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  Summary and Content Warnings


Aspice merchant is separated from her husband during times of illness. Missing him, she blends a scented balm to welcome him home for the winter solstice. When she's drawn to the call of the open road, she sets off to deliver it to him in person. Miles away, a glass blower misses his wife fiercely. Worried his wife will succumb to her traveling spirit, he creates a seductive gift sure to keep her by his side. If he can get to her in time. The Gift of the Magi meets Chocolat in this spicy solstice tale. 
This short story is part of the Dragon's Peak series. It can be enjoyed as a stand alone, but the characters in this story appear throughout the series. Content warnings: The Spice Merchant's Pleasure includes themes involving death of a loved one, death of an animal, and scenes depicting explicit sex.






  
  1
Water


Cassia
The last of the flames disappear into the surf, and I pull my wool poncho tight around me to ward off the late autumn chill. I watch a long time, the wind whipping my hair around my face, as the raft sinks beneath the waves, taking Marina to her love. 
On the beach, family and friends—the entire village it seems—bustle around sharing their regrets and remembering Marina’s matriarchal antics. My in-laws, Heron’s sisters and brothers-in-law, embrace me and thank me for taking care of her in her last days before ambling toward her cottage beyond the dunes. When the raft disappears into the waves, I turn my back to the water and look beyond their retreating forms to the mountains.
It will be weeks before Heron learns of his mother’s passing. A cold ache nestles against my heart for him. He left believing he’d see his aging yet vital mother when he returned by the solstice.
We were to travel to the healer’s festival in Mossgrove with him, but when Marina became ill, I stayed with her, insisting he go for the Samhain. Healers’ festivals are lucrative for tradesfolk, and there would not be another Black Moon Samhain for another nineteen years. He’ll return by the winter solstice, but that’s four weeks away.
Heron’s sister Cordelia slides her arm through mine and tugs me along toward the dunes, where her young ones forego the path to chase each other through the grasses.
“Thank you, Cassia,” she says as she maneuvers us side-by-side along the path, trailing the family heading to Marina’s cottage. “My brother was unhappy that you couldn’t join him in Mossgrove, but he’ll be grateful that you were here for her. Especially since he couldn’t be.”
“She was the one who gave me comfort,” I say. “But I’m grateful to have been a comfort to her in her final days.”
“That was Ma. Always caring for everyone else. She loved you something fierce. As much as she loved us, her own children. More maybe.”
I laugh at that. “Hardly.” Marina loved everyone. But it’s true we’d had a special bond since I’d arrived in Gran Onada, and she’d busily set to the task of matchmaking Heron and me. Though it hadn’t been necessary since I’d noticed him immediately upon waking after he’d found me in the forest half dead from the cold.
The chill in the air is nothing like the cold that penetrated my bones when I’d first woken up in the little seaside cottage a year ago. My travels had never brought me this far north before, and my clothes had been inadequate for the wet cold of this mountain region. The snow had come on fast and heavy. Saffron and I had been unfamiliar with the rocky terrain and the trail had been icy. The blond stallion was unsteady on the ice, and when the ground gave way beneath him, his hooves slid downslope, taking my small caravan with it. I was thrown in the air, my world upended to the sound of wood splintering, glass breaking, and wet snow spattering. I’d hit the ground hard to the sound of Saffron screaming in a way I didn’t know horses could. And then nothing.
“I’m sorry that we left you to care for her,” Cordelia says, pulling me back from the memory. “Had we realized she was so sick …” Her voice trails off with an unspoken lament as we huddle together against the wind.
“I think she intended for you and your sisters not to worry,” I say. “She wanted to ease that burden on you.”
“I’m still sorry it was left to you.”
“It was no burden. It was my pleasure to care for her. And to ease your load. I don’t have family to worry over.”
She stops and turns to meet my eyes. “We … we are your family.”
“That night, your mother admitted she had no regrets in life,” I tell my sister-in-law, wanting to ease her guilt.
We turn back to the trail, our shoulders pressed together as we walk into the cutting wind.
Heron’s sisters had been in the cottage in the last days when it became clear Marina was preparing to cross over. That last night, she bid her children and grandchildren a good night and said she’d see them in the morning. Her voice had been soft but sure.
“Marina was a healer. She had prepared for her end.”
My sister-in-law scoffs at that.
“You know what she told me?” I don’t wait for Cordelia’s response. “She said, ‘I’m grateful the road brought you to us. Especially to Heron.’” My voice tightens at the words. But I can’t help my laugh as I share Marina’s next words. “Then she said, ‘Even though I’ve kept you from traveling with him, I’m quiet selfishly enjoying your company.’”
Cordelia’s laugh softens the lines in her face. “That’s Ma. Impish to the end. She probably planned it.”
Marina had taken my hand in her final moments, and with a surety in her eyes that betrayed her dimming light, she’d called me daughter. “Take care of my eldest,” she’d said. “He waited for you a long time.” Then Marina had closed her eyes, and her soft grip on my hand released. Even in her weakened state, Marina lit the space around her with bright hope until the moment she took her last breath. That night, the surf roared as if the ocean wailed for the loss, climbing onto the land to retrieve a beloved daughter. For a long time after, I held her hands in mine.
