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For centuries, the Great Houses of Shallot have ruled the city through a complex network of power and influence, dividing and destroying factions that posed a threat to their rule, but the latest crisis may be beyond their power to subvert and defeat. The commoners have finally found a leader, while the aristocrats are deeply divided amongst themselves; their magic no longer trustworthy, their right to rule threatened as never before. As protest marches explode onto the streets, and the guild leaderships are openly challenged, it seems only a matter of time before the entire city catches fire.

In the mansions of North Shallot, Akin Rubén – new to his position as family patriarch – finds himself battling extremists who want to crush the protestors by any means necessary and hampered by his ties to the rebel leader; in the streets of South Shallot and the slums of Water Shallot, Rebecca Travis finds herself dragged into the revolutionary movement and experimenting with potions and spells that will either tip the balance against the aristos once and for all, or lead to all-out war on the streets that will burn the city to the ground ...

... And, hidden in the shadows, the real threat is slowly inching into the light.
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Foreword: A Brief Recap 
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The Thousand-Year Empire dominated the twin continents of Maxima and Minima through two advantages, an unmatched command of magic and the development of Objects of Power, magical weapons and tools that made them seemingly invincible.  But the Empire fell and the secret of making Objects of Power was lost.

Hundreds of years later, a young girl - Caitlyn Aguirre - was born to a powerful magical family.  Caitlyn - Cat - should have been powerful herself, like her two sisters, but she seemed to have no spark of magic at all.  She lacked even a sense for magic.  In desperation, her parents sent her to Jude’s in the hopes that exposure to magical training would bring forth the magic they were sure lay buried within her.  There, she met Isabella and Akin Rubén, children of her family’s greatest enemy.  Isabella became her rival, while she formed a tentative friendship with Akin.

Cat developed no magic, but she discovered something else.  Uniquely, as far as anyone could tell, she had no magic.  At all.  She eventually discovered that a complete lack of magic was necessary for forging Objects of Power.  Far from being useless, her talent made her extremely valuable and utterly irreplaceable.  As far as anyone could tell, Cat was the only true ‘Zero’ known to exist.  This led to her - and her friends, Akin and Rose - being kidnapped, then targeted by Crown Prince Henry and Stregheria Aguirre, Cat’s Great Aunt, when they launched a coup against the Great Houses and the King himself.  Their subversions - which turned Isabella against her family - nearly led to complete disaster ... and perhaps would have, if Cat and Akin hadn’t become friends.

In the aftermath, Cat proposed that she and Akin should be betrothed, creating a marriage bond between their families and making it impossible, at least for the next few years, for the two houses to come to blows.  This was - reluctantly - accepted, with the proviso that either Cat or Akin could refute the agreement if they wished, when they came of age.  Cat left Jude’s to found her own school, where other Zeros - when they were found - would be taught.

Meanwhile, the Great Houses had to deal with the repercussions of the attempted coup and the sudden shift in the balance of power.  Isabella Rubén, condemned as a traitor, was exiled to faraway Kirkhaven Hall, where she discovered a secret her family had sought to bury ... and a new secret, one of her own.  Others took advantage of the chaos to stake a claim to power themselves, plots that were only foiled through sheer luck and outside intervention.  Rebecca Travis, a young half-caste alchemical apprentice, found herself caught in the middle of a plot to seize control of House Bolingbroke, a plot that badly weakened the family even as it was defeated.  The city remained unstable ...

Six years passed, slowly.  Akin Rubén went back to school for his final year, to discover - thanks to his father - that he had to compete in the Challenge, a contest to find the ‘Wizard Regnant.’  Reluctantly, Akin complied, forming a team consisting of his cousin Francis and a handful of misfits, including merchant’s daughter Louise Herdsman and Saline Califon, a distant relative who was under a spell cast by her wicked uncle.  Despite Francis’s betrayal – due to the work of Malachi Rubén, a shadowy figure from the family’s past - Akin managed to realise the true nature of the Challenge and forge a last-minute alliance with Alana Aguirre, Cat’s sister, that allowed them to share the victory.

This did not please everyone, most notably Adam Mortimer.  Disgusted with the Great Houses, and uneasily aware his city was on the brink of exploding into class war, Adam joined the Kingsmen and became instrumental in stopping a plot to use Infernal Devices to trigger the war.  However, he was unable to prevent the plotters from damaging the city’s harmony and far too many innocents wound up paying the price.  

One of them was Lucy Lamplighter, who inherited House Lamplighter after her father was killed in a detonation and discovered, the hard way, that her family was effectively bankrupt.  Embarking on a desperate scheme to rebuild the family fortune, Lucy found herself tangled in a complex web of blackmail spun by Malachi Rubén and was forced to kill him in order to save her life and reputation.

Unknown to Lucy, this accidentally upended plans by Stephen Rubén to break the alliance between House Rubén and House Aguirre.  Discovering that Isabella Rubén had forged a relationship with Callam - the only other known Zero - Stephen mounted a plan to bring her back to Shallot, make her Heir Primus of House Rubén and shatter the alliance once and for all.  Unfortunately for him, Isabella soon realised she didn’t want the post and intended to return to Kirkhaven without delay.  Undaunted, Stephen mounted a coup in a final desperate attempt to stop the alliance.  The coup failed, but claimed the life of Lord Carioca Rubén - Akin and Isabella’s father.  Akin, now Patriarch, took control of the family and promised the alliance would remain intact.

With Cat finally reaching her majority, it seems they could finally get married, but the world intervened. Cat was asked to visit the Eternal City – the former capital of the Thousand-Year Empire – to investigate strange shifts in the ruins, already badly tainted by warped and twisted magic. There, she discovered a near-intact flying city which she was able to repair and return to the skies, then fly back to Shallot. Isabella, in the meantime, returned to Kirkhaven to marry Callam, only to become swept up in a ghostly crisis that destroyed Kirkhaven Town and nearly ruined Kirkhaven Hall, a crisis that had its roots in long-forgotten family history ...

... And, back in Shallot, the city is on the brink of a crisis that threatens to tear it apart ...
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“Louise! Louise! Louise!”

