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CHAPTER ONE

RAFFA hesitated at the head of the steep stairs,     a lantern in his hand. There was nothing wrong with going into the cellar, he told himself firmly.

His cousin, Garith, poked him from behind. “What are you waiting for?” he said. “We’re not going to do anything. We’re just having a look.”

Easy for Garith to say—he wasn’t the one who would be in the most trouble if they were caught! But Raffa’s eagerness won out over his caution. He held the lantern higher, nerves tingling in anticipation.

The stairwell was lined with shelves holding earthenware jars, each carefully labeled. As he descended, Raffa trailed his free hand along one row. A few jars were warm to the touch, and faint gleams of pale gold or green escaped from the edges of some of the cork stoppers. The wisps of scent in the air were intriguing—sweet, bitter, tantalizing, repulsive.

In the dark of the cellar, the lantern’s glow illuminated more shelves. Chalked on one wall were the words FOR HEALING. These jars held dried and powdered botanicals to be made into poultices for rubbing on wounds and injuries. Another chalked sign read FOR CURING: jars containing plant essences for mixing into infusions and tonics to cure sickness. Raffa knew every one of them by heart.

“Where is it?” Garith asked, his voice too loud.

“Shussss,” Raffa hissed. His parents and Uncle Ansel were in the garden, well out of earshot, but considering what the boys were about to do, Raffa thought it much wiser to be disobedient in whispers rather than shouts.

He swung the lantern toward the dark space under the stairs, where there was a small cabinet. In his father’s careful lettering, a sign on its door read: FOR YEARNINGS.

Raffa had discovered the cabinet years earlier and had asked his parents about it several times. Mohan and Salima had always put aside these questions without answering, until finally, a few weeks ago, his father snapped at him, saying that it was no business for children.

Stung, Raffa had told Garith about the cabinet, and they had begun watching for a chance to investigate. Now, with the adults outside planning a new herb bed, the boys jostled shoulders under the stairs.

Garith had to crouch before the cabinet; a year older than Raffa, he was also more than a head taller. “There’s nothing like this at our place,” he said. “I mean, I’m allowed to use any botanical whenever I want.”

Raffa did not reply. Unlike Garith, he was almost never allowed to work with botanicals unsupervised. They both knew this already, so why did Garith have to rub it in?

Holding his breath, Raffa pulled open the cabinet door. Six small jars . . . ordinary, humdrum. But a thrill rippled down his spine, for he knew that they might well hold apothecarial wonders.

Garith reached for one and uncorked it.

“You said we were only going to look!” Raffa protested. He glanced up at the stairs, as if his father might suddenly appear there.

“I am looking,” Garith said as he peered into the jar. He sniffed at its contents, then grinned. “All right, I lied—I’m smelling, too. Romarian, I think.” Then his eyes lit up with mischief. “Let’s make something!”

“Did you leave your brain at home?” Raffa exclaimed. “If my da finds out—”

“Look, it’ll be easy,” Garith cut in. “We’ll take one of the jars and make a poultice. Even if they come in before we’re done, we’ll make sure there are other jars around as decoys, and we can put it back later. They’ll never even know.”

There was something about Garith that made it hard for people to say no to him, but beyond that, Raffa was more than a little tempted by the thought of doing apothecary work without Mohan watching over him. For the space of a single breath, he pitted the possibility of his father’s wrath against the certainty of Garith’s ridicule.

No contest.

“Just this once,” Raffa said.

Back upstairs, the boys put several jars on the worktable. Each jar was labeled with the name of a single botanical, except for the one from the forbidden cabinet. In the bright daylight from the window, Raffa could now see the jar’s three initials.

“C, R, D,” he read aloud. He removed the stopper and held the jar close to his nose. Green . . . piney . . . resiny. “You’re right about the romarian. But I can’t tell what else is in there.”

“Califerium and dandelion,” Garith guessed.

Raffa snorted. “Or coranthia and daynock. Or cressel and dill, or culpweed and dendra. What’s the use of guessing?”

Garith shrugged. “You’re the baby genius—you figure it out.”

Raffa flushed. “Don’t call me that!”

“Why not? Everyone else does.”

“They do not.”

“Maybe not to your face. But it’s what they all think, and you know it. Besides, what’s the problem? I wouldn’t mind being called a genius.”

