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      Content notes for all my books can be found on my website at celialake.com/content-notes. You’ll find general notes, followed by notes grouped by series.

      

      In particular, this book has notes for grief and the death of Gemma’s mother (when she was born) and Sam’s wife (a few years previously).

      

      This book is last in the Mysterious Arts series, and various characters here appear in other Albion books. The author notes at the end have more about where to find them. However, this book is a fine place to start!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          AUGUST 3RD, 1928

        

      

    

    
      It all started with the materia of the day. Today, that was a trifle more scattered than Gemma had wanted, but she was used to that. There were no particular plans, she’d have to sort out what to do this afternoon once she’d eaten. Once she wrote up the order for new materia and double-checked it, maybe she’d spend the day in the library. Or go for a walk on the moor. First, she knew there’d something out in the breakfast room to tide her over to luncheon. The staff were entirely used to her schedule and to Papa and Mabyn’s.

      Or in Gemma’s case, lack of schedule. She had worked straight through yesterday, from when she’d woken until about two in the morning, with only a break for a sandwich on a tray in her rooms. That was on top of doing the same on the previous two days.

      She’d fallen into bed, insensible to the world, and now it was getting on for half ten. She hadn’t bothered to dress beyond finding a frock that did not have reagent stains in three places. No matter how careful she was about putting on a proper alchemical apron, there was a trade-off between protective gloves and sleeves and fumbling fingers.

      When she turned into the breakfast room, she found Papa still at the table, reading the paper. He looked up, arching an eyebrow. “I wasn’t sure if we’d see you today. I made your excuses yesterday, of course.”

      Gemma stopped, blinking. “Yesterday was—” She almost swore. “Oh, Lammas. At Baddock Hall. I’m sorry. That was horribly rude of me.” She was nearly forty; she was supposed to be better at dealing with the flow of time and appointments than she apparently was. “What did you say?”

      “Seeing as it was Nora and Darius and Lionel, and they’re quite familiar with your foibles, I told them the truth. And said you’d write when you re-emerged. Please do that, though?” Papa leaned back. “We were sorry not to have your company, of course. I did knock twice, but you didn’t respond.”

      “No.” Gemma ran her hand through her hair, pulled it away, and then stepped to the side to braid it again before going any further with her morning. Once she’d tied off the six inches of ribbon she used for the purpose, she went back to peering at the table. Bread and butter and jam, quiche, and there was some coffee. She glanced over at her father. He waved a hand, so she took the rest of what was in the pot.

      Once she was sitting again, she took out the little notebook she kept in her pocket and the stub of pencil. Before she forgot, she wrote a reminder to send a proper note round to the Baddock-Martins. That done, she peered at him. “Is Mabyn around?”

      “Out in the garden, she’ll be in for lunch in an hour.” Papa tilted his head. “Alchemical question.”

      “Yes, please. I’d like to talk it out.” She raised her eyebrow, meeting Papa mood for mood. “With someone with informed opinions.”

      “Pax, pax.” He put up his hands. “What were you working on? In layman’s terms.”

      Gemma settled into her chair. “It’s not really a topic for the table.” Even this table, which tended to have wide-ranging conversations about things people did, given both Papa and Mabyn were on the Council. Gemma could keep to proper topics for society, but she did not always bother at home, especially when her mind was haring off on a train of thought.

      Papa shrugged. “I’ll tell you if it’s too much.” He considered, then added, “Here’s the forfeit. You tell me what you’re working on, you eat your breakfast. After, you go out for a walk before luncheon and get some sunlight.” She was about to object. “There is actually some today. There was yesterday, too, both here and in Suffolk, for a wonder, though it was rather nicer here.”

      “Is Baddock Hall coming back properly still?” Gemma asked both because she was interested, and because it would let her eat enough of her food while Papa talked. Two years ago, it hadn’t been. Papa had spent much of the spring and summer living there, figuring out what was going wrong with the land magic on the demesne estate.

      Mabyn had helped, too. She had a knack for growing things that went far beyond learned skill and into a gift. By the end of it, they had firmly become a couple, even if it had taken them a bit to make that more visible to other people. And last year, Mabyn had moved in here.

      That was fine. Gemma liked Mabyn for many reasons. Papa had been on his own— well, he and Gemma together— for far too long. He’d been every kind of parent to her, given that Mama had died when Gemma was born.

      Papa had been lonely, even though he’d never admit it. He’d been on Albion’s Council, a pillar of it, since before Gemma could remember. When she’d been tiny, he hadn’t travelled, but he’d done more of that once she was old enough to leave in someone else’s care for more than a few days. That was a different kind of lonely, but he’d been kept busy with what he was doing, and she’d been at school.

      Papa liked people. That was the thing. Gemma certainly enjoyed talking to a range of people, but she was just as happy to be on her own in her lab, doing whatever caught her attention that day. Papa faded, like a flower wilting, if he didn’t get enough time with others. The travel and necessary diplomacy of the Council had drawn on all of that.

      It had also given him an outlet for his worries. As she’d been growing up, especially during her school years and apprenticeship, Gemma had worried that he’d spend all his time in a panic about what might happen to her. The Council had soaked up a fair bit of that excess, to everyone’s benefit. It had become easier as Gemma got older, especially as she got older than Mama had ever been. But it had also been part of the reason Gemma hadn’t tried to keep to a routine. Even if that had been easy for her, and it wasn’t, routines meant that any break was a cause for concern. No routine, not as many obvious reasons to worry. Besides, Gemma did much better being able to work to her own rhythm.

