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DEAR READERS,

I must apologise for the long delay between this book being announced as a forthcoming project and its appearance.  However, as I’m sure you’ll agree, I have a good excuse.

As you may know, if you follow my blog, my health began to deteriorate in November 2017 and, after a brief period when I thought the problem was behind me, started to collapse again in April 2018.  The doctors tried several possible approaches before discovering, thanks to a private MRI/CT scan my wife insisted I take, that I had lymphoma.  Chemotherapy was prescribed.  This may just have been in time to save my life.  I collapsed when I went for the first set of treatments, allowing the doctors to realise that I also had a nasty chest infection.  

I ended up spending three weeks in the hospital, having antibiotics fed into my system and my lung drained of fluid.  This was not a pleasant experience and I found myself being moved between the haematology ward and the high-dependency care unit, depending on my exact condition.  Eventually, they gave me the first treatment in two sections and - after my health started to improve - allowed me to go home.  I was not, however, in a good condition for some time afterwards.  The side effects made it hard to eat, at first, and then I caught a cold because my immune system had been badly weakened by the treatments.  It was some time before I was able to muster the energy to finish this book.

Obviously, I hope to regain full health once the treatments have been finished.  I have a backlog of story ideas I want to write, including the start of a new The Empire’s Corps arc and a couple of completely new universes that need developing.  (I spent a lot of time thinking of ideas while lying in that hospital bed.)  If you want to pray for me, please do.

I hope to finish the Invincible trilogy sooner rather than later, too, but I cannot guarantee anything.  Please bear with me.  

Thank you.

Christopher G. Nuttall

Edinburgh, December 2018
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A Stand-Alone Novel set in The Zero Enigma Universe ...

Five months after the House War, the city of Shallot is on edge.  The Great Houses plot and plan against one another, while the magicians rebuild and the common folk fear another outburst of fighting.  And one young nobleman has a plan.

Rebecca is a half-caste shopgirl in an apothecary, dreaming of an apprenticeship that will allow her to rise out of poverty and finally make a name for herself in a city that has no use for her kind.  But when her master undertakes a commission for an enigmatic young nobleman, she finds herself drawn into a maelstrom of criminals, ambitious nobles and a plan that may shake the foundations of the Great Houses themselves ...
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The Alchemist’s Apprentice takes place roughly five months after The Zero Equation and The Family Shame.
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I was twelve when I was taken into service.

It was no real surprise to me, not really.  My stepfather might have accepted me into his home, but he’d never really liked me.  There was no way a half-Hangchowese girl could pass for his.  My skin was pale enough to pass for a country girl and my name had been passed down from mother to daughter, but my almond eyes - slanted, the crueller kids said - proved my father had come from overseas.  He’d made sure I was fed and educated - the law demanded no less - yet he wasn’t going to waste any of his money on me.  I certainly didn't have enough magical talent to win a scholarship.  And so, as soon as I turned twelve, my mother wrapped my dark hair in braids, stood over me as I packed a bag with everything I’d need for a month and took me down to the Hiring Hall.

My mother ... I wasn't sure how my mother felt about me.  I wasn't even clear in the details of what had transpired between her and my father.  She seemed to love me, yet ... yet she hadn't kept my stepfather from ordering me into service.  Was I a reminder of something she’d prefer to forget?  Or was I merely old enough to earn my keep?  I’d been cooking and cleaning almost as soon as I’d learnt to walk, like every other girl-child born in South Shallot; I knew the basics of housekeeping better than many a grown woman.  My mother had taught me well.

I couldn't help feeling nervous as we stepped through the massive wooden door and looked around.  Normally, a girl who went into domestic service would find a placement through friends and family, but no one was willing to go out on a limb for me.  My stepfather certainly wasn’t going to waste his contacts ensuring I had a good placement in a decent home.  That was reserved for my younger half-sisters, assuming they didn't have talents of their own.  And yet, the Hiring Hall wasn't meant for young girls who wanted to go into domestic service.  Most of the people who came in search of a job were men from the countryside.  

“Be careful, Rebecca,” my mother said.  “You must get the right sort of job.”

My mother spoke briskly to the attendants, who gave me a marker to prove I was in search of a job.  They didn't seem surprised to see me.  I couldn't have been the only youngster who’d passed through their doors.  And yet, as my mother walked me around the hall, it looked as though I wasn't going to get a placement.  I was too young for some placements, too weak or inexperienced for others ... I’d never realised how limited my experience truly was until I needed a job.  The Great Houses, who might have trained me, never hired through the Hiring Hall.  They hired through family connections.

And then I saw Master Travis for the very first time.

He looked old, his chocolate-coloured face marred with the scars of a hundred potion explosions, his tattered brown robes covered with burn marks and marked with alchemical symbols I didn't understand until much later.  His gait suggested he was constantly on the verge of falling.  He was, as he walked over to us, more than a little frightening.  But he was also the only person who’d approached us.

“I need a shopgirl,” he said, bluntly.  His accent was pure Shallot.  I never learnt much about his family, though I had my theories.  “One who can read and write.”

“I can read and write,” I assured him, quickly.  I could too, although not as well as he might have wished.  My education hadn’t been that extensive.  I certainly hadn't done well enough to earn the chance to study for the financial or legal guilds.  “And I can serve customers too.”