It was the baby part that Raffa hated: He was all too aware of how much younger he looked than his twelve years. Round face, chubby cheeks. Big brown eyes and unruly curls. And he barely reached Garith’s shoulder in height.

No one would ever call Garith a baby; he had grown so tall in the past year. Then again, it was true that no one would call him a genius, either.

Raffa poured small amounts of the powder into two mortars and handed one to Garith. Each boy stirred in a little colza oil to form a paste. They were making a poultice to apply to the skin.

Apothecaries always tried out new treatments on their own skin first. Raffa knew this from his lessons, but he had never done it himself. His stomach quivered a little. So much more exciting than making the usual everyday poultices!

He turned the pestle rhythmically inside his mortar. The dull green paste thickened until it was almost like mud, then began belching big, slow bubbles. Raffa peered at the paste with interest; it wasn’t the first time he’d seen a combination bubble, but it didn’t happen often.

The more he stirred, the smaller the bubbles became and the faster they popped. Was this what the paste was supposed to do?

Then he heard a faint voice from outside; his head jerked up. Garith rushed to the window as Raffa snatched up the secret jar and looked around wildly for somewhere to hide it.

“It’s okay—it was just my da laughing,” Garith said. “They’re still measuring. We’re fine for a while yet.”

The moment of panic had given Raffa an idea. Now that the powder was in their mortars, they didn’t need the jar any longer. So he returned it to its place in the cellar cabinet. Feeling a little more secure, he hurried up the stairs and focused his attention again on the paste in his mortar.

Something didn’t seem quite right. The bubbles were still popping furiously, as if the paste were upset. In his mind, Raffa heard an unpleasant twang, and sensed somehow that the paste needed more liquid. The usual choices were water to dilute or oil to emulsify.

Then it came to him. Both. Oil and water.

His hand hovered for a moment between the oil cruet and the water jar, as if giving himself a last chance to choose one or the other. He banished his doubts and added a few more drops of oil plus a tiny spoonful of water.

The paste grew smooth and silken. The twanging sound faded away.

For as long as Raffa could remember, he had possessed a keen instinct for apothecary. At times, combining botanicals felt to him like mixing colors, adding ingredients until the hues in his mind matched or complemented each other. But he didn’t like to use the word visions, as some in the settlement did when speaking of him. It made him sound like a wobbler.

Besides, it wasn’t always colors. Sometimes, like now, it was sounds. Or shapes, or light and darkness. He never knew quite how it would come to him, but the results were invariable: His botanical concoctions were pure and strong, clear or gleaming, as fine as those produced by apothecaries with decades of practice.

Raffa’s instinctive abilities puzzled both his parents; his father, especially, seemed more troubled than pleased. Talent, Mohan said, was no substitute for experience, and he repeatedly cautioned Raffa about the danger of relying on instinct. But the intuitions had grown stronger over the years, and as hard as he tried to heed his father, Raffa found them impossible to ignore.

“Mine’s ready,” Garith declared.

Raffa took a furtive peek at Garith’s paste. It looked ill-stirred, with a rough, grainy texture. He sighed inwardly. Garith hated it when his pastes and tinctures didn’t turn out as well as Raffa’s, but he didn’t like to be corrected, either.

“Good,” Raffa said, a fingertip poised above his mortar. “We should hurry—they might come in soon. On the backs of our hands first, okay?”

“Boring,” Garith replied immediately. “Uncle Mohan wouldn’t have stored this combination unless he’d already tested it, right? Let’s try it on our faces. And the sign says ‘For Yearnings,’ so we should yearn for something.”

Raffa shook his head doubtfully. Since his first glimpse of the cabinet, he had wondered about the word yearnings. It was a curious word for an apothecary to use. Contrary to what many city folk thought, apothecaries were not magicians with the ability to grant wishes.

“Do you really think that’s what it means?” he asked.

“I don’t know, but what could it hurt?” Garith replied.

“Fine,” Raffa said. “What should we yearn for?”

After a quick discussion, it was decided that Raffa would yearn for less chubby cheeks, while Garith would yearn for the disappearance of the small mole above his right jawline.

“Together,” Raffa said. Tense with both curiosity and anticipation, he rubbed some of the paste on his cheekbones as Garith did the same to his jaw.

Nothing happened. No tingling or warmth or tightening. No stinging. No itch.

“Huh,” Garith said after a few moments. “Maybe yearnings means combinations Uncle Mohan wishes would work when, really, they’re total duds.”

