

HEMLOCK & SILVER

T. KINGFISHER

[image: ]




Contents


	Cover

	Title Page

	Contents

	Dedication

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Chapter 21

	Chapter 22

	Chapter 23

	Chapter 24

	Chapter 25

	Chapter 26

	Chapter 27

	Chapter 28

	Chapter 29

	Chapter 30

	Chapter 31

	Chapter 32

	Acknowledgments

	Praise

	About the Author

	By the Same Author

	Copyright page






For Sergei




[image: ]

CHAPTER 1

I had just taken poison when the king arrived to inform me that he had murdered his wife.

The poison was a distillate of chime-adder venom, which burned my sinuses when I took it off my wrist the way some people take snuff. The king was a tired man of medium height, with sandy hair and deep grooves worn into the sides of his face. I hadn’t recognized him at first when he stepped through the door of the stillroom. Well, why would I? The king was someone that I had seen far off, at the head of a long table or perched on a throne. Without context, he was simply a well-dressed man who had come in without even knocking.

Still, he had looked naggingly familiar, and I thought perhaps he was one of my father’s friends, so I simply said, “Wait a moment, please,” and turned back to stripping rosemary leaves off thin wooden stems. (I always process rosemary after snorting adder venom. The fragrance of the rosemary helps to clear out the awful burnt smell of the venom.)

Then the little voice in my head whispered, One moment please, Your Majesty, and recognition crashed over me like cold water.

I spun back toward the man in the doorway. He wasn’t standing in profile, so I couldn’t see if his face was the same one that was stamped on coins, but Saints help me, he was wearing a circlet, a thin little silver thing, and surely no one would wear that except royalty. Which meant he really was the king after all, except that he was standing in my workroom, where he had no business being. And I had just ordered him to wait.

I panicked and tried to curtsy, but when I clutched my skirts, I dropped the rosemary, and the leaves went spilling down over my skirt and clung to the fabric, sticky with sap.

“Your Majesty,” I croaked. My mouth was so dry that I half expected to hear my tongue rasp against the roof of my mouth. “I’m sorry. I didn’t recognize . . . That is, I didn’t expect . . .” Could I ask him to turn sideways so that I could check his profile? No, probably not.

He did not look angry. He smiled faintly while I brushed futilely at my skirt. “Mistress Anja?” he asked.

I nodded. That was my name, although I won’t swear that I wouldn’t have nodded no matter what he’d said.

“You have doubtless heard that I killed my wife,” the widowed king said. “It’s true. I did.”

The words made no sense to me. They might have been a mouse’s squeak or a beetle’s click. I stared at the king with my sinuses full of venom and my mind full of nothing at all.

Why is he here? Father was part of a council of leading merchants who sometimes advised the king on economic matters, but he always went to the king, not the other way around. Am I supposed to entertain him until Father returns?

No, that was absurd, my father wasn’t due back for nearly a week. And this didn’t seem like a man who would be entertained by a treatise on the dangerous properties of powdered lead. Regardless, the housekeeper should have settled him in the best room and brought him wine and come to fetch me, not brought the king here as if I were his equal. And the staff knew that—at least theoretically, I couldn’t imagine they had any more practical experience with kings than I did—so either he had snuck in or he had demanded to see me, and neither scenario made any sense at all.

Perhaps he wants an antidote or some prevention against poison? That was the only thing that might make sense, but why would he come himself instead of sending a messenger? Kings had people to run errands for them. It was one of the few reasons I could imagine wanting to be king.

“Well?” he said.

I blinked at him. “Well what, Your Majesty?”

He made a quick, impatient gesture. “The rumors that I killed my wife. I told you, they’re true.”

It is very hard to respond to a statement like that. Even if I had been at my best, even if he hadn’t been a king, what could you say? Besides, I hadn’t heard any such thing. I knew that the queen had died a few months ago, that was all. Gossip found its way into my workroom only slightly more often than kings.

If I were the person that I should be, I would have been angry. It wasn’t right that someone could just announce that he was a murderer and expect everyone to smile and nod along, simply because he was the king. A good and decent person would have been filled with righteous outrage. But my heart was starting to race from the venom and my mind was cloudy, and it was simply all so baffling that I heard myself say, “Ah?” as if he had just said something mildly interesting at a party, and part of my brain said, That should be “Ah, Your Majesty?” and the rest ran in little gibbering circles inside my skull, wondering if I was about to be executed for sheer foolishness. I had never heard that the king was prone to executions, but until a moment ago, I had also never heard that he had killed his wife.

He didn’t look as if he was about to have me executed. He looked tired and worn, and the deep lines carved on either side of his mouth did not appear on the coins. He didn’t fidget, but he shifted his weight, anxious in the way of men who are not used to being anxious and aren’t very good at it. “I wanted to get that out of the way,” he said. “In case you could not see past it.”

He’s expecting me to see past a murder? How? And why would he care? He could have just not said anything about it, and I would have been just as confused and awkward as I am now.

“Ah,” I said again, searching his face in hopes that everything would become clear. It didn’t.

Surely a murderer would look different? Not so tired? At thirty-five, I was more than old enough to know that evil could present a fair face, but I had never heard that it got tired. Quite the opposite, really. Evil is relentlessly energetic.

For that matter, did he actually kill her? Or did she die in childbirth or of a broken heart and now he blames himself? That seemed much more plausible. Gossip was one thing, but the king murdering the queen was the sort of scandal that would have rocked the entire city.

Nevertheless, he had brought it up, and clearly that was the topic of conversation. “How did she die, Your Majesty?” I asked politely.

If the question surprised him, the king gave no sign. “I ran her through with my sword.”

Well. So much for that theory. I clenched sticky fingers in the folds of my gown, feeling the first stirrings of outrage. And he expects me to see past it? Does he think I’ll just overlook murdering his wife? Some sins are unforgivable, even for kings!