Louise Herdsman could hear the noise, the air vibrating with the sound of men – mostly men - shouting her name, as she stood in the antechamber and centred herself. It was the night – the night – when she would learn, beyond a shadow of a doubt, if her quest for reform had found footing, or if the forces of reaction and the aristocracy had managed to undermine her candidacy to the point she sank like a stone in water and never recovered. She had chosen her battleground carefully and called on all of her allies and ingenuity to wage a political campaign that appealed to the voters, yet she was all too aware her enemies were both powerful and numerous. She had calculated that she’d have so many enemies, they would get in each other’s way, which would dissipate the hostile vote amongst their chosen candidates, but she could easily be wrong. The Great Houses hadn’t taken her seriously, when she’d first started to make a name for herself. If they’d changed their mind, if they’d united against her, she could still lose.

The game is rigged, she reminded herself, again. But that doesn’t mean I can’t win.

She took a long breath, using a mirror spell to take a final look at herself. Her blonde hair was loosely tied back, symbolising her commitment to the cause, and her merchant’s dress hung neatly around her, conveying the impression of femininity without doing more than hinting at her curves. She’d chosen her outfit carefully, picking a green dress with a splash of colour rather than the drabness worn by dockside woman or peacock outfits favoured by aristocratic girls. The pendant hanging around her neck was inexpensive and yet it was a reminder her father was a success in his field, and that his success might easily be passed down to his daughter. Her lips quirked in amusement. The dockyard workers were a rough and ready crowd, decent enough – in their own way – and yet crude and rude, even by the standards of the rest of the city. Their nose for bullshit rivalled her father’s. If she pretended to be something she wasn’t, they’d sniff it out and turn their backs on her. And that would be the end.

Her magic sparkled around her, a hint of defensive charms intended to ward off subtle threats. Her opponents were unlikely to risk assassinating her, but there were plenty of other ways they could attempt to discredit her, without turning her into a martyr. Louise had done well at Jude’s – she’d been near the top of the class and would have been right at the top if the grades were calculated fairly – but she was painfully aware that the Great Houses kept some secrets for themselves. A babbling charm, to make her sound like an idiot; a delirium charm, to make her look like a drunken idiot ... or worse, far worse. Louise had tested her defences repeatedly, over the last few weeks, but there was still a quiet, nagging doubt. Her enemies might be luring her into overconfidence, while they waited to drop the hammer.

She took a breath, butterflies in her stomach. She had never liked public speaking, even though she had turned out to be good at it. She knew better than to think she was a genius – half of her success had come because she put the people’s grievances into words – and that the slightest mistake could lead to a catastrophic fall, one she would never recover from. Reform would continue somehow, she promised herself as she took another breath. The noise outside was growing louder, but it would start to fade soon. She had to cast the spell while the spellwork was primed, ready to go. Her thoughts reminded her, once again, that there would be no second chance.

Reform will go on, she told herself, again. With or without me, it will go on.

Louise stepped forward and through the curtain, into a blinding world of light and sound. The Dockyard Guildhall was immense, packed to bursting with dockyard workers and a handful of their families, so many people that the guildhall staff had had to turn away a number of obvious outsiders. Some had been curious, but others had clearly been bent on causing trouble ... her lips twitched, just for a second, as she forced herself to walk towards the podium. She had chosen the guild for several reasons, including the simple fact that – normally – very few voters could be bothered to turn out for the vote. If her enemies had realised how many workers would attend tonight, they would have found another way to slip ringers and troublemakers into the building. But they hadn’t and they were paying for it now.

Her eyes swept across the crowd, drinking in their adoration. They really were rough and ready men – and a handful of women – quaffing down alcohol as if it were going out of fashion and banging their tankards on the table. She spotted her main rival, the guild representative to Magus Court, and kept her face blank though a lifetime of experience hiding her thoughts from her betters, or at least those who had the advantage of being born into the aristocracy. The man hadn’t learnt his lesson, she thought gleefully. He was a lowborn aristo, a client of a far higher patron, and yet he was dressed as a parody of a dockyard worker, complete with a little cloth cap he clearly didn’t know how to wear. He’d definitely not been spending any time in the drinking halls, she reflected, unable to keep a faint smile from crossing her lips. The songwriters had written a whole ditty about clients trying to impress the voters by pretending to be one of them, aping their styles and wearing their caps ... if he’d been drinking with the voters, he would have heard the song and realised they were singing about him. Him, and everyone like him ...

But if self-awareness was part of his nature, she told herself, he’d know better.

She kept walking, the crowd pressing in around her. A hand touched her rear ... she channelled a kinetic spell into her fist, then punched the groper out without even looking at him. A drunken fool, or a ringer ... it didn’t matter. The crowd roared with laughter, cheering loudly. They respected strength and the willingness to fight, not anything that could be taken as weakness. Perhaps it had been a test. If she’d ignored the touch, or screamed for someone to save her, it would have come across poorly. Her reputation would never recover.

Her legs seemed to move of their own accord, as if she were in a dream, as she climbed up the steps and onto the podium. The singer, who had been making up in enthusiasm what he lacked in talent, nodded at her politely and stood back. The guildmaster stepped forward, nodded curtly to her – no soppy aristocratic bows at the guildhall – and turned to face the crowd. Louise could see the sheen on his face, the grim awareness his career was in deep trouble no matter what he did. If he made no attempt to ruin her speech, or come up with an excuse to cancel the election, his patrons would discard him, but if he tried to do anything of the sort openly he’d lose his postion within a day. Louise’s supporters had already made it clear they wanted a fair election, without any dirty tricks ... at least from him. If the guildmaster put the interests of his patrons ahead of his guild, in front of an entire crowd, he’d be voted out of office so fast his head would spin.

“Good men and women,” the guildmaster said. There were some chuckles, and snide cat-calling from the shadows. The guildmaster, having more self-awareness than the representative, flushed angrily. He knew he was being mocked, even though he somehow managed to keep his tone level. “I present to you the candidate for office, the honourable Louise Herdsman.”

Louise stepped forward, keeping her face under control. If calling her the honourable anything was the best he could do, when it came to sabotaging her campaign, the election was already in the bag. Perhaps it was ... she told herself not to get overconfident as she spoke to the crowd, reminding them of their hard lives, and how little help there was for women and children when their husbands and fathers died, and all the other little indignities they had to swallow. She told them there was hope, that she could be elected to change their lives, and then told them her plan. They were too ruthlessly practical to believe vague promises, no matter how tantalising. They had been burned too many times before, by get-rich-quick schemes that only left them poorer, or promises of reform that had been ruthlessly quashed before they got off the ground. Louise could understand why, because she had studied all of the political movements and why they’d failed. The system could only be beaten by turning its own laws against it.

