity of a vow.
A gilded cage is still a cage, she wanted to say. But that returned to matters of heirs and marriage, threats of what a man might do to his wife, and thoughts of what the Crimson Birch offered. Nothing she wanted to speak of, alone with him in a carriage.
He wordlessly offered her a roll, already split and fitted back together with jam and butter. She took it with a murmured thanks, and wished he were real. Even with his wretched brother . . . But if one brother were wretched, might they share the blight? Kessa couldn't let her hopes blind her, or she'd be even more trapped than if she'd stayed with the Shadow Guild. Can I have the household, without him?
Probably not, though she idly contemplated ways to evade paranoid dramsmen and rid herself of an inconvenient suitor – or husband, if she wanted to keep the household. First, she'd have to evade other paranoid dramsmen and get rid of the brother, though.
The puzzle occupied her quietly, and Kymus didn't distract her. Kessa only lifted her head when Dayn opened the door in front of the guild offices. She stepped out and risked a look up – she'd been too distracted to see much, when she'd first been there.
It was a towering three stories high, not counting the promised basement, with glass windows on every level and a peaked roof that probably included moon-steeping attics behind the dormer windows and skylights. The bricks started as a shiny-glazed red at the base, much like nearby buildings, but by the second level, they were in abstract patterns of red, orange, yellow, and green. The third story included blue and purple.
Behind her, Kymus explained, "The various masters – or, more likely, their apprentices and journeymen – were tasked to provide bricks sturdy enough to weather the ages and shame the centuries-old buildings in the old empire. Naturally, the additives developed more interesting coloration, and the masons took advantage. There's a wall in the basement . . . Well, you'll see."
"Oh." She dropped her eyes, lest he chance to look. At least she couldn't be expected to take his arm, with her cloak swinging past her hips.
He put a hand at her back to guide her, instead. She muttered, "I could follow you."
"You'd glare at my back."
"I'd study it," Kessa hissed as she opened the door, stealing the last word. She stepped inside, breathing in cedar, and was promptly tackled in a hug.
The light brown hair and happy voice belonged to a bouncing, energetic Nicia. "You came! I'm so glad!"
"Said I would," Kessa managed, awkwardly patting the girl's back with one hand as she rubbed her nose with the other.
"Mother said you were sick!"
"Moon-flows." Kessa grimaced. She smoothed the expression when Nicia's hands twitched a little on her shoulders. She was too close not to glimpse Kessa's eyes. "Sorry."
"Oh, there's got to be something we can do. Perhaps we'll learn that recipe?"
"I'm sure there're more important ones. Our teacher's stuck behind me, you know."
"Eep!" Nicia skipped to the side.
Kymus entered with hands-behind-the-back dignity. "Miss Nicia. You're early."
"I came over with Mother, Master Kymus." Nicia bobbed a curtsey. "I'm sorry I didn't see you!"
He waved a hand. "It's neither raining nor snowing. Shall we go to the workroom?"
"As you wish, Master Kymus," Kessa said, with Nicia's "Of course!" following.
Cloaks and coats were loaded into Dayn's arms. "Thank you, Dayn," Kymus said. "This way, herb-witches."
Kessa glanced around as they went. Walls were either wood-paneled or brick, without plaster or wallpaper. Doors were solid, rich woods, undoubtedly treated with alchemy that made them beautiful and sturdy. The floor was covered by tight-woven rugs with pale gold wood showing at the edges. The cedar scent faded, replaced by swirls of herbal odors and metal-salt whiffs; occasionally a breath coated the back of her throat with a thin layer of bittersweet. Going into the basement added old traces of burned brews, and Kessa couldn't decide if it was like stepping back into Maila's workroom, or walking into a complete unknown.
Like the hospice's basement, glowing Incandescens Stones provided light. However, these walls were not uniformly pale: the entire right side was an iridescent blue, shining like a bird's wing or the River Eath beyond the city, where ships came up from Portguard and the barges continued to Cym. Kessa peered at the bricks as they walked down, brushing their smoothness with her fingers.
Without even looking, Kymus gestured at the wall. "There's a recipe for making these – and the mortar as well – but the number of pigeon feathers required is . . . prohibitive. Imagine, dozens of apprentices, set loose in the city to catch birds."