      She and Papa had settled their lives into a comfortable dance. They came and went independently. They had a meal together a few times a week, depending on his schedule and when Gemma emerged from the alchemy lab. She was still getting used to the fact that she no longer actually needed to be with him for social events and did not have to pay attention to the schedule unless she chose to. Mabyn, with her own role on the Council, had reason to be at most of them. At the ones that didn’t require it, no one would be rude enough to turn her away, even if Mabyn and Papa’s relationship wasn’t a formal marriage.

      It had left Gemma slightly at loose ends. As an unmarried daughter, she’d had social use as Papa’s hostess from the time she was an adult. Certainly, she had a wide circle of friends in her own right, but they all had their own lives, and she didn’t always fit tidily into paired dinner parties and such. Though that reminded her she’d have to check with a few friends and catch up. Not just yet, but when she was through the current bit of research. That would be another few days, most likely. She was nearly out of supplies for one of the catalyst potions, and brewing more of it had a week’s lead time.

      Papa watched her, thoughtful, but then he settled in to talk. Gemma tucked into her quiche, enjoying the brightness of the summer vegetables. “It’s doing well. We’re certain that everything’s stabilised now. That part, not at all your line of work. Helped, we think, by Nora and the baby.” He said that a little delicately. Samuel was only a few months old. “It will take more time to recover, of course. You can’t repair in a year and a half what took a decade to unravel. But there are no signs of those sorts of problems lingering. They have happy bees. A lack of boggy spots. And Lionel’s having a grand time refitting some more of the rooms.”

      Gemma listened, asking a question here or there. She’d done some of the brewing for the remediation potions they’d been applying to the land nearest the manor, especially the ones that went into the moat. Those had been an interesting design problem. It had involved encasing one potion in something that would allow it to drift to the bottom of the moat or the bank. Then, it needed to disperse near where it was most needed as the outer shell dissolved in the water. Getting the balance right had been tricky, especially given the uneven water quality of the moat. She’d enjoyed constructing those rather a lot, and it had led to some of her current explorations.

      Once she’d eaten about half her meal, Papa nodded. “Your turn.” He leaned back.

      “You’re the one who gave me the idea. Well, you and Auntie Rhoe. She put me in touch with a couple of her colleagues, the ones who deal with long-term injuries. This time about mustard and chlorine gas, and the lasting harm to lungs and such. And the problems if one of them gets a cold or catarrh or something of the kind.” Too many men had died in the gas attacks in the Great War, and the ones who’d lived had lingering problems. Pain, and even magic had limited options for the grinding ongoing pain. The obvious mucilages were too thick to help the lungs. “I’ve been working on something people could inhale. Probably via steam. Swallowing it helps the system, but not the specific tissues.”

      “So, a new mode of delivery. That’s an interesting problem, yes. Why have you been so focused on it the last few days?”

      “A new source of high quality olives, prepared for materia. I’ve got one more series to run through, but then I’ll need to make more catalyst for the steam, and that will take a week or so. When I get more materia in.”

      “Ah. Well, ask Mabyn. She might go bother Gordon and Harris for you. Or is it a matter for Euphremia’s?” Those were the two alchemical shops she preferred, but bothering Magistra Euphremia was not something Gemma would ask Mabyn to do. Besides, Gemma got better results doing it herself. There was some sort of complex problem of allegiances between Magistra Euphremia and Mabyn’s son, and Mabyn did not wish to interfere there. Not a public problem, and not the sort of thing Gemma wanted to bother Mabyn about explaining either. She was enough Papa’s daughter to see the problem and go around it on her own.

      “Maybe Gordon and Harris.” Gemma finished her last bits of food, and stood, taking her plate back to be cleared. “Back at half noon?” She’d set a reminder to turn back in good time.

      Papa nodded and waited for her to come and kiss his cheek before he got up. “Walking will do you good. You might even have a new idea or six.”

      Gemma snorted, because yes, that was what often happened. Ideas on a walk, in the bath, she had more ideas than she had time to explore properly, honestly. Deciding her shoes were fine for a less demanding walk, she set off to make a circuit of the gardens. She went down to the small stream that ran along the edge of the property, and back up, finishing with a few minutes at Mama’s gravestone in the cemetery. It was not a day for talking out loud at it, just for being there.

      The thing of it was, Papa was right. She felt better for being outside, her lungs and legs and arms getting movement. Alchemy could be a rather physical task, especially if there were multiple burners going. It was, she had always thought, very like a dance, each with its own metre and pattern. When the chime on her watch sounded, she took a breath, and turned back toward the house, arriving with just enough time to wash up and make her way to the small dining room.

      There, she slid into her chair just as Mabyn and Papa came in. Watching them was always interesting, especially when they were in private and relaxed. Mabyn had not been inclined to any sort of public display of affection. Papa had been entirely out of the habit, other than with Gemma or Aunt Rhoe. But here and now, he had been leaning to say something quietly, his hand on her upper arm, and Mabyn had her head turned as they came in the door. Then she smiled, a warm smile. “Gemma. I gather you want to bend my ear.”

      “Yes, please. And I’m sorry about yesterday.”