“She was cutting our daughter’s heart out,” he added.

 . . . or not.

Dust motes floated between us, suspended in the beam of sunlight from the windows. Glass alembics glinted, and the chime-adder moved restlessly in her cage, accompanied by the thin sound of bells. My heart thudded in my chest, hard and fast, as the venom did its work.

“Forgive me, Your Majesty,” I said, forming each word carefully. “I think I need to sit down.”

The widowed king took my arm, all courtesy, and helped me to the chair. He was shorter than I was, which didn’t seem right at all. I’m a big woman, granted, but kings are supposed to be taller than ordinary mortals, even if only by the height of a crown. That extra half inch seemed somehow anti-monarchist.

There was only one chair in the stillroom, and I knew that you weren’t supposed to sit when a king was standing, but you definitely weren’t supposed to faint when a king was standing, so my options were limited. I sat.

The king hitched one hip up on the table and faced me, which was enough like sitting that it probably counted. I tried to smooth my skirt and succeeded only in dislodging more rosemary leaves. The smell rose, cleansing and pungent, and chased away any possibility of fainting. I was here. In the workroom. There were bundles of dried herbs hanging from the rafters and distilling equipment arranged along the table, and also there was a king.

My nose itched dreadfully. It always does after snorting venom. I tried to wipe it in a dainty and ladylike fashion, with minimal success.

“I am very sorry, Your Majesty,” I said finally. “That sounds dreadful.”

That startled him, I could tell. His eyes had been on the floor and rose sharply to my face. “Yes,” he said. “Yes, it was. Very . . . very dreadful. I’ve never had to . . . That is . . . killing someone in battle isn’t like that.”

I suspected that this was the first time he had spoken those words. Had no one offered him sympathy? Perhaps it had simply been the wrong sort of sympathy. I could imagine everyone telling him that he had done the right thing, the needful thing, and no one actually suggesting how terrible the right thing must have been.

I didn’t want to feel bad for him, not when I was still angry at him for coming into my workroom and being the king. But it was hard not to feel some kind of sympathy.

“Your daughter—” I began.

“She died.”

I wasn’t surprised to hear it. Cutting someone’s heart out is a very specific process, after all. You’d have to get quite far along before it was distinguishable from mere stabbing. “Shit,” I said, and then slapped my hand over my mouth in horror.

Shit, Your Majesty, my brain informed me. I clamped my fingers down to prevent the sudden hysterical laughter from rising. Ah yes, laugh at his daughter dying. That’s sure to endear you to him.

The king snorted. There wasn’t much humor in it, but there was a little, and I liked him better for it. Not that I have any place to be liking or disliking a king.

“Don’t,” he said, gesturing to my hand. “That’s possibly the first honest thing anyone’s said to me about it.”

“I’m sorry for that, too, then.”

He nodded. “You’re probably wondering why I’m here,” he said.

This was such an absurd understatement that I choked back another hysterical laugh. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

He glanced around the workroom, as if seeing it for the first time. “Your father says you know much of poisons.”

Had I thought my mouth was dry before? Now it felt like my tongue was swaddled in wool. I could not believe that my father had been so indiscreet as to speak of such a thing to the king. Of course, he was proud of me, I knew that, but still. People had been put to death for knowing too much about poison. Granted, the Temple of Saint Adder had extended me the title of Healer for my work, but that was a thin protection against slander. Physicians could get away with knowing too much about poison. Middle-aged spinsters could not.

“Antidotes,” I said, a bit feebly. “My interest is in antidotes, not poisons.” Granted, one of those poisons was currently coursing through my veins, but it didn’t seem like the time to mention it.

“Of course.” The king inclined his head. “But they are two sides of the same coin, are they not?”

I picked at the rosemary on my skirt and looked around the workroom, trying to buy a little time. The room was full of herbs and glassware and a sharp clean smell, but I had not realized until that moment how worn all the furnishings were and how many cobwebs had gathered in the distant corners, as if the king’s presence threw all the stains into sharp relief.

A little resentment pushed back the bafflement then, a thin thread that said how dare a king come here, into my own space, where he did not belong, and make it seem so shabby by comparison?

The absurdity of the thought struck me before it even finished forming. Kings went where they chose in their own kingdoms, and merchants’ daughters smiled and agreed. Even if they were agreeing to something that might get them burned or hanged or stoned to death.

“I have learned a few small things about treating poison,” I admitted. (Which was false modesty, but I was hardly about to brag to a king. There are wonder tales about what happens when you brag to royalty. Many of them involve getting your head chopped off if you fail to deliver.)

“I am hoping that you can help me,” the king said.

“Err,” I said. Err, Your Majesty. “How so?”

Thud, thud, thud went my heart, so loudly that I was surprised the king couldn’t hear it.

“My daughter Snow is sick.” He spread his hands. “It is slow, whatever it is, but it is killing her. None of the physicians I have consulted have the least idea what is wrong. Most of them say it is simply shock at losing her mother and her sister, but I know that it is more than that.” He put a hand over his heart. “I know. But I do not know what to do.”

Now I was on firmer ground. “Ah. What are her symptoms?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know. I don’t know what is a symptom and what is simply being a grieving twelve-year-old girl. She eats little, she is very pale, her moods are erratic—but which of those is significant? And what am I overlooking?”

“I see.” He wasn’t wrong. Family members were forever trying to tell you what the symptoms were, in my experience, and half the time, they’d fixated on entirely the wrong thing. The other half of the time, they were convinced that they knew exactly what had poisoned the victim and were pointing fingers at each other over the sickbed.

How much worse would that be when the sickbed belongs to a king’s daughter?

“I have had what feels like every doctor in the kingdom attend my daughter,” the king said. “They have bled her and sweated her and accomplished nothing. They tell me that it is not consumption, nor ague, nor any one of a hundred ailments. But they cannot tell me what it is. And she gets no better.”