A thrill ran through her as she finished her speech and clasped her hands behind her back, waiting to see if there would be a rebuttal. Her rival was entitled to make a countervailing speech, if he wished, and perversely he might actually win a few votes if he stepped up in front of a hostile crowd and faced them down. Did he have the nerve? He must know he was unpopular, he knew he’d only held his seat because so few had previously bothered to vote, but ... the crowd jeered and booed as her rival shrugged with an ‘I don’t care’ expression on his face. Louise wondered what he was thinking, if he still thought the fix was in or if he was planning a hasty departure before his patrons caught up with him, then shrugged herself. It didn’t matter. The rival – she couldn’t even remember his name – was nothing more than a pawn of the system, a sock puppet moved by a distant hand. It was the system she had to beat, and to beat it she had to join it ...

The crowd jostled as lines formed outside the voting booths. Louise risked a glance at the guildmaster and saw the sweat on his face ... the fix wasn’t in then, or not enough to make the results certain. There were hundreds of spells around the booths to make it difficult for anyone to cheat, or so she had been told, but there was no way to be sure, no matter how many times she and the other reform-minded magicians tested the charms. She had wondered, despite herself, if the whole guild was nothing more than a sham. It was the only guild in all of Shallot that practiced secret voting, ensuring anyone who voted the wrong way would never be called to account for it, a concession that puzzled her even as she took full advantage of it. Perhaps it was a decoy, a trick to convince the voters the election was fair. Or ... sweat poured down her back as the lines of people moved through the booth. Either she won, and walked into Magus Court, or she fell back into the shadows.

There will be another chance, she told herself. It might not be her who rose to challenge the establishment, but someone would. If the Ancients willed it wasn’t her, she would strive to ensure the successful challenger won and reformed the system and ... Time is on our side.

The guildmaster looked pale as the staff brought him the results, swallowing hard. Louise knew she’d won, even before the guildmaster forced himself to step up to the podium and announce the results. She wondered if he had the nerve to try to lie, to try to insist the other guy would keep his seat, but ... she glanced back and realised her rival had vanished, darting out of the hall when no one was looking. Had he fled to his patrons, to assure them of his total loyalty and usefulness, or had he headed straight to the coachhouse and taken the first available coach out of town? It hardly mattered, she reminded herself. All that mattered was that she’d won.

“The winner is Louise Herdsman,” the guildmaster said. He dropped Louise a deep sardonic bow. She was almost certainly the only other person in the hall who knew the deep bow was a subtle insult, one that could not be called out. Akin’s etiquette lessons had been surprisingly useful, for all she’d thought them a waste of time a few short months ago. “Congratulations, Speaker for the Docks.”

Louise allowed herself a smile as the party broke out, more alcohol and food being passed out as the band started to play. She moved through the crowd, shaking hands and accepting congratulations while trying to duck as many promises as possible. The election had been easy, but the real fight had yet to begin. The guilds might be on her side – she knew many guildsmen agreed with her stance, and her first plan for outright reform – yet the system itself was very definitely not. They might not have taken her seriously – Akin was probably the only senior aristo who knew her, or at least was prepared to admit he did, and understand her commitment to reform – but now they’d have no choice. She had become a threat to the system and that meant its masters would try to discredit, or remove, or kill her ...

She smiled. Let them try.
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Chapter One: Akin
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The day after Cat and Isabella left, I found myself trapped in my father’s office, buried in paperwork.

It felt wrong, really it did, to think of it as my office. It had been my father’s domain, the centre of our family’s power, and Isabella - my sister - and I had never been allowed to enter unless we were in trouble. I’d been granted access when I reached the age of majority as my father’s heir, yet I felt like an intruder every time I stepped through the door. The office had been renovated, after the attempted coup, but I still felt as if I didn’t belong. But then, I was almost painfully young for my position as family patriarch. My father should have lived longer and I should have inherited in my forties. Instead, I was barely nineteen.

I glowered at the paperwork, wondering how my father had coped. There were so many things that couldn’t be trusted to anyone else, certainly not with my father dead, my mother in mourning, and my sister in de facto exile. A sizable number of my relatives had tried to overthrow my father, out of horror at my impending marriage to Cat, and while most of them were dead or gone I had no way to know how many others had been biding their time, waiting to see who won before declaring themselves. It was one thing to accept pledges of allegiance from men old enough to be my father, men who had every reason to resent a teenager being elevated above them, but quite another to accept pledges from people who smiled even as they sharpened their knives for my back. House Rubén was a big family and not everyone had been in the city when all hell broke loose. How many were plotting against me, even now? I didn’t know.

Father knew everything, I reflected. My father had been shown the ropes by his grandfather, who had lived long enough to make sure he was ready to take the helm, and Dad had been granted access to the secret files ... I was making it up as I went along, bluffing with bluffs that might – or might not – have been nothing more than absurd flights of fancy. The vast collection of secrets father had used to keep people in line had been destroyed, or lost somewhere in the family archives, and the mere act of looking for it would tip people off that I didn’t have it. Father knew everything but I know nothing.

I raised my head and peered out the window. It was a beautiful summer day, the bright blue sky seeming to merge into the slightly darker blue waters to the south, but I was trapped inside. It was hard not to feel a twinge of resentment for my cousins – they were out there having their seasons, or simply enjoying themselves on the beach, even slumming in Water Shallot – while I was trapped inside, reading paperwork that was so densely written I wasn’t sure if the writers were trying to prove themselves to me or hide important details in mountains of nonsense. Father had taught me to read everything, before I signed it, but there was just so much. I was tempted to recall Isabella, no matter what the rest of the family would say, and ask for her help. There weren’t many others I could trust to have the best interests of the family at heart.

But everyone has the family interests at heart, I told myself. They just think those interests are better served by having someone a little more mature in charge.