Nicia giggled. Kessa bit her lip on So pay the roof-rats to collect feathers.
Kymus was in his element as he led them across the stone floor to a smaller workroom; its table was nigh-cluttered with equipment, including a geometry analyzer with its clockwork gears and rotating hoops, and the table's size made the room cozy for three people. One wall was covered by a chalk-board, another held books on a ledge, and the last was stacked with shelving. The door's wall only had hooks for protective aprons and gloves.
The Guild Master walked to one side of the table and put his hands on it, firmly. "Today, I'll ask a great many questions in an attempt to determine what you do and don't know about alchemy. If you're not sure, pretend you don't know. It's safer to repeat a lesson than to explode something with waterflame salts later. After that, presuming we've time, I'll desert you while you work from a written recipe. It's tricky, very easy to sabotage or get wrong, but should take no more than an hour's brewing. Then I'll overload you both with a thick book and claim I expect you to read it all – despite one keeping a shop and the other apprenticing at the hospice – by the next lesson. Are there any questions?"
Do I get to taste things later? Probably not. A drawback to not telling Nicia. Kessa asked, "How much do you expect us to know?"
"I expect to be surprised. Anything else?"
Nicia said, "No, Master Kymus." Kessa just shook her head.
"All right. First question . . . No. One more thing. Kessa."
She tipped her head up a little. "Mm?"
"Don't spare my sensibilities if you need to watch what's going on. While I'm teaching you, my reactions are my problem, not yours."
Kessa looked up, half in shock and half in challenge, and though he frowned . . . She looked away, blinking, hand over her mouth. His gaze had held, and she wasn't sure how she felt.
There was a light touch on her elbow. She looked sidelong through her hair, making out enough of Nicia's expression to decipher concern. Kessa whispered, "I'm fine."
It was Kymus who said, "Good. Now, first question. Do either of you know how to operate a geometry analyzer?"
Kessa kept her hands down; she could recognize one, but that was all. Nicia ventured, "Sort of."
"All right, both of you watch. The first and most basic salt is, ha, brine-salt." His hands moved the shining wheels and gears, configuring the machine until it showed an empty space parallel to the table. "Each salt has three basic forms. Earth-cut is parallel to the ground, thus. Sky-cut . . ." He adjusted the analyzer until the empty space showed the wall through it. ". . . is thus, up and down, facing you. The last is bisection, thusly, with the form of the salt only visible when you look to the side, with this band of the device in front of you."
Kessa eyed the thing warily, though Nicia nodded as if she understood it. Kymus went on to point out the symbols on one of the bands, the numbers at various places on several of the gears and bands, and had Nicia try to set up the forms of brine-salt for herself. When Kessa's turn came, she poked at it gingerly enough that Nicia said, "It won't bite!"
"So you say, apprentice alchemist." Kessa nudged it. At least all its numbers were zeros, and she only had to remember one symbol. "What's the point of this thing?"
Nicia recited, "When one knows the shapes of a salt, one can determine how it'll mix with another salt, and the forms the result should take, and thus make informed speculation as to the effect of a potion containing those."
"It lets people feel better about their guesses?" Kessa said.
Kymus tapped a dial Kessa'd lost track of. "Not everyone can taste a potion and see if it's quickened. Now, as we've this terribly useful chalkboard taking up most of the wall, if you'd draw the forms upon it? Leave room for at least three more sets."
Kessa snorted and went to sketch the shapes while Nicia returned to the analyzer to refresh her memory.
After that, Kymus had them sketch three other salt-form sets (Nicia operating the machine, and Kessa drawing until he switched them around) and brought out different colors of chalk for himself. After a bit of sketching, the earth-cut of one salt was matched with sky-cut of another, and the bisection of the third. "And what is that form?" he asked.
Kessa frowned at it. "Danger?" she guessed.
"More precisely . . . Nicia?"
"Er, flame?"
"Closer. Exploding flame, to be precise. Whenever forms mesh like this, it blows up. Inevitably. Sometimes it takes a few minutes and smokes alarmingly first. Sometimes it takes the hand off the unwary mixer. So while the analyzer is only suggestive when researching new, useful combinations, it excels at finding combinations to avoid."