I doubt that I’d get better if I was being sweated and bled and having my feet blistered and the saints know what else, I thought, but I certainly wasn’t going to say that out loud. “So now you’re wondering if someone is poisoning her.”

It was a statement of fact, but he answered anyway. “I do. And I hoped that you would come to the palace and tell me what you find.”

I rubbed my temples. “Your Majesty,” I said wearily, knowing that I should just agree to whatever he wanted but fearing the consequences if I did. “I am at your disposal, but I must warn you that very few ailments are actually the result of poison.”

“No?” A half smile crossed his lined face. “To hear gossip tell it, no royalty has ever died of natural causes.”

I could not hide my exasperation. “Because it is a much better story to be poisoned than to have eaten a bad bit of fish, or contracted choleric fever, or drunk oneself into a stupor. People reach for poison as an excuse because they want something to blame. Most of the cases that I see have nothing to do with malice at all, and much more to do with drinking fouled water or eating the wrong thing by accident.”

My hammering heart palpitations gave the lie to what I was saying, but I reminded myself that the king couldn’t possibly know about them.

“You say most cases,” the king said. “Not all, then?”

I bit my lip. “No,” I admitted. “Not all.”

It occurred to me belatedly that I was talking to a man who had inherited his throne because of poison. The old king had been convinced that his enemies were trying to murder him. He had been quite mad but not, as it turned out, incorrect.

The king nodded slowly. “I sent Snow away from the palace early on, away from courtiers,” he said. “When we still thought it was grief. She improved for a time, but then it worsened again. My fear is that the poisoner has followed her.”

I picked at my skirt again. It was old and stained, the fabric long overdue for the rag bin, and I resented him a little more for seeing me in it. But it’s not as if I can wear a ball gown to process herbs, on the off chance a king stops by.

Probably there were noblewomen who did wear ornate gowns all the time, for just such an eventuality. But I presumed that they spent less time around open flame than I did.

“Do you have any idea who might want to poison your daughter?” I asked finally.

“That’s the maddening thing,” he said, rubbing his hands over his face. “I don’t. I have an heir already, and Snow is nowhere in the line of succession. At best, she might marry and have a child that might someday be in line for the throne, if my son Gunther’s line dies out.”

It seemed to me that this meant the most logical poisoner was the king’s heir, seeking to remove a possible future rival, but I didn’t want to say that. I’d never heard any ill of the prince, though, and in any case, he was currently several hundred miles away, courting the eligible ladies of the kingdom of Tohni.

“Will you come with me?” asked the king abruptly.

I lifted my head, startled. “Come with you?”

“To Witherleaf. To see Snow for yourself. To see what the others have missed.” Whatever my expression, he mistook it, because he gestured at the workroom, the sweep of his hand taking in the glass alembics and the jars and the chime-adder drowsing in her cage. “Bring your equipment. A workroom will be prepared for you. Anything you require. Witherleaf is only three days’ ride from here.”

Three days?

I swallowed around my first instinctive protest. One did not say no to a king, and one certainly did not shout no! in a king’s face.

“But . . . surely if you suspect poison, there are others better equipped . . .” I tried, while part of me panicked about how I would continue my work so far from the city, and the other part panicked about what would happen if I failed to cure the king’s daughter of whatever mysterious ailment had taken hold of her, and a third, largely insignificant part noted that this batch of chime-adder distillate was the strongest one I’d cooked up yet, and I should probably back the dosage down if I didn’t want to give my patients heart failure. (This is why I test each batch on myself.)

“If it is poison, who can I trust?” the king asked. “My advisors have suggested a dozen physicians, for all the good it has done. So now I must ask why they put those names forward and whom they might have served in doing so.” He shook his head. “But you . . . well, your father mentioned you to me a year ago, long before Snow became ill.”

“I’d saved his horse from snakebite,” I said wearily. “I think he told everyone in the city.”

“He told me, certainly.” Another faint smile from the king. “When I began to suspect poison, I remembered the story. And I have come to you alone to ask for help.”

“I did wonder where Your Majesty’s . . . err . . . entourage was.”

“Doubtless drinking the excellent wine your servants have provided and wondering what on earth I am doing. Meanwhile, you have no ties to any of my advisors, no one has put your name forward, and you stand to gain nothing if my daughter dies.”

And neither of us will mention what I stand to lose. I wound my fingers in the folds of my skirt, feeling something duller than fear sink into my bones. It was not good to brag to a king, but it was much, much worse to fail one. “I . . . Your Majesty, you realize . . . I cannot promise anything.”

He met my eyes steadily. I thought again of how tired he looked, and part of me wanted to help him and part of me wanted to hide under the bed until the world went away and left me alone. “I’m not unreasonable, even if I am a king. If you cannot cure her, at least I will be no worse off for having you try.”

It was no use. My course had been set as soon as the stillroom door had opened to admit a king.

I tried one last time to change it. “I don’t want to give you false hope, Your Majesty.”

“And you are afraid of what may happen to your father and yourself, if you cannot cure my daughter,” the king said. “Aren’t you?”

I felt my lips twist. He knew, then.

Of course he knows, he’s the king, he’s been playing games with nobility all his life. And everyone remembers what his uncle was like. “The thought had crossed my mind.”

The king nodded. “I promise that no stain will attach to either of you,” he said. “I am grasping at straws. Don’t think I don’t know it.”

You say that, but it will happen anyway. But what choice do I have? I blew out my breath in a long sigh. “Then, Your Majesty, I would be honored to grasp at them alongside you.”
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CHAPTER 2

My interest in poisons began when I was eleven years old.