      Unlike Papa, Mabyn didn’t entirely wave it off. She tilted her head. “There are always going to be more problems that need solving. I know you like to go for long stretches, but seeing people is good for the soul. Or so I gather.” Mabyn waved a hand, letting Papa push her chair in before he took his own.

      “I have a note to write after lunch. Before I go back into the lab, or yes, I’ll forget for days.” Whether she’d remember to bring the note down to go through the portal and into the post was another question. But Nancy, the maid who saw to Gemma’s wing, knew what to do if there was a sealed letter to someone waiting. “Shall I explain?”

      “Please.” Mabyn listened attentively as Gemma launched into the explanation. This time Gemma included rather more in the way of details, and various comments about the properties of the herbs and what she was going for.

      “It’s probably going to involve multiple herbs or sources of materia, but the trick is going to be the combination. Getting the relevant benefit suspended in the steam and getting a stable dose is rather a problem.” She flicked her fingers slightly. “It’s a new modality, and those are always several kinds of tricks. But if it could work, it would offer a whole new range of options.” The thing about alchemy is that it had risks. Gemma knew that better than most. Building on tradition meant building on known safety precautions. Innovation could disrupt them. Finding the balance was essential but also tedious.

      “Quite.” Mabyn tapped her fingers on the table as the food was brought in. Bread, of course, this time of year, a little cold roast, and a pile of summer vegetables. There would be berries after, and likely shortcake as well. “Have you looked at Eversham recently? I haven’t read it in at least a year, but something Silvia said the other day makes me think of it. The bit about like parts.”

      “See about a combination that would act in collaboration. I suppose so. Mint wants to crowd everything else out, though.”

      “Well, mints.” Mabyn said, with the strong feeling of a gardener whose bed had been overrun again. “I’m curious about the olive, though. You see the leaf in tinctures sometimes, and the oil for topicals, but not so much in this use. Do you think there’s much in it?”

      That got Gemma off onto the several papers Aunt Rhoe had suggested. And specifically what a distillation of the olives might do, if she could get more of the oil part out, and leave the rest of it. That would involve a whole other set of alchemical tricks, and she needed the best quality olives for it.

      Mabyn agreed that she’d go talk to Gordon and Harris about it, but she also had a suggestion of one restaurant in Trellech that might have useful connections. Gemma didn’t actually need a great deal of quantity. They made a fuss about growing their own in a specially controlled greenhouse with all that magic could offer in terms of optimal conditions.

      By the time they’d finished eating— including the scrumptious strawberry shortcake— Gemma had a whole new set of tasks swimming around her head. She made her excuses, kissed Papa on the cheek again, and disappeared back into the alchemy lab.
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          AUGUST 6TH

        

      

    

    
      Gemma felt it had been worth leaving the house for tonight’s meeting. She’d come into Trellech for one of the regular evening lectures and discussions at the Alchemist’s Guild. Not a full guild meeting, of course, but an excuse to get people in the same room and potentially talking to each other. There were nights that worked better than others, of course.

      Tonight’s lecture had been relevant to several things she’d been thinking about. It had also been cogent, well organised, and within the preferred time limit. Gemma never assumed any of those would be true, never mind all three at once. Now, she was watching the patterns of the people chatting afterwards. These discussions were open to people outside the Guild proper. It meant Mabyn was over in one corner, chatting with several other people. Two of the Penelopes were also here, chatting with David Benson and Thomasina Wright, two of the more innovative sorts.

      As these gatherings often did, Gemma found herself contemplating the social dynamics. Among the alchemists— or any other group of Albion’s magical specialists— people congregated based on their own affiliations. That was true in other groups. Gemma had been to enough other similar gatherings with Papa to know it was a reliable consistency.

      In alchemy, there was the known and the unknown. It was an inherently dangerous way to spend time, with both sudden and slow risks. The sensible alchemists, the ones who wanted to live to a ripe old age, learned the precautions thoroughly, and checked the ventilation and the materia and their tools. It led to a certain sort of mind and a certain sort of custom. But within that, there were certainly a range of approaches.

      Some of that had to do with lines of training. The alchemists, she thought, found those comfortable. Even if people were somewhat apart in age, those lines gave easy openings for conversation, or a natural shared language. It was less work. And honestly, she often found it more relaxing, talking with others who’d trained in the same line as Gemma and, years before, Mama. They might well have their own machinations, but in general those would not get in her way. Other people might.

      And of course, sometimes people shook things up in unexpected ways. Or people cut across the expected patterns. Gemma caught a brief gesture from Mabyn, so she stood. Crossing the room brought her close enough to hear Silva Warren, who’d joined her husband on the Council two years ago. She was talking with Romulus Heath, who’d retired from the Council two years before that.

      The two of them came from two different lines of fussy and traditionalist alchemists. Both were the sort who could turn half a line of a recipe into sixty pages of dense academic analysis. However, both of them got on better, in terms of alchemical discussion, than they did with Garin Fortier, also on the Council.

      He was lurking further away, in a quiet and intense conversation with Vitruvius Thanet. Both of them had trained with Marcellus Hallowell, and both of them thought it was important that his take on the cyclical approaches to alchemical work be carried on. As Lords, they were both particularly interested— as they ought to be— in the cycles of the land magic.