Raffa knew his father better than that: Mohan would not have kept and hidden a useless combination. Why wasn’t it doing anything?

“Well, that was a garble,” Garith said in disgust.

They cleaned up the work area quickly, and a few moments later, when the adults came in, they found the boys sitting at the table studying apothecarial charts.

“Earnestness and virtue!” Garith’s father, Ansel, exclaimed as he entered the cabin, followed by Raffa’s parents. He patted Raffa on the back heartily.

Raffa’s mother, Salima, raised her eyebrows. “Yes, studying without being ordered to,” she said. “A welcome and wholly unexpected sign of maturity.”

Everyone laughed—except Mohan. He looked first at Raffa, then at Garith, and back at Raffa again. In a quiet, cold voice, he asked, “What the shakes have you been doing?”

Raffa felt his insides shrivel. He cast a quick look at Garith—and his heart missed a beat.

Garith’s jaw on one side had suddenly swollen into a fist-sized lump that pulsed and quivered like a bullfrog’s throat. The lump was etched with blue veins. Raffa stared wide-eyed as Garith reached up to touch his jaw and uttered a gargled cry.

The lump rippled and trembled as if it were made of jelly. It looked so odd that Raffa almost had to choke back a laugh. Then realization hit him: If Garith’s jaw is swollen, what does my own face look like?

With a shiver of dread, he raised his hands to his cheeks. They felt . . . completely normal!

But just as he began to exhale in relief, Salima’s hand flew to her mouth. “Raffa!”

“Quake’s sake!” Uncle Ansel exclaimed.

Raffa jumped to his feet and hurried to the mirror on the shelf near the door. Holding his breath, he forced himself to look in the glass—and cried out.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE blood vessels in his cheeks were glowing bright blue!

Raffa rubbed frantically at the blue veins, which made them glow even brighter. Salima led him back to the table, put a hand under his chin, and tilted his head to examine him more closely.

“Stop rubbing,” she said. “No pain? Or warmth? And for you, Garith?”

Both boys shook their heads.

“I judge that your lives are not in danger,” Salima said. “Raffa, whatever were you thinking?”

“The cabinet under the stairs,” Mohan said grimly. He turned to Ansel. “I keep a few combinations that Raffa is not allowed to work with. It seems that these two have gotten into them. What they did not realize is that I have not finished testing them—as the boys have plainly proved.”

Raffa didn’t need to see his father’s glare; he could feel it like heat all around him.

“Ah,” Ansel said. “What are these combinations intended for?”

A brief silence. It was Salima who answered. “Mohan plans to work with them further to see if they might help with certain yearnings.”

“Yearnings!” Ansel exclaimed. “Well, that is a surprise. What exactly—”

“A conversation for another time,” Mohan cut in. “For the moment, we have two garblers to deal with.”

Garblers were careless apothecaries, or poorly trained ones. Or worst of all, those who knowingly made false claims of miracle cures. Such shammers brought the very art of apothecary into disrepute. Raffa’s face reddened. He was no garbler! It was utterly unfair of his father to call him one.

“A veraloe and willow-bark combination should take care of that,” Mohan said, indicating Garith’s jaw. “But it seems that Raffa used something different?”

Raffa was too humiliated to speak.

“It was the same jar,” Garith muttered. “He just added more oil and a little water.”

Now it was Ansel who looked angry. “Will you never learn?” he said to Garith. “You are swollen; Raffa is not. It is precisely those kinds of small details that make a difference!”

Salima addressed Mohan and Ansel. “I suggest that an appropriate punishment would be to cancel this afternoon’s outing.”

Both boys groaned. They had been promised a trip to the market—the big one that took place only once every two months.

“Agreed,” Ansel said. “I do not approve of the disobedience. But it seems to me that the curiosity and eagerness behind the disobedience ought to be . . . perhaps not applauded but at least addressed, wouldn’t you say?”

“To be precise about this,” Mohan said, “it was Raffa who disobeyed, even though Garith should have known better. Raffa, you will spend the next three mornings mucking the vegetable beds.”

Raffa froze his expression. He would not give his father the satisfaction of a reaction.

An uncomfortable silence. Ansel shrugged. “We had better be going.” With a quick wink at Raffa, he took Garith by the arm and departed.