My sisters and I had been sent to the countryside to avoid the foul air that was said to permeate the city that summer, bringing typhus and glandular fever with it. My father had an estate there with orchards and olive trees and a small vineyard, all of it capably managed by our aunt. It was startlingly lush to my eyes—Four Saints is on the edge of the desert, and while you can grow plenty of things there, few of them come in such shocking shades of green.

On the first day, our cousin Anthony was given charge of his cousins and told to show us around the estate. Anthony was nearly thirteen and clearly resented being saddled with three younger children—my sister Catherine was only seven and inclined to be weepy—so he dedicated himself to showing just how ignorant the town-based cousins were.

“Bet you don’t know what this is,” he said, about the olive trees and the presses where the oil was made. “Bet you don’t know what this is,” about the killdeer pretending to have a broken wing and the great fields of ripening wheat and the ant lions hidden in their funnels of sand. “Bet you don’t know what this is,” he said, of the purple and yellow flowers of nightshade, which, he assured us, would kill us dead if we so much as touched a petal to our tongues.

And “Bet you don’t know what this is,” about a tall plant with a lacy mop of white flowers, which he pulled up from the ground, displaying a pale, knobbly root crusted with dirt.

“What is it?” asked Catherine, as she had asked for the last four hours.

“It’s a carrot, stupid,” said Anthony. “Don’t you know anything?”

“Really?” asked my sister Isobel, as she had also asked for the last four hours.

“It doesn’t look like a carrot,” I said. Carrots, in my experience, were purple or yellow, not cream-colored, although it was carrot-shaped and had the same little leggy roots.

“It’s a wild carrot,” said Anthony. “Bet you didn’t know they could grow wild. Bet you thought they only came from a market cart.”

I shrugged. I had never given much thought to the origin of carrots.

Anthony laughed at me, chopped the root off with his knife, wiped off the worst of the dirt, and popped it into his mouth.

Two hours later he was dead.

The next day, while the whole estate was plunged into mourning and Anthony’s mother had taken to her bed, I slipped away to the field where the poison hemlock that looked so much like wild carrots grew. I looked for the knot of lacy white flowers, pulled one up, then laid it out on the ground and crouched over the pale root, studying it.

I knew that death existed, of course. I had lost two grandparents and one baby sister in the crib. I had not particularly liked Anthony, though I felt very bad for his mother, so I could not say that I was mourning him. But it struck me as deeply bizarre that Anthony had been alive and then his path had intersected with this quiet little root and now he wasn’t alive any longer.

I sniffed cautiously at the carrot-like shape. It smelled like mouse nests. I wondered if Anthony had noticed that and simply kept chewing because he didn’t want to spit it out in front of his cousins after making such a big deal about it. Bravado and a little root no thicker than my own small thumb had killed him.

I could pick the root up now and bite into it, and I, too, would be dead. The thought gave me a strange queasy feeling, as if I was looking down from a very high place.

It had all happened so fast. Two hours! It seemed wrong that something so large and irrevocable as death could happen so fast. The sun hadn’t even gone down. Anthony had died in daylight, and no one had been able to say, Wait, stop, this shouldn’t happen, and change it.

But when the horse threw the stable boy last year and his head hit the stones and he died, it took less than a minute. Two hours is much, much longer than that.

Two hours should have been long enough to do something.

I jammed my chin onto my fist, my mind twisting and turning over those two hours. My aunt had tried to make Anthony vomit, but it had been too late. They poured medicines down his throat and rubbed oil under his nostrils, hoping to stave off the creeping effects of the poison, but nothing worked. In the end, they prayed desperately to Saint Adder, but it seemed that not even a saint could help.

“There’s no antidote,” one of the servants had said softly to another, not realizing that there was a young girl listening. “Oh, poor boy. There’s no cure for hemlock. Better they should let him go peacefully.”

I sat back on my heels beside the root that was stronger than a saint, thinking. Overhead, the sky was a perfect shade of blue, and the wind rustled in the grass, and a killdeer called, crying over its not-broken wing. I cataloged all those things absently, but the thought that kept coming back to me was a simple question.

Why isn’t there a cure?

I was a child with a child’s attention span. Many adults think this is no more than a butterfly’s, flittering from thought to thought, but they have forgotten how, in some children, it is as sharp and pointed as a stiletto. Mine was focused now.

The victim I chose for my stiletto was the herbwoman who made up possets and tinctures for the estate. I walked into the stillroom, smelling the rich array of scents, pungent and sweet and acrid by turns, went up to the herbwoman, and asked, without preamble, “Why is there no cure for hemlock poisoning?”

The herbwoman was good with herbs and awkward with people, particularly children. She was so awkward, in fact, that she did not answer with a story that would impose order on the world, as my nurse would, nor a parable placing it in the hands of the saints, as the family priest would. Instead she told me the exact truth.

“I don’t know.”

My eyes narrowed. An adult telling me that they didn’t know something was both novel and unwelcome. “There should be a cure,” I said.

“There may be one,” the herbwoman offered, inching away slightly, “but no one knows what it is.”

This opened up new possibilities, and I didn’t like any of them. If there was a cure, then Anthony had died because of ignorance. (The weary young woman who attempted to teach languages and deportment to me and my sisters was very fond of the word ignorance and used it often.)

I stood in the quiet of the stillroom, thinking. The herbwoman, with many sidelong glances, went back to grinding dried borage with a mortar and pestle. Soft crunching sounds drifted through the room, while I worked through the ramifications of ignorance.

Some poisons did have cures . . . No, that was wrong. Some poisons had cures that people knew about. I had seen people hawking such things on the streets of the city, promising antidotes for arsenic and the bites of mad dogs and overindulgence in lead, whatever that meant. But not hemlock.

“How many poisons don’t have cures?” I demanded, startling the herbwoman so badly that she dropped her pestle.