It’s not the same hollow ache I’d felt when my own mother passed, but maybe that’s because Marina had been prepared. She had done everything she intended in life, and she was leaving her son and me in each other’s care. My mother had left me long before either of us were ready, and she’d left me alone.
Cordelia and I walk in silence, not hurrying despite the cold, until the path through the dune grasses splits into two. When Cordelia turns to take the path toward Marina’s, I slide my arm from her protective hold.
She turns to me, the crease in her brow returning, more pronounced than before. “You’re not coming in?”
“I want to take in the air a little longer.” With all Marina’s children and the villagers, the cottage will be stuffed like a sausage.
She takes my hand and squeezes it reassuringly. “Naith has offered to take word to Heron in Mossgrove,” she says.
“That’s kind,” I whisper, recognizing the dragon keeper’s generosity.
“He is a good friend to the family and close to Heron. Naith didn’t want him to return to the sad news.”
“Will he go by dragon?”
“Maybe.” And with a hopeful glint, she adds, “And maybe he’ll bring Heron back with him.”
“Heron planned to train young people in glass-smithing and return for the solstice. If he’s made commitments, he won’t be able to return sooner.”
“For the solstice then.” She gives my hand another squeeze before letting go. “Join us when you’re rested,” she says, knowing me and understanding my need for solitude. “I’ll bring you a plate later, if I don’t see you.”
In the cottage I share with Heron, the silence is welcome, though the faint song of the violin and drums and laughter over the roar of the surf is also a comfort. The kitchen table is covered with the bottles of oils and scents we used to prepare Marina’s body for her final voyage. We’d rubbed her favorite scented oil into her hands and feet to prepare her to reunite with her love.
I set my own sadness aside as I tidy after the chaos of the past few days. With the grief of his mother’s passing, Heron will suffer the guilt of not having been here. He’ll be freezing and road sore when he returns.
I scan the labels of my bottles on the window shelves. The infusion of wolfbane, helichrysum, and gota kola that Marina and I made at the end of summer.
There won’t be much I can do to assuage the guilt, but I can ease his physical discomfort. I’ll make him a balm to soothe his muscles after his journey home.
Heron
The ball of molten glass glows red on the end of the pipe. I transfer it to the cool rock slab and roll the malleable material into a cylinder shape.
“Keep rolling,” I tell Ren, stepping aside so he can take over. “Always keep rolling.”
The students are learning a lot, young tradesfolk in the making. This trade is one that folks have to travel to the cities to learn. But if I can bring the trade to the villages, glassware can be produced locally without having to wait for wares merchants to pass through the village. That’s how I got started, when a glass-smith came to my family’s seaside village to teach his craft. Once you learn the techniques to build a good furnace as well as creating functional pieces, imagination is the only limitation.
“If we have two furnaces,” Ren says, “we could work while one furnace cools and make pieces every day.”
“That’s a good idea,” I say, appreciating the enthusiasm. “If you form a cooperative and share resources and space and the work to maintain the furnaces, you could do that. That’s something you can decide later. Right now, you’re still learning the basics.”
Ren blows into the pipe, and we watch as the air bubble enters the malleable glass sphere. “More heat,” I say, and after Ren holds the ball of hot glass in the opening of the furnace for a few moments, we watch as the breath of air expands within the glass ball.
“That’s very good,” Grace encourages. “You have good control.”
The trio works well together. They haven’t worked with glass long enough to know what their individual strengths and weaknesses are, but as a group, their strength is working well together.   
Grace takes the wood paddle and helps shape the cylinder. I step back and watch as Noe helps Ren transfer the piece to a second pipe. After Ren heats the bowl, Grace returns with the paddle to shape the mouth. Sharing a workshop is within the realm of possibilities for them.
When Ren is ready to break the piece off the pipe and smooth the base, Noe is ready with the softened leather pads to hold the bowl and bring it to the shelf at the furnace entrance next to the other pieces we made today.
I work alone, so I rarely get to enjoy collaborating. My teacher, a traveling craftsman, worked with me. He taught me to speak, the importance of giving clear instruction when working with someone. When you work with another gaffer, their hands become extensions of yours. Being able to communicate specific instructions is one of the first skills you learn.
“I can help with annealing,” Noe says.
“I can take a shift too,” Ren says.
“Noe, you take the first shift while Grace has dinner,” I say, tending to the furnace to begin the first stage in the long and arduous process of lowering the temperature in the furnace to control the gradual cooling of the pieces so they don’t crack. It will take a night and a day. It’s the reason we only work the furnace a few times a week. “Grace, you take the shift after dinner. I’ll take the overnight shift. Ren, you come in the
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