As Raffa sat, his head bowed glumly, Salima set about making an antidote paste. Neither she nor Mohan had ever seen anything quite like Raffa’s glowing veins, so she combined hazeltine and wortjon, the usual treatment for venous complaints.

As she applied the paste to Raffa’s cheeks, she said, “So then. Yearnings.”

Mohan grumbled something inaudible.

“No, husband. Ansel is right. Raffa’s disobedience is a clear sign that we can no longer ignore his curiosity. Far better for him to learn the truth from us than falsehoods from others.”

Another grumble from Mohan, but he said nothing more. Raffa leaned forward eagerly. At last he was to learn how apothecary could possibly have anything to do with yearnings.

“Some people . . . Let’s see, how can I put it nicely? Some people are not fully aware of the true nature of our work,” Salima said. “They seek botanica to satisfy their hearts’ desires. Great wealth, love, power—things no infusion or paste can produce. But the truth might as well not exist to those who refuse to believe it.”

“There are even some who suspect us of keeping such potions to ourselves out of selfishness,” Mohan said, his voice a low growl. “The stupidity! What are they thinking—that we have made ourselves fabulously wealthy but are hiding all evidence of it?”

Salima went on, “People’s yearnings are as varied as their imaginations. I remember a young poet”—she rolled her eyes—“demanding a paste that could be applied to the hand, to produce better poems!”

“Over the years, we turned them all away,” said Mohan, who seemed a good deal calmer now. “They finally learned to take their idiocies elsewhere—to garblers.”

“I understand about silly requests like that,” Raffa said. “But then, why the cabinet?”

Mohan was silent for a moment. “It’s complicated,” he said at last. “Perhaps when you’re older.”

Raffa put his hands under the table so he could clench his fists out of Mohan’s sight. When would his father stop treating him like a baby? He swallowed his anger. “How do you know if something is a yearning?” he asked.

“To fly like a bird? To become wealthy in an instant? Surely it’s clear that no concoction could have such powers!” Mohan’s brow tightened with displeasure.

“Yes, of course,” Raffa said hastily. “But what about things like—” He searched his mind for a good example. “Like sleeping infusions?”

“What about them?”

Raffa spoke slowly in an effort to sound grown-up and thoughtful. “People who don’t sleep well—their lives are miserable because they’re always tired, right? And then someone discovers combinations to help people sleep better. But before that, if someone had said, ‘I wish I could sleep well just one night in my life,’ would that have been a yearning?”

Mohan looked surprised. Salima clapped her hands. “Well done, Raffa!” she said. “Your question is a good one. Someday, your father and I would like to study ailments that cannot yet be cured. The yearnings for such cures are deep and desperate. But if a desire has nothing to do with health, then it is a foolish yearning.”

Raffa nodded once, then reversed himself and shook his head. “Couldn’t something seem foolish at first, but then, after we experiment and try things and learn more, it turns out not to be foolish after all?”

“That is precisely the point!” Mohan said. “These things take much time and thought. You cannot rush in and experiment like a reckless wobbler. No good comes of it!” He glared pointedly at Raffa’s cheeks.

Raffa lowered his head. Why couldn’t Da have told him about the yearnings cabinet long before this? He had never known that his parents were even vaguely interested in experimentation: His father’s sole pursuit had always been the treatment of patients, with the usual combinations. Why wasn’t he excited about discovering what apothecary could do to help people even more?

Raffa seethed. As long as he was under Mohan’s watchful eye, he would never be able to make those kinds of discoveries, either.

Mohan and Salima left for the market. Raffa went out to the dooryard. It was a clear autumn day, both breezy and sunny. A perfect day for an outing, he thought with a sigh.

Raffa sat on a bench under the eaves and began to carve wooden stoppers for his jars, smaller versions of those kept in the cellar. He wanted his own stock of botanica, separate from that of his parents.

Cork dust and crumbs fell at his feet. As he was finishing the last of the stoppers, he heard a noise overhead. It sounded like a kitten mewling. Raffa looked up, puzzled, just in time to see a small dark blob fall out of the sky straight toward him.

He ducked and covered his head with his hands. Something hit his elbow, and he flung out his arm to cast it away. A moment later he heard a sickening thud when whatever it was hit the partly opened wooden shutter and dropped into the cabin.

Raffa leapt to his feet and peered into the window. But it was too dark; he saw nothing but shadows on the floor. The mewling had stopped.