I gritted my teeth as I finished reading the document, signed my name, and then looked at the portrait hanging on the far wall. My father had been a cold and hard man, not given to displaying his feelings, but he had loved us. All of us. The portrait was seven years out of date, painted when Isabella and I had been twelve, before we’d gone to Jude’s and ... and she’d betrayed us, and been sent into exile. Father should have commissioned a new portrait, a more recent one, but custom would have decreed that Isabella had to be excluded. Instead, he’d kept the one that showed all four of us ... my heart twisted, painfully. Perhaps it would be wise to call Isabella back, to share the position with her. People would talk, but who cared? Isabella had grown up a lot, during her years in exile, and I was proud to call her my sister.

There was a sharp knock on the door. I leaned back in my chair and took a long breath, then cast the opening spell. Cousin Penny stepped into the room, showing none of the nervousness I would have expected from someone whose first visit to the office had been after she’d been caught bullying the firsties and severely punished by me. I had no idea what father had said to her – his frosty anger was more terrifying than my mother’s shouting – but it would have been harsh. Any hope she’d had of her family head reversing the punishment had died before it could be expressed, not least because it had been his heir who’d issued it. She had also grown up a lot, at least, in the last year. Plus, she had nowhere else to go.

I sighed, inwardly. I was already thinking like my father. And it was killing me.

Penny smiled at me, her angelic face hiding what I knew to be a calculating – and sometimes cruel – mind. I pitied her future husband, if she ever married. She might have been disgraced, but she was still a Rubén, still quite close to the family head. It was astonishing what someone would overlook, when the potential gains were so high. Isabella had committed de facto treason and people were still asking for her hand in marriage ...

“A courier arrived, from House Lamplighter,” Penny said, cheerfully. “Lady Lamplighter requests the pleasure of your company, as soon as possible.”

I raised my eyebrows. House Lamplighter was the weakest of the Great Houses, so weak it was politically insignificant ... which made it, to all intents and purposes, neutral ground. Lady Lamplighter, a young woman a year older than I was, had taken full advantage of her house’s neutrality, turning her family manor into a salon where deadly enemies could meet and talk like friends, or balls could be held – and everyone invited – without putting a family manor at risk. She even had ties to the various political parties the Great Houses pretended not to care about, including the organisations that shunned the patron-client relationships that underpinned much of the city. And she was a good friend, insofar as I was allowed to have friends. It helped that she had made it clear she wanted nothing from me.

“That’s odd,” I said. A regular invite would not have come with a courier. “I take it the message is urgent?”

“Yeah.” Penny winked at me. “Do you want me to come with you? You know ... just in case.”

I scowled to hide my flush. Cat and I had been betrothed in the aftermath of the House War ... we were lucky, in all honesty, that we knew each other. And liked each other. Our relationship had grown closer over the years, through supervised outings and less-supervised forging sessions, and there was no doubt in my mind that I would marry her. But others in my family disagreed. A Rubén, marrying an Aguirre? Unthinkable. I had no doubt, either, that some of them would stop at nothing to stir up trouble, or throw a honeytrap my way. My father’s advice on the subject had been ruthlessly practical. But even he hadn’t been betrothed until he’d been much older than I was right now.

“I’ll be fine,” I said, curtly. Penny’s company was better than it had been, last year, but I could only handle her in small doses. “I’ll walk over there. I need the exercise.”

Penny looked suitably shocked as we left the office, sealing the wards behind us, and walked down to the entrance hall. The damage from the coup was still being repaired, the staff putting the finishing touches on repair work that was half-hidden under the mourning banners ... I hated myself for thinking it, but my father’s death meant we couldn’t hold any more balls or celebrations until the next season, ten months away.  It was something of a relief. I had never liked formal balls, or dinners, and it would be worse, now that I was the family patriarch. Hopefully, Cat and I would be married before I had to start holding them again and we could share the burden. Or at least moan to each other about how tedious they were.

I pulled my cloak over my suit, made a show of checking my appearance in the mirror, then walked out and down the path to the gates. They opened at my approach, a reminder the family wards had accepted me as their new master ... a reminder, too, that my father was dead. The armsman outside the gate hastily jumped to attention, hiding a broadsheet he’d been reading with practiced speed, and saluted. I returned the salute, pretending not to notice the newspaper. We were the most powerful family in the city and we didn’t need to keep a man on guard, not when we had more subtle defences on the inner side of the wall. But we had to keep up appearances. If our rivals saw us looking weak, they’d start plotting against us.

The air was warm and welcoming, the blue sky relaxing me as I walked past manor after manor, each surrounded by deeply rooted family wards. A handful of aristocrats passed me on the streets, men bowing politely and women dropping curtseys ... I pretended not to see the children running past, or the servants trying to stay out of sight. The latter was an important part of aristocratic etiquette, I’d been told; the polite thing to do was to pretend that servants simply didn’t exist, even though everyone knew they did. But then, it was surprisingly easy to pretend otherwise. Servants were rarely seen in the manor unless they were called. 

I felt myself calm down, just a little, as I neared the edge of North Shallot. The manors here were smaller, although smaller was a relative term when dealing with aristocratic mansions, and a handful even belonged to wealthy merchants, who had worked their way up the social ladder through a combination of profit-seeking and careful patronage. They were still shunned by the Grande Dames, who resented anyone who entered their territory without being able to trace their bloodline back hundreds of years, but their children would be low-ranking aristocrats and their grandchildren would be equals ... sort of. I smiled as a trio of teenage girls walked past me, wearing trousers ... six months ago, any young woman who wore pants would be subject to the most astringent criticism, but now everyone who wanted to make a statement wore them. Isabella had done that, wearing them when attending a ball and daring the old ladies to make a fuss. I wasn’t sure if she’d been thinking of sheer practicality, or if it was a subtle revenge scheme, but it hardly mattered. The Grande Dames had spent so much time preparing for Isabella’s return to High Society that they could hardly turn on a wheel and dismiss her contributions to fashion or penalise anyone else who followed in her footsteps. The looks on their faces had made it all worthwhile. They had looked ready to faint ...

The thought made me smile as I reached House Lamplighter and stepped through the permanently open gates. The garden had looked unkempt for a long time – Lady Lamplighter’s father had fritted away the family fortune, rather than keeping his property in good condition – but she’d made a virtue out of a vice, by crafting her garden into a strange combination of plants and trees that provided all sorts of quiet meeting places for couples who preferred not to be watched as they courted. A handful of youngsters swanned about outside the ballroom windows, pretending to be languid in a manner a little too intense to be convincing. I doubted they had anything else to do with their time. They were too high-born to work in trade, at least not unless they were allowed to enter at a very senior level, and too low-ranking to be entrusted with any real responsibilities. My father had called them lazy morons – when he’d been in a good mood – and yet, I couldn’t help feeling a twinge of envy. They could sit around all day, making a show of doing nothing. I could not.