      If Julius Amberly stayed long enough, Gemma actually wanted a word with him later. If not, she’d have to write. He rarely came out to public events, which meant this one had been of particular interest to him. He’d had a bad facial injury in the Great War. These days, he wore one of the porcelain masks to cover it. Gemma was certain it was uncomfortable, as well as drawing a degree of attention that got in the way of conversation. Far too many people had atrocious manners.

      Julius, however, was innovative without being reckless. He’d been working on an entire line of healing salves and oils, drawing on both magical and chemical properties of various plants, which were along the same lines as some of Gemma’s current work. At the moment, though, he was talking quietly with Jehan Knox. Jehan was about to take up teaching Alchemy at Schola as soon as term began. He would be exceedingly busy and not likely to make it to this sort of event for a while.

      Jehan was an interesting question in and of himself. Even without the part about going into teaching, which naturally cut into time spent on actual alchemical work. He’d begun his apprenticeship in one of those two stuffy lines, but a year and a half in, he’d shifted to apprenticing with Master Luther, focused on apothecary and healing work. There had been gossip, but Gemma had considered none of it actually reliable, and Jehan had made it clear asking wouldn’t get anyone anywhere.

      Jehan had produced a rather fascinating carrier for long-term efficacy as his journeyman work, now being increasingly adopted for a variety of systemic healing potions. He was already well on his way to his mastery. No one had any concerns about his skills or his taking over the teaching at Schola, and that lack of argument was itself telling.

      He was enough younger that Gemma didn’t know him well on a personal level. And while she might want to change that, given a bit of time, tonight was not the time to begin that. Jehan’s focus needed to go other places than her curiosity.

      As Gemma joined Mabyn, the other two who’d been talking drifted off. Mabyn nodded. “Gemma, Agatha— you know Agatha Witt, yes?— had mentioned something that reminded me of something you’d said.”

      “Magistra Smythe-Clive.” The other woman— Gemma knew she was close to Papa and Mabyn’s own age, around sixty— nodded. The extra formality made Gemma raise an eyebrow.

      “Oh, that’s unnecessary. Surely Mabyn’s told you I only put on stuffy formality for special occasions, under some duress.” She knew how. Mama’s people would have been furious if she’d not learned those skills early and often, but she did not bother with it when it wasn’t both relevant and useful. Here, her skill had long since been acknowledged. She’d earned her proper mastery at twenty-eight, when most people were barely out of their apprenticeships.

      “Gemma, then. I answer better to Witt, on average, but you may certainly also call me Agatha. I am technically off duty.” She inclined her chin. “We had an interesting problem, and I turned up tonight in hopes someone else might spot anything related. Or more to the point, mention it if they do.”

      That promised something interesting. “A problem?” Agatha Witt was one of the Penelopes, those in Albion charged with investigating and sorting out the sort of magical problems that creative people could create if they weren’t careful. Sometimes, that was things blended in an alchemy lab that shouldn’t become friendly. Sometimes it was unpicking ritual circles gone wrong.

      Papa had a number of those stories to hand, and several of them gave Gemma nightmares. The Penelopes did many other tasks like that. Many people found them difficult to deal with, unconventional and even rude in pursuit of the truth. Gemma found it rather relaxing, honestly. They wanted excellence, reliably, and she could always work with that as a goal.

      Agatha shrugged her shoulders slightly. “We’ve had a handful of odd reports about adulteration when it comes to drinks. Mostly beer, given the drinking public of Albion. And Britain.”

      Gemma contemplated that. Adulteration was easier in beer, she suspected. There were more ingredients in play, and more natural variation in some ways. “What makes you say so?”

      “A handful of reports. Never from the same brewery. It could just be a matter of materia or ingredient quality. The Brewer’s Guild is aware, but it’s not anything obvious on their end. That’s why I was curious about what Mabyn suggested.” Agatha hesitated, and Gemma was certain it was a deliberate hesitation. “I don’t suppose you might have some time? Mabyn said you were working on several things rather intently.”

      “I am, but I’m at a point where I need to make more catalysts for what I’m doing, and that will take a bit.” If she were more organised— or rather, better about the flow of time— she could have had them. But the burst and quiet method of her work had other benefits, so she’d never figured out smoothing it better. Gemma felt there was a catch here. “Why me?”

      “Why not a Penelope, you mean?” Agatha was smiling now.

      “Or a Guard, or I don’t know. This doesn’t seem like a problem that entirely needs an alchemist.” Gemma had to admit she was a little curious, though. That was the thing. Mama had loved a puzzle. And Papa did too, though he got his puzzles from decidedly different sources. He loved figuring out why people behaved the way they did. That didn’t mean he figured out solutions quickly, but it had been quite a help as he’d done more travel for the Council. There, he was either doing something specific, some agreed-on ritual action, most commonly. Or he was gathering information. Often, he was doing both. The Council played a long game, built over decades, if not centuries.

      “The short answer is that there has been no real harm, not yet. Nothing for the Guard to investigate.” Agatha shrugged.

      “And the longer answer?” Gemma rocked back slightly onto her back foot. She caught Mabyn’s smile. It was the same movement Papa made when he was thinking about something and when he felt someone was not being forthcoming with information. Gemma had done it deliberately, of course.

      “The problems are scattered. It could just be the usual vagaries of ingredients. Beer, especially. Everyone’s secretive about their particular recipes and methods. And the taxes, based on the alcohol, have been upsetting some of the standard enchantments for testing. No one’s had the time or energy to rework the set.” That had more truth in it, though Gemma felt not all of it.