He hurried to the door and stepped inside. There it was, on the floor beneath the window, a dark heap no bigger than the palm of his hand.

Raffa approached slowly. He saw a little movement and heard a single mewl, much weaker and fainter this time.

“A bat,” he whispered.

About the size of a field mouse with wings, the little bat was badly injured. Its wings were torn in several places, the left one barely more than ribbons and tatters. Raffa guessed that it had been attacked by a bird of prey. His guess proved correct when he discovered an owl feather clutched in one of the bat’s tiny talons.

The right wing had at least two broken bones in it—which could have happened, Raffa realized, when he flung the bat away. He immediately felt guilty about having added to the creature’s suffering. The poor thing had to be in terrible pain.

Could he treat the bat for its injuries? On his own? He had been preparing combinations as well as making poultices and infusions for years now, but always with one of his parents—usually Mohan—at his side, watching and commenting on what seemed like his every move. Most of what Raffa was allowed to do was simple and repetitive, standard combinations for common ailments that were bothersome but hardly life-threatening.

The bat seemed almost like a gift: a chance to work on serious injuries by himself, and to prove that he wasn’t a garbler! But what if he failed? Or made things worse?

The bat let out another sound—a weak but agonized squeal. The pitiful sound decided things for Raffa: He might fail, but he had to try.

Select the right botanica. Prepare the paste. Apply it to the bat’s injuries. Bind every one of the many rips and tears. Splint the tiny wing bones.

For splints, Raffa used matchsticks, the smallest and straightest pieces of wood he could find. Then he carefully moved the bat, which he now knew was a male, into a box lined with milkweed fluff. Finally he draped the box with one of his mother’s woolen shawls.

Raffa lost all track of time. He only realized that he had spent most of the afternoon treating the bat when his neck and shoulders cramped up from being bent over the tiny creature for so long.

As he straightened and rolled his shoulders, he heard hoofbeats, followed moments later by his mother’s voice.

“Raffa? We’re back!”

Mohan and Salima came in carrying sacks heavy with market goods. “Oh, good,” Salima said. “That strange boy with the blue-veined cheeks is gone, and our Raffa is back again. We missed you, darling!” She ruffled his hair, and Raffa knew that she, at least, had forgiven him.

In his preoccupation with the bat, Raffa had forgotten all about his cheeks. He realized how lucky he had been that the effects of the poultice were so short-lived, and he hoped that Garith’s jaw was back to normal as well.

“What’s this?” Mohan asked, nodding at the box.

“A bat,” Raffa said. “It’s wounded. Badly.”

“In that case, thank goodness you used my best shawl,” Salima said drily.

Mohan strode across the room. “You’ve already treated it? By yourself?” He lifted the shawl and inspected the bat.

I don’t see anyone else here, do you? Raffa wanted to say. He drew in a breath to stop those words and chose others instead. “I used the combination for slashes,” he said. “But I added some arnicullus.”

“Why arnicullus?” Mohan’s face was expressionless.

“Because, um—” Raffa searched for a way to answer without telling the whole truth: that he had seen the wrong colors in his mind. His intuition had told him that the poultice needed something more.

“I’m pretty sure it was attacked by an owl,” he said. “That’s not the same as being slashed by a blade. So I—I thought to add another healing botanical.”

He saw his parents exchange glances.

“I don’t suppose you knew,” Mohan said slowly, “that arnicullus is combined with burdock and zinjal to treat a rare sickness transmitted by birds?”

Raffa shook his head.

“Hmph,” Mohan said. “Well. We’ll have to wait and see.”

Raffa took the bat’s box to a warm corner near the stove. As he began to help put away the market goods, he kept his excitement to himself. His first real experiment! Well, his second, really, if he counted the garble with the jar from the cabinet.

Would it be a success? Da was right about one thing, anyway: He’d have to wait and see.
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CHAPTER THREE

THE next morning, Raffa opened his eyes in the earliest light of daybirth. He crept to the end of the pallet and peered into the box.

It was too dark to see clearly. He heard no sound, nor did he detect any movement, and yet . . . the bat was still alive. He didn’t know how he knew—just a feeling that the stillness in the box was not the stillness of death.

Carefully he carried the box to the window ledge and opened the shutters. A swash of sunlight fell over the little mound in the box, and Raffa saw movement under the corner of the linen rag that his mother had given him after rescuing her shawl.