I walked into the ballroom and up the stairs to the first floor, the wards crawling oddly around me. The ground floor was open to all, a strange combination of ballroom and dining room and private shop, and the first floor was for the guests – men and women of distinction who could be relied upon to liven up parties, in exchange for bread and board – but the upper levels were private, carefully warded to give Lady Lamplighter and her remaining family a little privacy. The lower levels were neatly decorated with artworks from all over the city – all put on display for free, to showcase various artists to aristos who might patronise them in both senses of the word – but the higher levels were surprisingly bare. House Lamplighter might be crawling its way back up, yet it was still dangerously poor. I didn’t envy Lady Lamplighter. In her place, I might have thought about leaving the family behind instead of accepting an inheritance that would be more of a burden than a blessing.

Lucy Lamplighter herself greeted me as I reached the second floor, dropping a polite curtsy. I bowed in return, offering her more honour than she – technically – deserved. The Grande Dames would have had a fit, if they’d seen me. I didn’t care. I’d spent the last few weeks wrestling with my family’s affairs and I knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that Lucy’s job had been a great deal harder. I didn’t know how she’d done it, but she had. I almost wished I could hire her to take my place. That would really shock the Grande Dames.

“Akin,” Lucy said. Her voice was slightly accented, a reminder that she’d gone to Grayling’s Academy for Young Ladies rather than Jude’s. There were all sorts of rumours about that school, and the young girls who went there to be turned into ladies, but none seemed anything more than the sort of absurd nonsense languid young men made up to pass the time. Lucy was surprisingly normal, compared to some of the characters I’d met at Jude’s. “Thank you for coming.”

I studied her, thoughtfully. Lucy’s skin was tanned, her dark hair fanning out around darker eyes and spilling over a red dress that was a strange mixture of aristocratic and commoner influences. It made her look strikingly exotic and my eyes lingered a little longer than they should, before I forced myself to look away. Her dress was a deliberate message, I suspected. Her betrothed was a commoner, something that would have surprised High Society if it hadn’t long since given up being shocked by her. It intrigued me that she’d kept the betrothal – her father had arranged it without asking her, let alone securing her consent – but I could hardly blame her for accepting it. My betrothal had turned into a love match too.

“I thought it was urgent,” I said, as she turned to lead me into her office. Or one of them. My father had had three offices; one for meetings, one for meetings with important people, and one where he actually worked. There were times when I wondered if he had a fourth office, one hidden from everyone else ... it wasn’t impossible. The mansion was so large, with so many wings, that an entire floor could be concealed, if one controlled the wards. “And I needed a break.”

Lucy shot me a sympathetic look, full of understanding. I knew she understood. It was unlikely she’d had as much paperwork to handle as I did, but her family finances had been in shambles and the slightest mistake could have ruined her. Would have, probably. I almost envied her. My family was just biding its time, waiting for me to mess up, while hers had let her get on with it. But then, they’d known they were in deep trouble ...

“Akin,” a quiet voice said. I blinked as I saw Alana sitting in the office. “Nice to see you again.”

I kept my surprise concealed. Alana – Cat’s sister – and I were hardly friends, but we had worked together as Head Boy and Girl and would have to at least tolerate each other in the future, when we became in-laws. She was tall, her skin barely a shade lighter than the night, with long dark hair hanging down to the small of her back. She was the most competitive person I knew, which put her up against some very tough competition. Even Cousin Francis hadn’t been as ambitious as she was ... 

“I suppose you’re wondering why I called you here,” Lucy said, after Alana and I exchanged respects. “I have been asked to set up a meeting, at very short notice, with an old friend of yours.”

My eyes narrowed. I didn’t have many friends, and those I had could contact me directly. It wasn’t as if I would turn them away, even now. My armsmen had standing orders to let any of my friends in whenever they arrived and allow them to wait in the sitting room for me. Why would they go to the trouble of asking Lucy to arrange a meeting ...

... And then I knew.

“Louise,” I said. “Right?”

“Yes,” Lucy said. “She’s on her way now.”

Alana snorted. “And you think we should listen to her?”

“Yes,” Lucy told her. “I really think you should.”
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Chapter Two: Rebecca


[image: ]


I felt a thrill, right through my entire body, as the potion I’d been working on shimmered into its final form.

The magic sparkled for a moment longer, then faded away. The potion – a multicoloured liquid that defied description – cooled rapidly, allowing me to bottle it up and seal the lid before the magic could start to evaporate. I’d brewed it on commission, with the promise of a hefty profit if it actually worked, and I didn’t want to take chances. If the guild had accepted me as a member, I might have had a degree of protection if the potion failed, despite my best efforts, but it hadn’t and I didn’t. The results would be difficult to deny, if the potion worked, yet ... I gritted my teeth. There was just no way to be sure.

I sealed the lid with wax, then muttered a charm to put the potion into stasis and labelled it carefully. I hoped – prayed, to ancestors I’d never known – that the details my client had given me were accurate, that he or his wife hadn’t messed up the process by supplying me with the wrong information. Conceptive potion was always tricky, and had to be carefully brewed to match the user’s details, and the slightest mistake could render the brew worse than useless. The fact the client had come to me, rather than a certified Master Brewer, was worrying. It suggested whoever was taking the potion wanted to remain unknown, which meant their agent might try to stiff me on the bill.

But I do have his advance, and the money he paid for the ingredients, I thought. And he’ll have to pay the rest before I let him take the potion and run.

I sighed inwardly as I stepped back and headed to the washbasin. The aristos didn’t understand how expensive even basic ingredients were, if the alchemist didn’t have ties to the guild or the aristocracy. House Bolingbroke had given me some help, in the early days, but there were limits to their generosity, particularly as I’d refused to be one of their clients. I couldn’t afford to take a loss, which meant I had to demand payment up front for anything more complex than a very simple potion, and that ensured my clientele was more limited than I would have preferred. But I had no choice. The guild had refused to certify me, at least until I proved my potion innovations worked, and ... that meant I couldn’t draw on the guild’s resources. It just wasn’t fair.