      “And?” Gemma asked, in the hopes she’d get a few more threads.

      “To be honest, we’re not sure if there’s anything there. The Penelopes are rather stretched thin at the moment. Various people experimenting with matters we think have more direct risk. To the people experimenting and to the people around them.” Agatha pursed her lips, then said diplomatically, “Hesperidon Warren’s been demanding about several lines there.”

      Mabyn made no comment. Her face was placidly still. Gemma, however, was not quite as bound. Hesperidon Warren had been head of the Council for decades now, and while he had his talents and his passions, they ran in surprisingly narrow lines. “By that I suppose you mean there’s an impact on the waterways and land and such. What’s the term? Pollution.” Not one widely used, but Gemma kept up on that sort of literature. “Surely he can’t actually pressure you directly.”

      “No, but he can be annoyingly persistent. And he has a point in this case, that such matters are entirely within our remit. If something goes wrong, it could be harmful to a number of people, animals, and plants and such.” Agatha considered, then added, “People exploring fertilisers, in part, which is wonderful when they work.”

      “And tricky when they don’t.” Not Gemma’s area of expertise, but again, she knew enough to know the problems with balance there. There had been cases in the past where people did something that looked like it worked. Then, a couple of growing cycles later, it was clear they’d just created an entirely new set of problems. It was something like the problems of importing one species to deal with another imported species, and creating a chain of predators that destroyed the original local wildlife.

      “Will you keep an ear out? If you have a chance, of course. Not instead of your other work.” Agatha sounded so civilised about it.

      Gemma nodded. “There's no harm in doing so.” Now, mind, she was curious about the methods of identifying adulteration. Some of those were part of the standard alchemy duties for every apprentice. After all, it was important to know when the work had been fouled. But there must be others for food and drink, and she might as well learn more about them. “Send anything to your attention directly? If I do stumble across something?”

      “Please. Journal or note, whichever makes sense.” Agatha looked her up and down. “Your reputation is of someone who pays attention to details.”

      “Ah, that’s Papa’s doing, mostly.” She did when she noticed them. That was the trick. Her mind had to be pointing the right way, and not distracted more by what was going on inside her head. “I’ll let you know.” Then she glanced around. “Pardon, I wanted a word with Julius Amberly, at least to set up another time to chat.” She made her excuses, knowing Mabyn would catch up with her shortly.

      Julius had been about to disappear, but he was willing to have her come out to his lab the day after tomorrow and walk through one of the pieces she’d been working on. He was, unlike some of the other alchemists, not grabby about being the one with all the good ideas. A lot of what he was working on were problems of the common good, as Gemma thought of them. Healing applications of all sorts, but also potions that eased sleep or grief or nightmares. Those that smoothed over rough edges a bit without the sometimes disastrous side effects of alcohol or harsher drugs.

      When Gemma stepped back to let Julius go, she found Mabyn waiting for her. “Do you need to chat with anyone else?”

      Gemma considered the room. “Everyone will go off for drinks shortly, I believe. No, no one I need to talk to. Did you speak with Silvia?” Mabyn had been Silvia’s mentor in her Council Challenge. That relationship rather baffled Gemma, but Mabyn was careful not to make it Gemma’s problem to deal with. In a small group, without her husband around, Silvia could be a fascinating person to talk alchemy with. Mabyn had invited her over to tea when Gemma was around a few times. But in a larger group like this, Silvia was so aware of the social dynamics that conversation was impossible.

      “I did.” Mabyn was about to say something, then decided against it. A moment later, Vitruvius Thanet came by them on his way out, and offered a polite nod, underscoring that the potential for conversations had rather wilted. “Shall we? I want to write up some notes before they slip out of my mind.”

      “Of course.” Gemma could get back to the lab, and do something pleasant, even if she had no particular inspiration on hand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          AUGUST 7TH

        

      

    

    
      “Sam. Time to eat?” Sam looked up from his desk, fingers of one hand half-tangled in his hair. He’d been staring at the accounts again, never his favourite part of the business. Ben, his second, was standing there, hip cocked. “Don’t want to keep Aunt Daisy waiting.”

      “Never, no. And this will keep.” Sam pushed back from the desk, then stopped to close the account book and slide it into the drawer, waiting to hear the lock and warding click. No sense tempting fate in any direction. He stretched, and he could feel one of the scars on his back pulling more than he liked. Maybe a bath tonight would be a help if he could get a few minutes once the boys were in bed.

      Ben was a cousin on Sam’s side. But everyone called Aunt Daisy that, if she were inclined to have them at the table. She, mind, was his late wife’s aunt rather than Sam’s own relation. She’d been widowed young and had been glad to come lend a hand with Sam and his sons. Certainly, Sam couldn’t have managed on his own. He had to run the brewery and think about what would keep everything bubbling smoothly along, but he wasn’t much of a cook for anything except plain meals. He certainly couldn’t be in three or four places at once, keeping an eye on his sons.

      And as for Ben, well, Sam had taken him on at the brewery after the War, on more or less the same principle, though it had some frustrating bits. Ben wanted more responsibility, but he had not so far been willing to do the work that led to that responsibility. Every time Sam suggested a next step, Ben ducked away, like beer flowing out of the tanks downward.