Kessa eyed the analyzer with more respect, and Kymus went on with his questions.
At the end, Kessa'd nearly forgotten to "not know" the uses of a few salts, and Nicia'd established that her grounding in alchemy was far better than Kessa's. Kymus pondered them, muttering to himself, and finally said, "All right, you've probably enough between you to manage this. So, before I abandon you with a recipe – with which I trust you'll not blow yourselves up – are there any questions?"
"Is there a chamberpot about?" Kessa asked.
Kymus gestured without pause. "Water-closet at the end of the hall down here; it's piped water, so don't drop in anything you don't want in the harbor. This definitely includes potions. The hand-basin pumps from a clae-water reservoir, and feeds into the waste-pipe. I've no idea what Herbmaster Keli or Nicia here do in . . . similar circumstances." His voice finally faltered.
Kessa snickered. "Thank you, Master Kymus."
"Women. I suppose it was only a matter of time. If either of you have suggestions for improving the basement facilities, I'll hear them later. Now . . ." He pulled a book from the shelf, flipped to a ribbon-marked place, and set it on the table. "Sadly, this is a common prank potion that will, if prepared properly, smoke violently for some time and not explode. Also sadly, this isn't the best copy. Don't blow up the workroom. Materials should be on the shelves. I'll be in my office, and return in about an hour and a half." And – despite Kessa staring at him in something between outrage and reluctant admiration – he smiled at them, gave a little wave, and slipped out.
"Why, that blighted bastard," Kessa remarked after a breath.
"Oh, dear." Nicia peered at the book. "It's all . . . skipping steps and using ambiguous abbreviations."
"Earth's own justice will catch up with him again." Kessa peered at the book.
"Is that what happened to his face?"
"According to him, a cut-purse fell out a window onto him. Don't share that around. I gather he's embarrassed." Though considering how free he was with Kessa's secret, perhaps it'd be rain's justice to let the story flow like water.
"A cut-purse?"
"Ask him. It's his story. Better, ask him when I'm in the water-closet, and we can compare notes after." Kessa grinned.
"Oh, that's a good idea . . . Kessa! He's the Guild Master. How can we ask him things like that?"
"It's easy. Just say, 'Master Kymus, what happened to your poor face?'" She shrugged. "So . . . you read the ingredients and I fetch them off the shelves, and we try . . . Wait, wait. We do the blighted forms first, and see which of the abbreviations are right. That's the trick, I wager."
"That must be it!" Nicia went to the geometry analyzer. "You read them off?"
"Better than losing a finger to that thing. First . . . B-R-S. Brine-salt?"
"Or Bradomach's salt."
Kessa went to the chalkboard. "Spin that dial."
Nicia did, Kessa sketched, and for a while, it was very close to family. As they measured ingredients, it ripped at Kessa's heart that Laita'd been taught courtesans' tricks, and not herb-witchery with her.
Eventually, with three bowls each containing part of the mix, and a clear glass alembic beginning to simmer the water, Nicia said, "I think I need the water-closet."
"Go on." Kessa waved a hand vaguely at the door. "I'll watch the alembic."
"Thanks." Nicia slipped out, leaving the door open.
Kessa busied herself with tidying, doing her best to put everything back in the same order it'd been in.
There was a step at the door. Kessa glanced over as the man growled, "You!"
"Master Iasen." She tensed. He seemed to've gone from calm to a boil in an instant.
He stepped into the room, pulling the door shut behind him as if by habit. She backed around the table. He demanded, "What are you doing here, half-breed?"
"Learning alchemy, by my Guild Master's will." She watched his tabard-covered chest, his hands at the corner of her eyes, darting glances to see where the table held the solid book, or the fragile alembic. Her knife was under her skirt; she'd need time to hike it up.
"You said you didn't like him." It was a petulant complaint, as if she'd promised mint tea and found herself out – but he continued to advance on her.
She stopped near the geometry analyzer, on its corner of the table. (It was heavy; she could duck around it for cover.) "What has liking to do with a chance to learn?"
"You want to learn true alchemy?" He took another step, putting him too close for her comfort. His voice was a mildly irritated nobleman's; his body spoke of grabbing or slapping to punctuate his words.
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