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When sickness comes to the country of Cymelia,
alchemists and herb-witches create the healing brews that save
lives. But this illness is different; the usual measures have
little effect. Master Iathor is his city's best hope to discover a
cure – but even with his alchemical skills, the plague is
spreading through the city, and amongst his own
household . . .
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​ From the hand of Iathor Kymus, Lord Alchemist's Heir and
Proxy

To the eye of Iaren Kymus, Baron Kymus, Lord
Alchemist

 


Father,

As you likely know, Portguard has been closed.
Aeston, too, will seal its gates soon, besieged by plague. I send
this letter with your dramsman, Mara, and my carriage driver, Jeck.
As he has taken the newest draught, I do not fear for his
separation from myself; he should not languish as Mara often does
for you.

Loria will not leave her husband, and he will not
leave his work. I fear it is his old jealousy of me, that he will
not take refuge on Kymus lands until the plague has passed. And so
their children also remain, as does Loria's sister, Tania.

Iasen is in Cym. I can only hope the disease has no
foothold there.

The alchemists in Aeston are working on potions, but
the usual curatives only barely affect this ill, and do not cure it
entirely. Nor do the potions stop the spread of disease:
quarantined households, given potions, revive somewhat – but
visitors fall ill.

Fortunately, the alchemists and many herb-witches
are not hard-struck yet. As soon as I have sealed this letter, I
will add my own skills to the search for a potent cure for this
plague.

Spirits be with you, Father, and with us all.

Iathor

 


Iathor set the letter to dry
and rested his forehead on the heels of his hands. No need to tell
his father that Brague, bound to Iathor by the older draught, would
stay. And Iaren Kymus wouldn't likely care that the hired servants
had been dismissed two days ago and encouraged to stock up on food
and quarantine themselves.

At least the disease showed itself quickly, striking
the lungs within two days after exposure. Three days of quarantine
could prove someone healthy.

After it entrenched itself within its victim's body,
though . . . It didn't go away reliably, nor
did it kill reliably. One person might be on his deathbed the same
night that the coughing started, while another could trudge for
days between cities – such as Portguard and Aeston – and
only think he'd a summer cough while he exposed the countryside
along the way.

"There must be a cure," Iathor muttered to himself,
folding the now-dried letter and sealing it with alchemist-gray
wax. He bundled it with a description of the disease, in case his
father wished to try his hand at research and cures, and went to
see if the dramsmen, Jeck and Mara, were packed.

 


 



 


 


​ From the hand of Iathor Kymus, Lord Alchemist's Heir and
Proxy

To the eye of Prince Holfar Aeslaird, City-Prince of
Aeston

 


Your Grace,

Work against the plague proceeds more slowly than I
would like. My father would word this better, I am sure, but we are
yet at a standstill. The usual curatives slow or halt the progress
of the illness, and hardy individuals may yet recover even without
alchemical aid, but we cannot benefit from their blood's strength
until the cough is gone and they are well again. It troubles me
that in the fiveday since Aeston closed its gates, we have not
heard from the alchemists in Portguard with news of exactly this
form of cure. I can only assume that the disease has lingered
there, as well as here.

I am keeping thorough notes of both my own research,
and that of the alchemists who report to me, and the Herbmaster's
own attempts. He theorizes that this is a plague of the Cymelian
continent, and thus the barbarians may know of a cure, but I am
unconvinced; the plague apparently started in Portguard, and was
therefore likely brought from elsewhere. If you would send word to
Cym, however, to request information of the Marchlords, it could
not hurt and might be our salvation.

Spirits aid you.

Master Iathor

 


Iathor sat at the door,
waiting for the palace messenger he'd been promised every fiveday
since Aeston had sealed the gates, and settled into the siege of
plague.

It was already in the city, of course. Prince Holfar
had forbidden people to congregate in groups larger than five, or
to travel without need. Soon enough, the city-prince would be
buying all the food and distributing it from guards.

Soon enough, Iathor feared, there would be wagons to
collect the dead, too.

The sound of horseshoes ringing on the brick walkway
alerted him. He opened the door – and frowned. "Lord
Tegar."

The city-prince's eldest son sketched a bow from
horseback, on a golden mare. "Master Iathor. Don't fear – my boys
and wife are in the country. Father . . . thought it
would be better for me to be in the city."

"Running messages?" He handed the sealed letter over,
unsurprised when the city-prince's heir broke the seal and read
it.

"Someone has to exercise the horses, and two of the
grooms were coughing. The lot of them are confined to their rooms
till we see if any more come down with it, or if the sick-a-beds
recover." Tegar shrugged.