      Sam had— years ago— assumed Ben would apprentice. But every time Sam brought it up, Ben found some reason that it wasn’t a good time. He did his assigned work well enough, but he wasn’t curious about why Sam did things the way he did. He was outright good at some of it, easy chats with their various contacts as they delivered supplies or when Ben went along with the kegs and bottles going to pubs and other sellers. Sam could do that, but he’d never found that sort of conversation easy. These days— after the War and after Nell— he was glad to leave that to someone else.

      The thing that puzzled Sam was where Ben balked. He didn’t want to have anything much to do with the Brewer’s Guild. Sam had prodded him about it, two or three times, wondering if there were some personal reason. But he’d not got anything out of Ben. When he’d asked at the Guild, he’d received a few shrugs. It made him wonder if there was something more, but he wasn’t close enough to anyone there to press the question if people didn’t volunteer anything. Whatever it was was older, anyway. The end of the War, maybe.

      Sam had tried half a dozen approaches to get Ben to step up a bit more, but he would not do the work for him. And it wasn’t like Sam had all the energy or attention to keep trying things that failed. Not now, not for the last three years. It was frustrating, but Sam needed a second, and Ben did most of it well enough. More to the point, Ben needed a job, and, well, he was family.

      Because of that family bit, Ben came along for a midday dinner two or three times a week, and tea once or twice. Aunt Daisy enjoyed having another mouth to cook for more than not. She seemed to like his charm and ease, found it easier than Sam’s quiet. And it was good for Charlie and Harry to get to know their cousin and have another adult around who cared about them.

      Now Sam grabbed his hat, then gestured, closing the door once Ben went out into the hall. From here, they could both hear the sounds of the brewery, the clanking of the steam and the people mixing, though of course the staff were knocking off for their own luncheon, except for a couple on rotation to mind the things that couldn’t be left for an hour or so. Sam made sure that all his people got a chance for a good break.

      Ben kept on, through the turn along the railing, then down the stairs and the jog in the passage. They came out into cloudy weather, pleasantly cool after the heat of the brewery. Sam’s cottage was not far, just down the lane and a turn to the right. The benefit of a magical village was that there was rather less smoke and soot than there would have been in Sheffield proper. Sam took a deep breath and let it out, trying to shake off his slight sense of worry before his sons picked up on it.

      As usual, as soon as Sam appeared in the doorway, the boys flung themselves at him, one at each leg. They were getting big enough— Charlie, especially— to stagger Sam a bit. He tousled their hair, one hand on each. “Have you washed up?” The boys made the sort of hopeful noise that made it obvious they hadn’t. “Go do that, then.” Sam sent them off with a slight push, waiting until he heard the sink going.

      Ben had gone through to chat to Aunt Daisy, charming her as he generally did. Sam slid his hat onto the hook by the door. “We’re in good time, Aunt Daisy, I hope?”

      “You are. I was just about to send the boys to wash. Sit down. You’ve none too long, right?” She kept nearly as sharp an eye on his schedule as Sam did. And he’d learned how to do that, made it part of him, long before the War and everything else.

      “I’ve a meeting at half-one, yes. He’s coming to the brewery.” At least this was someone from Albion’s Ministry. Those visits were all much easier than the non-magical inspections. Upper Holdworth, the village, had very little visible magic in play, but little and none were two different things.

      They used more at the brewery. That meant efficient boilers. Those weren’t visibly different, but also better cleaning and sterilisation than chemistry and boiling water alone could arrange. Having a non-magical inspector through meant double the work for a bit, to make the methods visible for approval. On the other hand, selling through to the non-magical was worth the bother, even with sales as they had been for a while. And the inspections weren’t too often, not after a long record of exceeding every standard.

      Now the boys came back, waiting to sit until Aunt Daisy gave them a nod. Sam took his place at the end of the table, Ben at the near side. Aunt Daisy sat at the other end nearest the kitchen, with the boys on the far side, nearer the wall, on Sam’s left. Aunt Daisy murmured a brief blessing on the food while all the rest of them bowed their heads, and then she served out for the boys. It was the main meal of their day, a meat and potato pie, nice and hearty. Sam raised an eyebrow at the amount of meat in it, though. Usually, Aunt Daisy was cautious with the housekeeping expenses.

      “Butcher understands who’s who.” Aunt Daisy had her ways; Sam knew that. Then she softened, and added, “We had extra eggs this week. The hens are laying well. Harry’s getting good at finding the ones they hide.”

      “Good eye, Harry,” Sam said promptly, both because it was the right thing to say and because it was true. Charlie did his chores diligently enough, but he’d rather be inside with a book than outside. Harry was the other way round, wanting to be out and climbing and looking at things from odd angles. Or at least, that was how it was shaking out.

      They were— all three of them— different from what they’d been before Nell died. It was only this spring that the boys had started showing more independence from each other and from Sam. Mostly, that was grand.

      It would be different when school started up again; he knew that. The summer, though, meant keeping them out of trouble and busy enough not to be a bother to Aunt Daisy or any of the houses along the street. In a year or two, Charlie could come and make himself useful at the brewery, and that would change things again. Maybe not too long after that, both of them would be at Alethorpe, like Sam had been, learning how to mix craft and magic together. If not, he’d figure out good apprenticeships for them, the kind of hand up that Uncle Douglas had given him. A proper start in life, that was one of his duties as Dad.