He lifted the rag and saw that the bat was indeed still breathing. The matchstick splints had held during the night, and Raffa felt confident that the wee bones would knit and mend.

But a cautious peek under one of the bindings revealed the other wing to be a fearsome sight, the webbing a ragged mess. If the bat lived, its wing would be useless. What good would survival be to a bat that couldn’t fly?

Raffa listened to the bat’s labored breathing a few moments longer. Then he went out to the garden to find his father. Mohan always rose before dawn to begin his work; some plants were best harvested while still pearled with night-dew.

He found his father in the califer bed, harvesting the seedpods used to make califerium, one of the most useful of botanica. Depending on what it was combined with, califerium could soothe tremors, calm anxiety, or induce sleep, but by far its most important property was its ability to ease pain.

In the wrong hands, it could also be extremely dangerous. On its own, a dose of pure essence of califerium could be fatal. It required other botanicals to balance its deadly effects.

Raffa had a particular pride concerning califerium. Local lore had it that the califer plant was unknown in the region until the Santana family—his own ancestors—brought seeds of the plant with them from the far southwest, when they migrated to Obsidia more than two hundred years before he was born.

“Da?” Raffa called out as he approached.

Mohan’s hands did not stop moving, but he nodded by way of greeting. “Did the little thing make it through?”

So Mohan had not checked on the bat himself. Raffa was glad that his father wasn’t interfering, but to his surprise he also felt a shudder of doubt. The bat was so badly hurt, it would need the best of care to survive, and didn’t that mean someone older, wiser, more experienced than himself?

He nodded. “But his wing still looks really terrible, Da,” he said. “The paste I made was good, I think, but he needs something even better.”

“It was very badly injured,” Mohan said gruffly. “You know well that there are times when our art, even at its best, is not enough.”

Raffa put one hand in the pocket of his tunic, as if he were keeping his courage there. “Da,” he said, “I want to go to the Forest. To see if I can find something that might help.”

Mohan shook his head. “Your mother went only three days ago. She would not go again so soon. And I cannot spare the time.”

Raffa had expected this response; he had never been allowed to go to the Forest of Wonders by himself. Salima went there to gather wild plants at least twice monthly. Uncle Ansel was among the few who ventured into its deepest heart, where there were no paths, little light, and much that was unknown. But Mohan hardly ever visited the Forest, preferring to work with garden botanicals.

It wasn’t that the Forest was a perilous place so much as it was utterly unpredictable. The main danger was losing one’s way: Raffa had heard of people who had entered the Forest and never been seen again. New and mysterious plants appeared at capricious intervals; a familiar path might look completely different from week to week. Large beasts of prey were rare, but there had been sightings of bear and wolf. Those who would visit had to observe keenly, step lightly, and keep a steady compass in their heads. And Raffa knew that his father did not believe him capable of all that.

He tightened the fist inside his pocket. “I was wondering,” he said, “if I might go on my own.”

Mohan had begun shaking his head even before Raffa finished his sentence. “How will you find your way? You might wander into the interior and lose yourself there. No, you will have to wait until your mother’s next trip.”

“But, Da, it will be too late!” Raffa rushed on before his father could say anything more. “He’s fighting so hard to live, and—and if there’s something in the Forest that might help, I want to try to find it. And I’ll be really careful and stay on the paths and only go to the places I know, and I’ll be home way before it gets dark.”

“Home from where?”

Salima had come out of the henhouse and was walking toward them. Raffa knew that his only chance was to get her on his side.

“I want to go to the Forest, Mam. To try to find something that might help the bat.”

“And what does your father have to say about it?”

For answer, Raffa stared at the ground.

“We could do it by stages,” Salima suggested. “The next time I go, Raffa, you could take the lead and I’ll follow. Perhaps even out of earshot. What would you say to that?”

Raffa clenched his jaw to make sure that he spoke his next words carefully. “It’s a good idea, Mam. But I have to go today. I know it’s only a bat, but you’ve seen how sick he is and—and I’m the one who’s been treating him, so he’s my responsibility. If I can’t find something to help him soon . . .”

They stood in a triangle of awkward silence. As the silence lengthened, Raffa’s despair grew to match it.

At last Mohan plucked one final pod and threw it into the barrow. “There is a vine,” he said.

Raffa frowned, a moment of confusion followed by bitter disappointment at the change of subject. Yet more evidence of how his father saw him—as a child whose requests didn’t matter.