My hands itched unpleasantly as I washed them clean, then carefully removed my apron and washed my hands again. I’d experimented with gloves, back when I’d started, but I’d rapidly discovered my old master’s warnings about how gloves impeded brewing had been, if anything, understated. There were limits to how much magic you could work through the gloves, or how precise you could be, and anything more complex than a simple brew would be almost impossible to produce unless you had bare hands. My skin, tanned slightly because of my unknown father, was already stained, no matter how much I washed them. No one would mistake me for anything but a potioneer. I was luckier than some – Lady Aguirre bore the scars of countless potions experiments that had produced nothing apart from explosions – yet it was just a matter of time until I got hurt too. It was one thing to brew a recipe everyone knew, where all the kinks had been worked out years ago, but quite another to experiment with something wholly new.

I picked up the tray and checked my appearance in the mirror, trying not to roll my eyes at the thought. There was no law that stated I had to wear an alchemist’s outfit, or keep my long hair tied back, or anything else that suited the secret masters of fashion, but customers preferred to see their alchemists looking the part. Being a half-caste was already one strike against me – my father’s ancestors were a mystery, preventing me from honouring them as they deserved – and there was no point in alienating my clients, no matter how absurd the dictates of fashion seemed. There was no way I’d wear my real apron in the shop. It might have been stained – they expected me to wear a stained apron – but the stains still carried a little charge, something that could be dangerous if I got very unlucky. There was no point in taking chances, not when there was no need. My fake apron would do the trick quite well, and no one would notice the difference.

I snorted as I studied myself. My long dark hair – I’d declined to cut it short, even though I probably should – was tied back in a neat little ponytail, my tanned skin and almond eyes were a tart reminder of my mystery father ... I gritted my teeth as I brushed down my shirt and pants, then tied the apron into place, picked up the bottle and walked down to the shop. It was quiet, but it always was shortly before lunchtime. The streets outside were surprisingly quiet too. Normally, there were always a few matrons on the prowl for bargains before lunch hour sent everyone else onto the streets.

My heart swelled with pride as I reached the bottom of the stairs and stepped through the curtain into the shop. It was mine – ours, rather – the air heavy with the smell of potions I’d brewed and charms I’d cast myself, to protect me and mine from the outside world. The shop was neat and simple, with a long wooden counter and a display cabinet and, behind the counter, row upon row of potion bottles and vials, all sealed and neatly labelled as they waited for customers. A handful of simple ingredients rested in the cabinet, waiting too, although we rarely made any money from selling them. There was little point in trying to compete with the wholesalers who could afford to buy in bulk. The only reason we put them on sale was because some of our customers liked to experiment, often after chatting with us about possible results. I wasn’t good at making small talk, but potions? I could talk for hours about those.

Jill looked up from behind the counter and smiled, her blonde hair glowing in the lamplight. I felt a rush of affection and carefully put the bottle down on the desk, before walking up to my girlfriend and giving her a kiss. Jill returned the kiss, without even bothering to check if there was anyone outside peering in. I felt my grin widen as the kiss deepened. Most people wouldn’t give a damn if two young women were kissing, but they tended to get a little unnerved if they saw a pair of alchemists doing it. It was dangerous, to say the least, to get distracted in the middle of a brewing session. It certainly didn’t inspire confidence in one’s brewing skills.

I stepped back. “How’s business?”

“We had the morning rush, the mid-morning rush, and now it’s quiet,” Jill said, indicating the newspaper beside the cash register. I didn’t fault her for reading when she was supposed to be minding the till. I’d done the same, when I’d been Master Travis’s shopgirl and de facto apprentice. There were periods when the shop would be jam-packed with customers – standing room only – and periods of utter boredom, where there was nothing to do once you’d brought up the replacement vials from the ironhold and counted the cash for the third time. “It’ll start again soon.”

“Yeah.” I carefully wrote out a label for the potion, stuck it onto the bottle with a simple charm, and then put it behind the counter for the customer – or, more likely, his agent. I wondered idly who had sent him to me – an aristo, probably, one who didn’t want their peers to know they were having problems conceiving children – and then dismissed the thought. I didn’t want to know. No alchemist could survive having a reputation for asking the wrong questions, a painful problem when there were questions you simply had to ask. “Anything interesting in this morning’s paper?”

“Ghosts,” Jill said. “Down in the cemetery, ghosts.”

I gave her an odd look. Jill had always preferred the more sensationalistic papers, although it was never easy to tell which stories were only slightly exaggerated and which were made up of whole cloth. I was entirely sure the Duchess of Gloucester hadn’t given birth to twin goblins and Lady White’s chocolate chastity belt, while slightly more believable, was still highly dubious. It sounded more like a sick joke, rather than anything rooted in a grain of truth. I had heard rumours that some of the Great Houses put their daughters in chastity belts, but I was fairly sure it wasn’t true. I’d certainly never seen any during my time at House Bolingbroke.

But then, you were hardly a lady’s maid, I reminded myself. You never saw what they wore under their dresses.

I shrugged and looked at her. “What does it say?”

“There was a gang of kids sneaking into the cemetery at night,” Jill said, holding up the paper. “They were chased out again, apparently by ghosts. Most suffered some form of severe magic depletion, which is what makes this story different from all the others. Their parents are up in arms.”

“Are they going to wage war on the netherworld,” I asked sardonically, “or do they think the ghosts concealed a more mundane threat?”

Jill snorted. “Not if you believe the paper.”

She straightened up as the doorbell rang and a customer stepped into the shop. I felt another rush of affection as Jill smiled at the newcomer, then stepped back to let her work her magic. Jill wore the same shopgirl’s outfit I’d worn, six years ago, but on her it looked good. I tried not to stare at her bodice too long, not when I had too much brewing to do after lunch. The idea of closing the shop to have some private fun was very tempting, but I couldn’t afford to take much time off. I supposed it was the downside of working for myself. When I told my boss I was sick, I knew I was lying.