“Saints!” the woman said, getting down on her knees to retrieve the wayward implement, which had, of course, rolled under the table. “I don’t know,” she said again. “Lots, I suppose. Beetleblister and cherry laurel water. Autumn crocus. Distillate of cyclamen.” She scrabbled for the pestle, which had rolled too far back for her to reach.

“I’ll get it.” I flattened myself, slid half-under the table, and emerged with the pestle, which I handed over. The herbwoman wiped it off on her skirt and went back to work.

“Could those other poisons have cures, too?” I asked. “Except nobody knows what they are?”

“Very likely,” the herbwoman said, clearly wondering when this alarming child would go away.

I folded my arms. “How did people find the cures we do have, then?”

The herbwoman rubbed a hand over her face and again told the truth, which, in this case, many adults would not have. “In ancient times, they’d poison prisoners and then give them an antidote. If the prisoner lived, they’d know it was a cure. If he died, they’d know they hadn’t gotten it right yet.”

If she was hoping that this gruesome information would cause me to flee, she was disappointed. I lifted my head like a warhorse hearing battle. “Really?” I breathed, appalled and fascinated, imagining the poisoned prisoners and the desperate hope that they would be the lucky one who got an antidote that worked.

“They don’t do that now,” the herbwoman said hastily, doubtless wondering what idea she’d put in my head. “Only a long time ago.”

“What do they do now?”

“Err . . . test it on dogs, mostly. Or doves sometimes, or rabbits.”

I made a pained noise. I was fond of dogs, and this seemed much more real and immediate than a prisoner from ancient times who would’ve been long dead anyway.

“At any rate,” said the herbwoman, in a desperate attempt to wrestle back control of the conversation, “doctors know all sorts of cures these days. But there are lots of poisons, so be careful what you eat. Not like poor young Anthony.”

She turned her attention firmly to the table in front of her. When she finally looked up, I can only assume that she was enormously relieved to see that the merchant’s daughter and her questions had gone away.
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My sisters and I returned to the city as soon as it was safe to do so, leaving the olive trees and the poison hemlock and the grieving mother behind. I, who had never particularly cared for my lessons or my tutors, went into the library and ran my fingers across the tooled bindings of the books, then pulled one down and began to read.

No one bothered me for two days, and then I heard footsteps and looked up to see my tutor standing in the entrance to the library.

“Anja? What are you doing here? It’s late . . .” He trailed off, looking at the stacks of books that lay open around me, stacked in teetering piles, which made it fairly obvious what I was doing.

His name was Scand, and like most tutors, he was a scholar who needed money for his research and had consented to teach children languages and natural history and the rudiments of classical scholarship to get it. I knew that he was an old friend of my father’s, but I’d never given him much thought beyond that. He was an indifferent teacher, and his students were indifferent pupils, and of all of them, I suspect I was not the one that he would expect to break the mold.

But he saw me sitting there, surrounded by open books, and he recognized at once what he was seeing—someone digging through every volume they could lay hands on, trying to find a specific piece of knowledge that they knew must be written down somewhere, if only they could find it.

I looked up at Scand and I didn’t see the mediocre teacher—I saw an adult who often knew things that I didn’t. I said, “Anthony died of eating poison hemlock. There must be a cure. How do I find it?”

It was late, and by rights he should have told me to go up to bed. The woman who taught us deportment would have taken one look at the books I was reading and been thoroughly appalled. Medical textbooks with anatomical drawings were not considered appropriate for eleven-year-olds, and the fact that I wasn’t particularly interested in the pages with genitals and was instead puzzling over the digestive system would not have soothed her. (Besides, my sisters and I had found the drawings of genitals years earlier and giggled over them then.)

Scand, however, pulled out a chair of his own and said, “What have you found so far?”

“I can’t find anything,” I said miserably. “There must be a cure. Everything has a cure. Why isn’t anyone looking for this one?” I slapped the table, which I think startled me more than it did Scand. I was half-drunk on frustration. Here was a problem that could be solved, and solving it would make the world better, so why wasn’t it solved yet? “Why isn’t everyone looking for it?”

“Someone may be,” Scand said. “Or they started to and then got distracted trying to find a cure for mercury poisoning or lead or scorpion stings. Or they may be looking, but they still can’t find the answer. You can’t force a medical breakthrough.”

He was talking to me like I was an adult, so I was determined not to burst into tears, which is what I wanted to do. I wanted very much to force a medical breakthrough. It wasn’t right that your life could intersect with a little white root and then you were simply dead, without possibility of appeal. I was eleven and still believed in the fundamental justice of the world. It seemed as if I should be able to bring poison hemlock to the attention of someone—a saint or scholar or doctor or priest—and they would agree that this was a terrible oversight and fix it.

“Most of these books don’t even mention hemlock,” I said. “They spend whole chapters on arsenic and then mention in passing that there are ‘various unwholesome herbs.’ None of them even know how hemlock works.”

“We’ll have to find other books, then,” Scand said, and that we warmed a place in my chest that had been cold since Anthony died.

“Here,” I said. “I did find this one thing.” I pulled one of the books toward me, running my finger over a passage that I could practically recite by now. “For as the Key fits unto the Lock, because the Lock is its mirror image, so the Antidote fits unto the Poison as its own mirror image. Look then unto the Poison’s mirror, and so unlock the Curative to match it, each to each.” I swept my hands across the stacks of books. “It makes sense. But how do I find the mirror image? What is the opposite of hemlock?”

My tutor shrugged. “I don’t know,” he said. “But I’ll help you look.”

I was extremely lucky to have Scand, even though I didn’t realize it at the time. With the self-centeredness of youth and wealth, I never questioned that a tutor might spend dozens of hours a week helping their student learn about poison. I had simply assumed that it was part of his job. When I finally realized how unusual it was—mostly by listening to my cousins complain about their tutors—I was intensely embarrassed by how long it had taken.