      Sam realised there was a silence, and looked up, a little wary.

      “Harry asked you a question, Samuel.” Aunt Daisy was disapproving. She was looking over her glasses at him.

      “Sorry, Harry. I was woolgathering. Thinking about the brewery. Let me set that aside.” He made the little gestures that— once upon a time— had made them laugh. Hand to the top of head, pulling something out, setting it safely to the side of the table. Now, it didn’t, but Sam didn’t dare stop. It would be losing one thing more of Nell. She’d been the one to mime extravagantly. Maybe that would be one loss too many, shattering what was left. Then he cleared his throat. “Do you mind repeating for me?”

      “I was saying, Dad.” Harry leaned forward. “There’s a bird’s nest. Can you help me figure out what it is?” Then he glanced at Aunt Daisy. “Um. Tomorrow, if you have a meeting today?”

      Sam nodded. “How far away is it? Maybe I can get free at the end of the day, a little earlier.” He was running the lists in his head. “Well. Bring the accounting home for after bedtime.”

      Harry screwed up his nose, but then nodded once. “Sure. And tomorrow, if you can’t.”

      “Tomorrow, if I can’t.” He added to Aunt Daisy, “I’ll write a note in the journal either way. Once I’m through the meeting and figure out how much needs doing by end of the day.”

      That got him a slightly more approving nod. He’d splurged on the magical journals. One for him, one for Aunt Daisy, and one for Ben. It made coordinating no end easier. It was also useful for keeping up with the Brewer’s Guild in Trellech. But most of the family and a lot of his business still relied on post. That meant taking time twice a day to see what had come in and finding a time to write back. He found it easier to tuck a journal message in quickly, at the moment.

      Ben had eaten most of his pie in the interim. “Can I lend a hand with any of it?”

      “I’ll have to see.” It came out more curtly than Sam intended, and he tried again. “More of the complications about the taxing.” The United Kingdom had introduced a whole new set of taxation in 1924. It taxed on the standard barrel, so everyone had sensibly lowered the alcohol level and kept a bit more money. But then there had been limits on the total amount of brewing.

      Albion had kept well out of it, but this year there were rumblings about rebalancing things somehow. No one knew which way the Ministry was going to go with it, and that made Sam nervous. He hoped that their own self-interest would be a help. A little more tax or fee or whatever they wanted to call it, in exchange for keeping production steady, that was what he wanted. Well, he’d rather have done with more money going back into the brewery and keeping leaks out of the roof, but he understood the government needed funds to keep doing necessary things.

      There were plenty of veterans who still needed help. Sam was lucky. He’d not only had work to come back to, but he’d been able to do it. He’d not lost a limb nor gained a limp. The scars he had were hidden under his clothes. They didn’t make people step back from him.

      Sam had made a point of hiring veterans, so long as they could do the job somehow. That had gained him a little in the way of fee relief in Albion, besides being the right thing to do. And it had got them a couple of interesting innovations. One of his current men— not Ben— had a knack for figuring out how to make tasks easier, even safer. The winch that made it easier and steadier to move barrels with less strength had saved them at least three costly spills already this year.

      Ben grunted. “Not my thing, the accounts.” He then settled in to asking Harry what he’d found outside today. That gave Sam a chance to eat and listen. The count was up to the nest, a number of flowers, and some exploration of weaving with some harvested wheat stalks. There was having seen what Harry thought was a stoat and Charlie thought was a weasel. Eventually, Sam got up to get the guide to the local wildlife. It turned out that since neither of them had got a clear look at the comparative size or at whether the tail had a black splotch, they couldn’t be sure which.

      As the meal wound down, he heard the clock tower chimes and glanced at his watch. “Need to get back, so I can set up. I’ll let you know if I’ll have time for a walk before tea. Thank you, Aunt Daisy, for the meal.”

      She nodded, and as Sam got his hat and Ben made his thank yous, he heard Aunt Daisy directing the boys to clear the table. He and Ben walked back to the brewery in silence, giving Sam a chance to enjoy being outside for a minute with nothing pressing.
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          AUGUST 21ST

        

      

    

    
      A fortnight later, it felt like nothing had changed. Sam got up in the morning, he had breakfast, and he went to the brewery. He came home for dinner. Then he was back in the brewery until it was time for tea. After tea, he listened to the boys tell about their day, herded them through bath and bedtime, ending up with reading them a story. Both of them still wanted that, even though Charlie didn’t want anyone to know he did. Sam found it reassuring that they liked the quiet together, with Aunt Daisy nodding off in her chair in the front room. And since the boys shared a room, better they both liked a story.

      After that, he’d work at his desk. Or sometimes, he’d come back to the brewery and work there. The brewery had elbow room, at least. He’d kept the room next to his office as a workroom, even when it might have been more convenient for him to have Ben or someone in there, handy. But that room, well, it had his other projects.

      When it was a help, it was a grand one. Tonight, though, he’d been staring at his bits and bobs for what felt like an hour. Glancing at his watch, only half an hour, but that was bad enough. He did want some sleep tonight. Or needed some, at any rate. It wasn’t as if he could be certain of sleep if he went home, though. He’d either be up worrying all night about the accounts, or dream of Nell. Or wake in the dead of the night worrying about some potential catastrophe because he’d forgotten something important.