I smiled, then smoothed my smile into a professional mask as the door opened again, revealing the agent. I didn’t know the man’s name – he wore a cloak that covered his body, carefully charmed to hide both his face and his livery – but there was no mistaking him. I wondered if he thought he was fooling anyone with that garb – there was no point in engaging in cloak and dagger shenanigans when you were wearing a literal cloak and probably carrying a dagger – then decided it was part of the act. He could nip into an alleyway, take off the cloak, and vanish into the crowd, just another client in his patron’s livery, no more noticeable than a messenger boy running from place to place as if the hounds of the netherworlds were after him. 

“Madame Alchemist,” the agent said. His voice was so flat I knew he was using magic to modulate his tone, suggesting he thought I’d recognise it. “Do you have the potion?”

“Yes.” I picked up the bottle, then the advice leaflet I’d printed earlier. I’d always found it better to do the leaflet first – it helped focus the mind – and then reread it after the brewing was completed, just to be sure the advice was correct. I scanned it quickly, just to be sure, then handed the two over. “Make sure your master and mistress read the leaflet carefully, before they start.”

The agent nodded, then dropped a handful of coins on the counter and hurried out without waiting for change. That was unusual. Aristos tended to be insulted when one offered them change, but their agents weren’t normally so spendthrift. Nor were most of my customers, save for men who had to buy menstrual potions for their wives. The way they ran in and out, you’d think they were buying something illegal. Really illegal. Honestly. It was a natural bodily function. There were worse things one could have, and not all could be treated with potions. 

“The money’s good,” Jill said. She sounded surprised, as she rang up the coins and dropped them in the cash register. “Odd, don’t you think?”

I shrugged. The merchants of Shallot were a diverse lot, selling everything under the sun and a few things that were only discussed in the shadows, but they all agreed on one thing. The counterfeiter must die. It was difficult, and practically impossible, to forge coins, yet ... it had been known to happen. But everyone would unite to hunt the forger down, once the forgeries were discovered. And they would be. No one remained a merchant in South Shallot by being trusting.

A couple more customers entered, and I sat back to read the paper as Jill handled them one by one. The graveyard story was as sensational as I had expected, although there were some details I wouldn’t have expected in a made-up story. Ghosts weren’t exactly uncommon outside the city, but it was quite rare to see them within the city limits, even in a graveyard. I wasn’t sure why. Most people believed ghosts were the lingering remains of powerful magicians, the last of their power fading slowly into the ether, but a handful believed they were manifestations from the netherworld. I had no opinion. My ancestors wouldn’t want anything to do with me. I hadn’t kept their memory alive.

My eyes darted down the page, noting a handful of other odd stories. A couple of potioneers who’d had odd results, a forgery that had caught fire for no apparent reason, an incident at House Greenfield that had been covered up, although not very well if the newspaper could report that something had happened even if it didn’t know what. I was surprised the aristos hadn’t managed to have the story quashed, unless they’d thought that trying would draw more attention to the newspaper. Perhaps it had been planted, or it was nothing more than mindless rumourmongering. Either was possible ...

“You’ll be coming to the march, after lunch?”

I looked up. The last of the customers had gone, leaving us alone again. Jill was sitting on the counter, her eyes suddenly serious. “Will you?”

I felt myself flush and was grateful my skin kept it from showing. The march ... I’d forgotten about the march. I wasn’t sure I wanted to go, not when I had ties to House Bolingbrook. It wasn’t fair, or right, that you needed patronage to get onto the ladder, but ... losing that patronage would hurt, even now. My business was solidly established, perhaps, yet I knew nothing was certain. Quite a few businesses had been on top of the world one week, facing heavy competition the next, and gone the third, so completely forgotten that hardly anyone bothered to remember their names. I had no idea who had owned the apothecary, before me, but they clearly hadn’t known how to run a business. Or they’d been unable to compete when the world changed.

“It’s important,” Jill reminded me. “If the motion is passed ...”

I nodded, tartly. I didn’t like politics, but I knew better than to pretend politics didn’t matter. I wanted – needed – to join the Alchemist’s Guild and, if I was going to play any role within the guild, I needed to understand how it worked. I was already a member of the Shopkeeper’s Guild – there was no rule against being in two guilds, as long as you met the basic requirements – but there was little point in trying to work my way to the top, or even into a position of some influence, unless I became a client. There were too many other shopkeepers in the guild, including quite a few who were only shopkeepers because they owned the shops and hired staff to do all the work. Personally, I thought anyone who didn’t do the work shouldn’t be allowed a vote, but no one cared about my opinion.

“I understand,” I said. Jill wasn’t easy to pick out in a crowd, even if she was – in my opinion – stunningly beautiful. She was just another blonde blue-eyed shopgirl, in a city where blonde hair was extremely common. Blonde hair and blue eyes ... were we talking about a commoner or a Rubén? Jill could pass for one, in the right outfit, as long as she didn’t open her mouth. But if I were spotted ... I shrugged mentally and took the plunge. “I’ll come.”

Jill grinned and kissed me. I kissed her back, then let go as the bells started to ring ... lunch hour for everyone but shopkeepers like us. We took our lunch afterwards, if we weren’t surrounded by customers. The bigger shops could afford to have a rota, to make sure everyone got a chance to eat and take a break, but I couldn’t afford to hire a second shopgirl. It would have broken the bank. 

“Make sure you’re wearing your best,” Jill teased. “Everyone else will be going too.”

“I’ll see what I can find,” I said. The march had been planned in advance, and everyone had been cautioned to dress as if they were going to meet their prospective in-laws, but ... I didn’t like dressing up. “Are you going to wear that blue dress of yours?”

Jill flushed. I loved it when she blushed. It suited her.

“Yeah,” she said. “And afterwards ...”

She broke off as another customer entered. I nodded and headed back to my workshop. I should just have enough time to brew a final potion, before I had to shower and get dressed. And then ...?

I didn’t think the march would bring change, but who knew? If we all worked together ...

Yeah, my thoughts mocked. If.
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Chapter Three: Akin
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Louise and I had never been friends, not in any real sense of the word, but I had respected her.

It hadn’t been easy, and if we hadn’t been forced to work together it was possible we would never have shared more than a nodding acquaintance. She was a merchant’s daughter with a genuine talent for magic, a remarkable skill for learning and combining what she’d learnt into newer and better spells, and a burning passion for social justice. She chafed under the aristocratic system, the need for a commoner to have a patron if they wanted to advance, and I couldn’t blame her. She had once likened it to prostitution and, while I had been horrified at the time, she had a point. I’d learnt too much about too many aristocrats abusing their power to feel otherwise, even though I still believed in the system. It let the talented rise, without threatening the system itself.