When I asked him about it, many years later, he laughed. “I was bored,” he said. “I couldn’t pursue my own work any longer, and I was adrift with nothing to occupy me. And then you turned up in the library, hunched over a book as big as you were, and it interested me. I hadn’t been interested in a question in quite a long time.”

Regardless of why he’d helped me, he had. Not by pointing me in the right directions, but simply by being there. There is a crazy-wild delight that comes over you when you discover something new, something extraordinary. If you try to share that and people look at you blankly, it’s crushing. But if there’s someone else there to say really?! and take fire with enthusiasm alongside you—well, that will keep you going for a long time. Even though his great passion was optics and light and refraction, he had a good scholar’s joy in discovery, and he gave it to me unstintingly.

Scand also championed my cause, such as it was, to my family. Because of that, I was allowed to keep going. I overheard him talking to my father—

Well, no. I shamelessly eavesdropped on him talking to my father. He’d prepared a list of books that our library didn’t have, which might help pursue our study of antidotes, and brought them to my father to ask if he might purchase them. I slunk along after him and waited outside Father’s study, hoping that none of the servants would happen to walk by and see me with my ear pressed against the door.

“Upset over her cousin, is she?” Father asked. I could practically hear his raised eyebrow.

“I think it’s more than that,” Scand said. “Anja wants to know. It’s as much about finding an answer as anything else.”

“Still. All these treatises on poisons . . . Seems a bit morbid for a young girl, eh?”

I wanted to burst in and argue that it wasn’t morbid, it was the opposite of morbid, it was about medicine and saving lives. I bit my tongue hard and listened for Scand’s reply.

“I can’t speak to that,” Scand said, sounding much more casual than I felt, “but as her tutor, I can tell you that her reading’s improved more in a month than in three years of my teaching. And half the books are in Tohalish, and she’s going through them with a dictionary in hand.” (Which was true so far as it went. My everyday Tohalish was still abysmal, but I could now carry on quite a good conversation about the effects of arsenic. Cook, who was from Tohal originally and normally helped me practice, had banned all such discussion from the kitchen the day that I learned to conjugate the word vomit.)

“Ah, well,” Father said. “Whatever keeps her occupied, I suppose. I’m sure she’ll get bored with it soon enough.”
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My father was a gifted merchant but a poor prophet. My interest did not wane, but only grew deeper and more intense. For my twelfth birthday, instead of a pony, I requested the six-volume Materia Botanica. “I could have bought three or four ponies for that price,” he grumbled, but he bought it, and I lost myself in hundreds of drawings of herbs, each with painstakingly hand-tinted plates. Most of them didn’t even grow out in the desert, but I memorized them anyway. My mind filled up with leaves and roots and symptoms of poisoning, though most of them ended the same way.

Aconite: vomiting, burning sensation, sweating, confusion, and finally death . . .

Belladonna: blurred vision, scarlet rash, delirium, convulsions, death . . .

Foxglove: confusion, vomiting, irregular heartbeat, difficulty breathing, death . . .

Hellebore: vertigo, thirst, swollen tongue, collapse, death . . .

It turned out that the sort of adults who were willing to listen to children prattle on about puppies and kitties and ponies and parties got a bit twitchy when a small girl began lecturing on toxicology. My father began sending me out of the house when new business associates came to visit.

Despite this, I still had not found the cure for hemlock poisoning.

“This is infuriating,” I said. (Much like ignorance, infuriating was one of my deportment teacher’s favorite words.) “It’s been three months, and we still don’t know what the opposite of hemlock is. In fact, I think I’m even more confused than when we started!”

“It happens that way sometimes,” Scand said mildly, sliding a bookmark into the volume before him. “Learning just makes you aware of how much there is to learn.”

I groaned and flung my legs over the arm of the chair, sliding down until my head rested on the opposite arm. I stared up at the ceiling with its peeled-log supports, as if the answers to my questions were written in the lightly polished wood. “Hemlock is green,” I said, “and the opposite of green is red. And the root is poisonous, and the opposite of roots is probably flowers? Except that the root is sort of whitish, so the opposite might be black, and the whole thing is a vegetable, so the opposite is an animal, unless it’s a mineral. It has the cold, watery aspect of the phlegmatic humor and thus is associated with Saint Trout. So I’m looking for a red or black flower . . . or mineral or animal . . . with a hot, dry aspect, of the choleric humor, which would be associated with Saint Lizard or Saint Adder. But that means it could be anything from torch flower to charcoal to . . . I don’t know, a reptile of some sort. There are red-and-black lizards, aren’t there?”

“There are,” Scand agreed.

“An infusion of torch flower is good for sore eyes,” I said, “but once you’ve eaten hemlock, I don’t think you’re worried about your eyes. Charcoal is good for some poisons, but not this one.” I stared broodingly at the ceiling. “I don’t know about the lizard.”

“As I recall, the passage you found also said ‘mirror image,’ did it not?”

“I thought of that, too,” I said. “But if I hold up a mirror to a hemlock root, it doesn’t matter if the reflection would be an antidote, because I don’t have any way of getting it out of the mirror.” Scand was silent for so long that I sat up. “What is it?”

“Nothing,” he said. “I thought once . . . but that was a long time ago.” He hastily moved to distract me, which wasn’t terribly hard. “Perhaps we’re going about this the wrong way. Maybe an antidote isn’t an opposite.”

“But the book said it was.”

“Who wrote the book?”

“It was translated from Harkelion the Physician.”

Scand leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers. “What if he was wrong?”

I stared at him in alarm. “What? But he’s—he was one of the classical scholars! You know? He wrote half the books on medicine!”

“That doesn’t mean he was right,” Scand said.

“But physicians still use his books!” I tapped the cover of a book next to me. “They quote him all the time.” Practically every book I’d read had at least an epigraph attributed to Harkelion, and most of them had much more.