Mohan went on, “It has great powers of healing. Years ago, my grandmother found it, and used it to save a badly burned child. It seemed to have potent abilities to heal injured flesh. She had only a small supply, and she never found the vine again. Your mother and I look for it every time we go to the Forest, but we’ve never been able to find it, either. We think it may be a plant that leafs out only rarely.”

Why was Da telling him this?

“You have done fine work with the bat, Raffa,” Mohan said quietly. “And you have convinced me that your request is made in the spirit of a true apothecary.”

“Agreed,” Salima said, with a nod and a smile.

Raffa felt a pinprick of hope. Was it possible—could they be considering—

“You may go to the Forest to search for the vine on one condition,” Mohan said, raising a cautionary hand. “You cannot go alone. Garith must go with you.”

“Oh, lovely idea,” Salima said. “They may as well sail the Vast together while they’re at it. What are you thinking—that at least they’ll have each other’s company while they lose their way?”

“Garith is a year older,” Mohan pointed out.

“Yes, but not a year wiser,” Salima responded.

Raffa would have smiled if he weren’t so anxious to hear her decision.

“But I think you may be right,” Salima said, after a pause. “Between the two of them, they ought to be able to string together enough sensible moments to get there and back in one piece.”

Raffa’s mouth fell open. He felt like whooping and capering right there in the califerium patch. Going with Garith was the perfect compromise.

“Where did your grandmother find it?” he asked eagerly.

“Perhaps a half morning in,” Mohan said, lifting his chin toward the north, where the Forest lay. “The stem and leaves are scarlet, axils pale green. Small fleshy leaves that grow in profusion close to the stem, and I seem to recall that they were opposing, not alternating.”

“If we find it, we’ll bring back as much as we can carry,” Raffa said.

Mohan nodded. “Be home well before nightfall. Banish all rashness. And do not leave the paths.” A pause. “You have the mucking to do, but you may begin tomorrow.”

Raffa had already turned to go. “Mam, Da, thank you!” he called over his shoulder as he raced back to the cabin, his feet barely touching the ground.

With a picnic lunch in his rucksack, Raffa hurried to his cousin’s cabin on the other side of the pother settlement. Both he and Garith knew the path between their homes so well that they could walk it sure-footed even on moonless nights. The boys had apothecary lessons with Mohan together, and it was rare for them to spend longer than a day or two without each other’s company.

Garith, whose jawline was back to normal, readily agreed to the outing. He had never been to the Forest on his own, either, but not for the same reason as Raffa. Uncle Ansel would have allowed him to go by himself anytime, but Garith was too social a creature to want to make such a trip alone.

The boys started off on the lane that cut through the heart of the pother settlement. To Raffa’s surprise, there was a sizeable gathering in the square, even though it wasn’t a market day.

On the steps of the meetinghouse, which served as an informal outdoor stage, two men were waiting for the crowd to assemble. By their fine clothes, Raffa could tell that they were city dwellers, probably from Gilden, the capital, which was a good half day away by wagon and ferry.

“What are they about?” Raffa asked Garith, who shrugged.

“Dunno. Maybe we should go back and tell my da.”

But there was no need, for they turned to see Ansel on the path behind them, already on his way to join the crowd. He waved at them, then stopped to speak to someone in the square.

“Should we stay and find out what’s going on?” Garith asked.

Raffa considered for a moment, then shook his head. “I promised Da I’d be home well before dark, and it might take us a long time to find the vine.”

As they continued through the settlement, they saw people they knew, some of them apothecaries or their children, others who were patients. To Raffa’s great annoyance, Mannum Zimmer, the cobbler, greeted him by chucking him under the chin, then held up his hand to match palms with Garith.

“Off adventuring, boys?” he said.

“Yes,” Raffa replied as he took a step away from Garith, hoping to make the difference in their height less noticeable. “To the Forest.”

Mannum Zimmer made an expression of mock horror. “Visit the Forest, come out the sorest,” he said, repeating a silly saying used by city folk.

Rarely did anyone other than the apothecaries visit the Forest of Wonders; there were other wooded areas for hunting and timber. Those from Gilden spoke in awed whispers of the Forest’s arcane magic. Plants with tendrils that could strangle . . . shrubs that shot out poisonous thorns . . . flowers whose scents induced eternal
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