But that rise comes at a price, I reminded myself. My father’s clients had fawned on him – and now me -  in a manner I found rather embarrassing. It was the price of their posts. They had to laugh at my jokes, back me even when they thought I was being an ass ... they weren’t allowed, even, to tell me when I was being an ass. And if they decide they want to stop playing, they don’t get to keep what they had ...

I sighed inwardly. I had tried to help Louise, trading lessons in etiquette for her assistance in winning the contest to become Wizard Regnant, but I feared I might only have made matters worse. Louise burned with resentment, all the more so after she’d been denied the valedictory post she’d deserved, and I was sure she had turned her formidable intellect to the task of challenging the system, of tearing it down and rebuilding it. She had ...

Alana leaned forward. “She was elected to Magus Court, wasn’t she?”

“Yes,” Lucy said. “She won the special election.”

I kicked myself mentally, even as I pretended I knew what they were talking about. I’d heard about the election, and how the dark horse candidate had won, but it had come when I’d been trying to rebuild the family after the coup. Louise might have been an acquaintance, and I wished her well, yet her exploits had been unimportant compared to the task of pulling the family back together before our enemies could take advantage of our disunity. 

“Charming,” Alana said. She knew Louise too, although I doubted their relationship was on a first-name basis, and she knew how clever Louise could be. “What happened?”

“The guild got overconfident,” Lucy said. “More accurately, their representative got overconfident. He didn’t make a show of doing his best for his voters, so when Louise threw her cap into the ring – perhaps literally – they turned on him. And by the time he realised he was fighting for his political life, it was already too late.”

“Idiot,” Alana said, dismissively.

I supposed she was right. The patron-client system might be the foundation of the entire city – you simply couldn’t go very far, unless you had a patron – but there were limits. A guild representative who failed to deliver what his voters wanted, who didn’t even manage to make a show of trying to deliver, would be hopelessly vulnerable once opposition got organised, no matter how much money and patronage was splashed out ... hell, his patrons had probably cut the funding once they realised he was doomed. No point in throwing good money after bad ... I wondered, suddenly, if he was one of my clients. It wasn’t impossible. There were so many, and I was so overworked, that quite a few names and faces had gone through one ear and out the other, without my taking any real notice. No ... if he were, Alana would have said something. She had a mind like a steel trap, and a certain willingness to embarrass anyone who might prove to be a rival. If we hadn’t been forced to work together, we would be enemies.

“Yes,” Lucy agreed, flatly. “But he lost, and now Louise has his seat.”

“One seat,” I pointed out. “That leaves ninety-nine to go.”

Lucy met my eyes. “You really should listen to her,” she said, cocking her head in a manner that suggested she was communing with the wards. “This is important.”

“Very well,” Alana said. “We’ll hear her out, and then we’ll throw her out.”

I tried not to wince at the look that flitted across Lucy’s face, so quickly I would have missed it if I hadn’t been looking at her. Alana was a guest in Lamplighter Hall, and she was her father’s heir rather than her family’s matriarch, but she was still incredibly powerful, powerful enough to speak to Lucy as if she were sitting in Aguirre Hall, rather than Lucy’s mansion. It was Lucy who decided who was allowed to visit, and what sort of conduct was tolerated, and who would be kicked out if they failed to comport themselves as guests. Alana had no right to suggest otherwise. If she found Louise’s presence intolerable, she was free to leave.

“Be polite,” I said. “She is a representative.”

Alana shot me a sharp look, then shrugged and settled back into her chair.

The door opened. I stood and bowed politely as Louise stepped into the room. She had always been striking, rather than attractive, with long blonde hair that was so pale it was almost white and a severe face that was only mildly softened by blue eyes and a pair of oversized glasses that seemed designed to divert attention from her face. She looked ... it struck me, suddenly, that she looked older than the rest of us, even though we were the same age. She had practically been born old.

“My Lady,” I said. She was technically entitled to the honorific, as a representative, although I suspected I was the first one to give it to her. “It is good to see you again.”

Louise nodded, then surprised me by dropping a simple yet elegant curtsey. It wasn't one I’d shown her. I wondered, idly, who’d taught her, and why. She wore a simple merchant’s dress, her chain of office hanging around her neck, rather than Magus Court robes ... I had no idea if she had come incognito, or if she simply detested the robes. I could hardly blame her, if so. The standard design made their wearers look like walking blancmanges, although they did encourage a certain sense of equality. The dress suited her better, I thought. It was carefully tailored to draw attention to her face and away from her chest, without making it obvious.

“You are welcome here,” Lucy said, indicating a chair. “Please. Be seated. Would you care for some refreshment?”

“No, thank you,” Louise said. Her voice was softer than I remembered, but had a hint of underlying steel that reminded me – again – that she had a backbone. “I won’t take up much of your time.”

“That’s good to hear,” Alana said, in a tone that would probably have earned her a slap from her mother. It was precisely one degree warmer than the level Louse – or anyone – could reasonably take offence, conveying a disdain Louise would have to be deaf or dumb to miss. “We have some important work to do elsewhere.”

Louise showed no visible offense, although I knew her well enough to be sure she was boiling inside. “I’ll keep this quick, then,” she said. “I wouldn’t want to keep you from the ballroom floor for any longer than strictly necessary.”

“Your consideration warms my heart,” Alana said, not quite sneering. I could tell she’d taken offense. She was the Heir Primus. She couldn’t afford to waste her years gallivanting around the dance floor, not when she needed to learn the ropes before her father passed away. Her father was already entrusting her with more responsibility, rather than letting her waste her life until she found herself thrown into the deep end, swimming with the sharks. I envied her. “It is good that you ...”

I cleared my throat. “If time is pressing, can I suggest we abandon the formalities? We don’t have to waste hours on pointless repartee, if we do not wish to.”

Louise nodded, curtly. “I’ll get right to the point,” she said. “I intend to introduce a bill mandating secret ballots for guild elections, all elections.  And I would like you three to support it,”

Alana hissed. “Out of the question.”

I kept my face blank, somehow. The voting was public, almost always. How else could you be sure your clients voted the way you wanted them to, putting your preferred candidates into
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