“I’m sure they do,” said Scand. “But that doesn’t mean he was right. It just means that everyone has learned to repeat his errors.”

I felt as if he had kicked one of the legs out from under my chair and set everything wobbling. “But he lived in ancient times! They were more enlightened—they knew things that we forgot—”

“In some ways, yes,” he said. “But just because someone lived a thousand years ago doesn’t make them correct.”

I put my head in my hands. “But everybody says they were so wise.”

“Some of them were,” Scand said gently. “And there’s a reason we go back to so many of their manuscripts. But they were still just people, like you and me. If someone found your notes in a thousand years, would that make you right?”

I glared at him through my spread fingers. “But you’re the one who taught us the classics! You made me read that entire essay on geometry!”

Scand laughed, which did nothing to mollify me. “And if you had any interest in geometry, it would have been a very useful foundation, too. But it doesn’t mean that all the classical scholars were right about everything they wrote. Some of them were very egregiously wrong, in fact. I think it was Marthian who advised cutting open a pigeon and placing it on the forehead of someone who was feverish in order to draw out the sickness.”

“Eww.” I thought of my last fever and how sweaty and miserable I’d felt, then tried to imagine how much worse everything would have been if there was a vivisected pigeon on my forehead.

“Exactly. We discard the writings that don’t work for us and keep the ones that do.” Scand shook his head ruefully. “One of my teachers had this exact conversation with me when I was studying. But I was nineteen at the time, so you’re doing better than I am.”

This was not much consolation. “But if Harkelion was wrong, then we’re back where we started,” I said, waving to the books that I had gone through with such care and the piles of notes in my crabbed handwriting. I had gotten painful hand cramps writing all those notes, and I’d cut myself twice sharpening quills. “And all this will have been wasted.”

“Not at all. You’ve learned a great deal. You know the precise effects of hemlock on the body. You know a dozen common antidotes and why none of them work on hemlock, but why they may work on other poisons. And you’ve read the Materia Botanica twice. You probably know more about poisoning than most physicians. You don’t have to redo any of that.” One corner of his mouth twisted up in a smile. “That’s the thing about learning. You get to keep it.”

“I would rather have the answer,” I muttered.

“Maybe you’ll find the answer to a different question. If you never find the antidote for hemlock, but you do find one for . . . oh . . . colchicum, say . . . would you still consider your time wasted?”

I considered that for a few minutes. Colchicum is our autumn crocus, which is beautiful and grows in many gardens. Every now and again, someone takes it in their head to eat some. It can take up to a week to die, and it’s not nearly as painless as poison hemlock. “That would be pretty useful,” I admitted grudgingly. “But I’d rather find an antidote for both. And anyway”—I thumped the book again—“if Harkelion was wrong, then I don’t know how to go about finding either one.” According to the herbwife, I would probably need to poison either dogs or prisoners, and I had moral objections on both counts. (Also, I was twelve and unlikely to be given access to the palace prisons for scientific purposes.)

Scand reached out and tugged the offending book toward his side of the desk. “Even if he was right, this is a translation. Translation isn’t always precise. It may be that someone used the wrong word and set us off on the wrong track.”

I scowled. “So what do we do about that?”

“Well,” said Scand, “you could learn a dead language . . .”

I let out a wail of despair.

“. . . or I could translate it for you, if we can find something closer to the original.”

I stared at the book. Then I stared at the ceiling. A little voice whispered to me that I could just give up now. I’d taken this as far as I could go, and I had learned a lot. As Scand said, I got to keep that. I could admit defeat and put the books away.

Surely if there was an answer, someone would have found it by now. Harkelion had lived a thousand years ago. You could still see the ruins of the city he’d lived in, all weathered stone and tumbledown walls. If he’d just been translated wrong, someone would have figured that out in the centuries it had taken for those walls to come down.

It was ridiculous to think that a twelve-year-old girl might find an answer that a thousand years of physicians had overlooked.

There was a hot, headachy feeling behind my eyes, like suppressed tears.

“I’ll never find it, will I?” I said out loud. “This is pointless.”

“No,” said Scand, and I stopped looking at the ceiling and looked at him instead, because he didn’t sound the way he normally did, all calm and measured. He sounded raw and angry, the way that I felt. “Anja, you may or may not find the cure for poison hemlock, but I promise you, if you keep studying, you will find something. Something that will make all the work you’ve done worthwhile.”

“I’m twelve,” I said, in a very small voice.

“Then you’ve gotten started early.” He reached out and squeezed my hand, which came as a surprise. Scand never touched anyone, so far as I could tell. His fingers were dry and warm, and his grip was tight, as if I’d slid over the edge of a cliff and he needed to haul me back up. “If you keep asking questions, you will find answers. I promise you.”

It took me more than twenty years, but in the end, I proved him right.
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CHAPTER 3

“Of course you’ve heard the rumors about his wife’s death,” my sister Isobel said, clearly exasperated. “I told you about them.”

“What? No.” I was packing straw around my distilling equipment, but paused and straightened up. My lower back did not appreciate the angle I’d been leaning at, and made its displeasure known. I rubbed it, which didn’t really help. “You did?”

“Yes,” Isobel said. “I did. I was standing here and you were standing over there”—she gestured in the general direction of the worktable—“and you said, ‘Oh, hmm, interesting.’ And I asked if you thought it was true, and you said that you hadn’t any idea, and then something caught fire.”

“Oh, that day,” I said, relieved. “Yes, I remember that. And it was only a small fire.”

“But you forgot about the king’s wife.”

“. . . It wasn’t that small a fire.”

Isobel rolled her eyes. Both of us take after our father, dark-haired and dark-eyed, but Isobel was scaled down in every dimension, neither absurdly tall nor excessively wide. I, on the other hand, am a female copy of him: broad shoulders, barrel curve of a stomach, thighs like pillars, heavy muscle generously smoothed with fat. Being tall has its advantages, especially in reaching high shelves, but I still often felt like a water ox next to my sister.