More likely that Tegar himself had wanted exercise,
after being cooped up and receiving reports at arm's length. Iathor
said, "If they do recover, have the palace alchemist brew a
curative with their blood – at the worst, it will mean
someone's protected against a summer cold."

Tegar chuckled, putting the letter into his
belt-pouch, then sobered. "We're not our fathers, Master Iathor.
Tell me how dire this is."

Iathor put his hands behind his back so he wouldn't
muss his hair with nervous pulling at it. "Dire, my lord Tegar. The
duration of the illness in Aeston is not so far from the usual
coughs and fevers, but we know it's been in Portguard for longer,
perhaps a tenday, perhaps three fivedays. Someone should
have recovered by now, and we should have news. That nothing thus
far has done anything but slow the disease, not prevent it from
taking hold nor cure it entirely . . . suggests we
will only cure it by the blood of someone who lives through
it."

Tegar rubbed at the ridge of the saddle where it
arched over the horse's spine. The mare lazily twitched her ears
around. "The palace bonesetter says the dead have lungs full of
fluid, like the wet-cough produces."

"Ah." Iathor did run a hand through his hair this
time, before he could stop himself. "My thanks. I'll focus on the
wet-cough cures, then. If we can keep the lungs clear, perhaps we
can keep someone alive until they become well again."

Tegar nodded. "Spirits be with us all." He lifted a
hand in farewell, and turned his horse.

"Aye." Iathor raised his own hand, briefly, and went
back inside, to his workroom and library.
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M'lord, I'm sorry to have to say this in a letter,
but Jolia's taken sick. It's a cough, so I daren't expose anyone
else. Tania can keep well enough for just the three of you, and you
know I've laid in the curatives. Spirits keep you all.

–Loria

 


Iathor didn't crumple the
letter from his steward – his cook's sister, both of them
draught-bound to him not so long ago – but he wanted to.
Wanted to hurl things across the room, wanted to swear and curse
the spirits and shout, Not my steward! Not her daughter! Not her
family!

Or possibly curse Loria's husband, who hadn't taken
that family and fled with Jeck and Mara when Iathor'd offered.

Instead, all he swore was, "Rot." He handed the
letter back to Tania. "She's right. She should have enough
curatives for all of them for at least a fiveday. If we've not
heard from them by then . . . Well, we can at least
leave more." If nothing else, he'd be able to brew up as many of
the most promising curatives – especially the ones for
wet-cough – as he had vials and bottles.

If he found something that worked, he'd empty
out every wine-bottle in the cellar and use those as well.

"Yes, m'lord," Tania said, worried for her sister
but – dramsman's kindness – not asking him for the
spirit-miracles he'd been trying to produce. "Is there anything I
can tend in the workroom? You're tired and should sleep a bit if
you can."

Iathor rubbed at his eyes, as if he could erase the
dark circles under them. "Let's go see. I think it's all mostly
simmering, yes."

Tania pulled a smile firmly onto her face, though her
own eyes made it a lie. "Well, if a cook can't keep things
simmering . . . you'd have never've hired me,
m'lord!"

He gave her a tired smile in return. "You're an
alchemist in the kitchen, Tania, and you know it."

At least he could get his dramsman's smile to be a
little more genuine, as they headed for the workroom.

 


 



 


 


​ From the hand of Herbmaster Vasis Parrit

To the eye of Master Iathor Kymus

 


Master Iathor, I must warn you that the plague is
more insidious than we knew. I believe its contagion lingers upon
things an infected victim has touched. My daughter lies ill, and
the only contact she has had with anyone sick is the love-note from
a plague-stricken swain. I have not yet begun to cough, so this
letter should be safe enough, but further
missives . . . Perhaps tongs would be sufficient,
and burning.

Spirits keep us all.

Herbmaster Vasis

 


"Blight," Iathor breathed. "Brague, does Tania still
have her sister's letter?"

His dramsman bodyguard, who'd brought Iathor the
Herbmaster's letter, frowned. "Likely, m'lord."

"Rot!" Iathor dropped the paper and strode from the
room, heading for the kitchen.

His cook was there, which was normal. But she was
sitting in the middle of the floor, which was not.

"Tania," Iathor said, starting forward.

She flung up a hand. "No, m'lord," she managed,
looking at him with her eyes bright with tears. Then she turned
away, coughing into her hands.

"It's the letter," Iathor said helplessly. "The
Herbmaster sent word just now . . . The plague's
influence lingers on what the infected touch." He did not say
it's only been two days.

Tania caught her breath again. "I've– I've kept the
letter in my pocket. Mayhap, if you stay far from
me . . . I'll go . . .
somewhere . . ."

"You'll go no further than your rooms," Iathor
whispered. More firmly, he said, "I need someone near
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