      It was no way to live a life, but it was the one he had at the moment. At least he had a little chance of something different, sometime. If he kept trudging forward. Maybe not for years, not until the boys were grown and building their own lives.

      Finally, slowly, he set out what he wanted to do next. The problem with brewing— well, also the joy of it— was the variation possible. Sam was working his way around on a different approach from what he’d done before, but he’d have to plan it out, both the ingredients and the time. Maybe next week, he’d be able to schedule things properly, get the various stages done between meetings and accounting. It would be easier if he had a proper assistant at it, but Ben didn’t have a good sense for the feel of the brewing.

      Ben could follow a recipe and instructions well. He could do some of the accounting, except for the trickier bits, even if he didn’t like it. And to be fair, Sam also struggled with the tricky bits. But every time Ben had tried to do more than follow a long-established recipe, they’d lost the entire batch, and he’d had to have been pushed into trying something in the first place.

      Sam was standing there, staring at the worktable, when he heard footsteps in the hall. He’d left the door ajar on purpose, no sense startling whoever was on night watch duty this week. Will. That was right. It was Will’s week. He and Archie traded off the overnight, now that Will had settled into the work. There wasn’t much to do here, but having someone walking around kept out pranksters or people who thought it’d be cheaper to steal their beer than buy it. Will had a bit of a limp, the sort that made more physical work hard, but walking around was apparently fine. Or at least Will had insisted it was, and Sam would not argue a man out of his dignity. Or his being able to work for a wage.

      He’d got a bit of Will’s background when he’d hired the man. The Somme, which said enough, and then bouncing around a job every nine months or so, all over Albion. Sam thought Will was more likely thirty than older, and he’d guessed the wandering had been due to where he could get a spare bed, or something in a rooming house. Sam felt they could be more welcoming here, give a man a chance to find a space. The character references had been decent, anyway. There’d been no signs of excessive drinking or fighting. Those were the two things Sam cared most about avoiding. The first was a bad idea in a brewery, and the second was a bad idea near this much glass. He’d taken a room with an older widow in town and she talked him up as quiet and considerate.

      At any rate, it meant he wasn’t holding glassware when there was a quiet knock on the door. “Sir?”

      “Didn’t mean to worry you, Will.” Sam turned more fully to face the door. “I was thinking.”

      “Sir.” Will came a step or two in, glancing around. “Wanted to make sure you were all right, sir. I don’t know as I’ve seen you in here before on my nights.”

      Sam thought back. “Don’t suppose I have been recently.” He coughed, not entirely sure if Will cared.

      “Do you mind explaining, sir? It’s not the same as downstairs, is it?” Will took another half-step forward, then stopped. “Or should I get on with my rounds?”

      “If you’re interested, I think we can take a few minutes.” Maybe explaining it to someone would help. “It’s a smaller version of the brewery, more or less. Enough to make a dozen bottles at a time, give or take. A test. There’s a room upstairs that will do a larger batch, a few barrels.”

      Will tilted his head. “So what’s different then? Why would you need this?” Then he answered his own question. “Testing a new recipe?”

      “Exactly. It used to be that beer was made with all sorts of things, different plants and herbs. That, there, is me setting up to test one of those recipes. That table, though, that’s for mead. And I’ve got the setup to distil spirits, but I’ve not tried that sufficiently. You know gin’s got herbs in, though, right? And various of the fortified wines.”

      “What’s the goal then?” Will leaned forward, visibly interested. Sam didn’t think he was just putting that on. “Pardon, sir. Shouldn’t pry.” Sam was caught for a moment by how different that was from what Ben would have said. Or not said, in this case, Ben wouldn’t have bothered with the question.

      “Ah, well.” Sam had to figure out the words now, and this got delicate. “The thing about hops is that they're in all our beer now. It’s what makes the bitter taste. But it saddens a man. Or a woman. Mutes everything. And I’ve been thinking maybe the world’s had enough sad, no need to add extra.”

      “Huh.” It got a grunt that turned into a bark of a laugh out of Will. “That’s truth, sir.” There was the sidelong glance that Sam had expected. “Particular reason, sir? Archie mentioned you’re on your own and about your wife. With your boys.”

      “Two years ago, cancer.” Sam said, trying not to make it too brusque. “And I’ve my own injuries from the War, and they ache. So this...” He gestured at the tables. “Maybe I could make a gruit— that’s a beer without hops— that helped the aches a bit more specific. Or one that brightened the spirits a titch. I don’t know. I’ve only been working on it maybe six months, as I get the time. Which isn’t too often.”

      “Suppose you can’t come up here every night.” Will agreed. Then he coughed, putting a space there. “Can I ask how you learned all this, sir?”

      “Apprenticed with my uncle right out of Alethorpe. He didn’t have sons, so he took me on. Ben’s his wife’s sister’s boy.” And young enough that Sam had been established as an apprentice when Ben was old enough to consider it. It felt a tad unfair, even though Uncle Douglas had been clear Sam had the right knack for brewing. “I grew up down near Southampton originally. But I like it here. It’s a fine place to raise the boys. And I know every creak and whisper of the brewery by now. Uncle Douglas had me working the night watchman shift when I started, and every other job for at least a few weeks. Usually longer.”

      Will nodded once, taking his time before he said anything further. “I was glad you gave me a chance, sir. Couldn’t properly settle, y’know? Not any of the work I could find. Didn’t make trouble, didn’t want
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