“Still, the king! Think of it!” She spread her arms wide. “Perhaps if you cure his daughter, he will fall madly in love with you and marry you and make you the queen!”

“Given the fate of the last two queens, I’m not certain I’d want that.”

“Oh, poo. You can’t count Queen Maevis—she died of purpureal fever.”

“I’d rather not die of that either, thank you very much.” I shut the lid on the trunk and tightened the straps to hold it closed. I had very little hope of my distilling equipment arriving in the same number of pieces that it left, but I was going to do my damnedest anyway. Perhaps the king had access to wagons that didn’t rattle like the bones of the dead.

Isobel sat up straighter, clearly struck by a sudden thought. “Wait, what are you going to wear?”

“I had planned on wearing clothes, but I am open to suggestions.”

My sister groaned. “No, no. You don’t have any clothes. Not any that you can wear in public.”

“He’s already seen me in my worst gown. I don’t think he cares.”

“He probably doesn’t, but everyone else will.”

I sighed. “I have a perfectly respectable wardrobe. I go out in public in it all the time.”

“Yes, but you look like a nun.”

“Isobel, I’m going to try to cure the king’s daughter. If I succeed, no one will care what I’m wearing.”

Her expression was unexpectedly grave. “You know that half the nobles won’t care if you succeed or not, if you’re wearing the wrong thing when you do it.”

“That’s not true,” I said, more because I didn’t want it to be true than because she was wrong. I slammed another trunk shut. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter what they think. The king’s the one who matters.”

“The nobles are the ones most likely to buy Father’s stock,” Isobel said. Which was also true, so far as it went. And if I fail, we will lose buyers. Possibly a lot of buyers. And backers on future projects will pull out, and without backers, there will be nothing for anyone to buy anyway.

Nor would my sisters escape unscathed. Isobel was married to a man who had invested heavily in his father-in-law’s business, and while Catherine’s husband was in the military, who could say what promotions might go to other, less worthy men, if his family was in disgrace?

I braced my arms on the lid of the trunk and stared at it, though I didn’t see it. I was seeing my sisters and their families and my nieces and nephews and my father, who was no longer young.

And behind them, faceless, the others. The ones I didn’t know yet. The ones that I could sometimes save, but not if I was three days away.

“I’m sorry,” I said. The edges of the rattan trunk bit into my fingers, stamping wave patterns into my skin. “I never meant for this to happen.”

In the silence that followed, I heard the rustle of Isobel’s skirts as she rose. Then my sister’s arms went around me, and she said, “Dear heart. No one could have predicted this. Not even you.”

I made a little choked sound that might have been a laugh or a sob. I couldn’t tell and was afraid to find out. “No,” I said, straightening up. “No, I don’t think anyone could have.”

“Besides,” Isobel said, “I feel sorry for the girl, don’t you? Losing her sister and her mother like that, and being poisoned as well.”

“Assuming it’s poison at all.” I sighed. Of course, I felt a pang of sympathy for the girl. I wasn’t a monster. But a king’s daughter has a whole kingdom to rely on, and some of the people I’m trying to help can’t even rely on themselves . . . “I don’t even know how long I’ll be gone,” I said.

“As long as it takes,” said Isobel. “Perhaps you’ll walk in, recognize it immediately, and be back home within the week.”

“Your faith in me is touching. More likely I’ll be stuck there for months. And what do I tell the king if I can’t figure it out? ‘I’m sorry, I’m stumped, can I please go home now?’”

“You always say that it’s probably not poison. Just tell him that.” Isobel had been subjected to a great many of my lectures about how rarely people are actually deliberately poisoned, and I was gratified to see that apparently she’d listened to at least one of them.

“I tried,” I said. “But royalty is . . . different.”

That was something of an understatement. Up until the time I was six years old, our king had been a man called Bastian the Demon. It was not a title given out of affection. He had been powerful, violent, and paranoid, convinced that his courtiers were part of a grand conspiracy to poison him. No one, from the lowliest servant to the highest noble, was safe. Those around him said that Bastian would be calm, even charming, for days at a time, then would suddenly shift, almost in midsentence, and lash out. The king’s guard would appear on people’s doorsteps in the night and take them away for their role in imagined conspiracies. Rumor had it that he’d once stabbed his own poison taster in the middle of a royal feast, rolled the man’s body onto the table, and proceeded to eat the rest of the courses off the dead man’s back.

(But Anja, you ask me, why didn’t the nobles just overthrow the Demon? Good question. My guess is that no one wanted to be the first one to step up, because if no one stepped up behind you, you were dead. Monarchy, as the ancient philosopher Margay the Younger wrote, is a terrible form of government, but at least there’s always someone around to blame.)

The king—our current king, the one who appeared in my workroom two days ago—was the Demon’s nephew. He had been kept at the palace as something between an heir and a hostage, since the Demon could never quite decide if his nephew was in danger from the conspiracy or a leading figure in it.

Before he came to a final judgment on the matter, Bastian died, much to the relief of everyone in the kingdom, with the possible exception of his mistress. Ironically, the autopsy showed that he had been poisoned, which led to questions that no one really wanted answered. The Demon was buried quickly, his nephew took the throne, people stopped disappearing, and that was that.

So now here we were, thirty years later, with the king’s daughter maybe going the same way as her uncle. At least, I couldn’t rule it out.

“I’ll do my best. You know I will. But if the physicians couldn’t figure it out, how will I? And in the meantime, how many people here that I could help will . . .” I trailed off. If I didn’t say the word die out loud, maybe it wouldn’t happen. Which was completely irrational, of course, and unworthy of a scholar, but I still didn’t say the word out loud.

“Is there someone else they can go to?” Isobel asked.

I grunted. After
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