My mother leaned forward and started to haggle.  My stepfather - damn the man - had insisted that I find employment in a place that gave me lodgings, even if I had to sleep on the cold stone floor.  Master Travis haggled back, although without the intensity I’d expected from someone who’d grown up in Shallot.  We’re a trading city.  Children learn to bargain before they reach their second decade.  By the time she’d finished, darkness was falling and I had a job.  Master Travis had even agreed to teach me some basic potions in exchange for a slightly reduced salary.  My mother had been insistent.  A young woman who could brew would have excellent marriage prospects, as long as she didn't set her sights too high.  It might just be enough to make up for my absent - and unknown - father.

“Come,” Master Travis said, once the contract was signed.  I was his now, at least until I turned eighteen.  “We have to go.”

The sheer enormity of what I’d done crashed down on me as I bid farewell to my mother and turned to follow him.  I might go back to my stepfather’s house for visits - and Master Travis had agreed to give me one day off per week - but I didn't live there any longer.  Master Travis’s shop would be my home for the next six years.  My heart was pounding like a drum as we walked out of the hall and down the darkening streets.  Master Travis walked with the utter confidence of a man who knew no one would get in his way.  I wished I felt so confident.  There were parts of the city my mother had told me never to visit after dark.

It felt as though we walked for hours before we crossed the bridge to Water Shallot and turned down a cobbled street.  The city was darker here, bands of sailors and tradesmen hanging around bars or roaming the streets in search of entertainment.  Most of the shops were closed, their doors covered with protective runes.  I stayed close to my new master as he stopped outside a darkened shop and pressed his hand against the doorknob.  It opened a second later, revealing a vast collection of alchemical ingredients.  I couldn't help thinking of a sweetshop.  And yet, the air smelled of herbs rather than sugar.

Master Travis lit the lanterns with a single spell.  I could see why he needed a shopgirl.  The counter was relatively clean - and the jars of herbs were properly sealed - but there was dust and grime everywhere else.  Something tickled the back of my throat as I looked around.  And yet, I was afraid to cough for fear I might set off a storm of dust.  

“You’ll sleep in the garret,” Master Travis said, pointing to a narrow staircase leading up into the darkness.  His voice was gruff, but I saw genuine concern on his face.  “Do you need something to eat?”

I hesitated - my stepfather might have fed me, yet he’d never bothered to hide that the only reason he was taking care of me was because the law insisted - but then my stomach rumbled loudly.  I hadn't eaten anything since breakfast and that had been hours ago.

“Yes, sir,” I said.

“Take your bag upstairs,” Master Travis said.  “And then come down and we’ll get something to eat.”

“Yes, sir,” I said, again.

He offered me a lantern.  I took it and walked slowly up the stairs.  The building felt cramped, as if it was an oversized dollhouse rather than a real house.  I later discovered that it had been fitted into the gap between two apartment blocks.  The garret, at the top of the stairs, was dark and tiny.  I was a small girl, for my age, and it still felt as if I’d bang my head on the roof if I stood up too quickly.  There was dust everywhere.  The bed and chair looked as if they’d been designed for children, not adults.  I wasn't sure where I was meant to put my clothes.

But it was private, I told myself.  It was certainly better than the room I’d shared with my half-sisters.  We’d practically lived in each other’s clothes.

I put my bag on the bed and walked back downstairs.  I’d been sent away from home, and I’d be lucky if I saw my mother more than once or twice a month, but there were advantages.  I’d be away from my stepfather, I’d be earning money ... I might even be learning a new trade that I could use to support myself.  Perhaps, just perhaps, going into service wouldn't be so bad after all.  

And it wasn't.  It was the making of me, instead.
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Potions have a magic all their own.

Master Travis told me, time and time again, that most magicians preferred to work with their own magic, rather than unlock the inherent power of everything from Nightmare Grass to Dragon Scales.  It was risky, they said, to brew a potion when the slightest misstep might cause an explosion that would blow both the magician and anyone standing too close to the next world.  And yet, I could never agree with them.  There was just something about watching a potion settle, the magical sheen growing more powerful as the unlocked powers blended together, that I found wonderful.  Master Travis never had to beat me to get me to brew.  The fascination of watching a potion come together was more than enough to keep me bent over the cauldron.

I felt his eyes on me as I carefully - very carefully - dropped a tiny cup of beetle eyes into the liquid, bracing myself to shout a warning and duck under the scorched wooden table if I felt a sudden surge in magic.  I had been working for nearly an hour, starting with boiling water and adding the remainder of the ingredients one by one; he’d watched me like a hawk, ready to snap a warning if I made a single mistake.  I didn’t resent his presence, even though I knew some people would feel he was denying me the chance to learn on my own.  The wards around the apothecary were strong, but nowhere near strong enough to keep an explosion from killing me or starting a fire if something went badly wrong.  I would be ungrateful indeed to complain about something meant to keep me safe.

The liquid bubbled, changing colour from yellow to blue.  A faint shimmer appeared on top as the magic shifted, before settling down.  I let out a sigh of relief - a stable potion would remain stable as long as no one did anything stupid, like hurling a fireball into the brew - and sat back on my chair.  My legs felt stiff and sore.  I’d been standing so still, they’d started to cramp.  I rubbed them as Master Travis checked the brew, carefully sampling it with a spellcaster of his own design.  I didn’t need him to tell me it was perfect.  I’d done everything right.

“Well done.” Master Travis gave me one of his rare smiles.  I’d never seen him happy, save for when he was brewing.  He’d put me in charge of the apothecary almost as soon as I learnt the ropes, a sign he trusted me.  “Good enough for the healing arts.”

I felt my cheeks heat.  Master Travis sold potions everywhere, but healers were very particular about when and where they bought potions.  I’d always had the impression that they had a small army of Potions Masters and Master Brewers tucked away, brewing whatever they needed.  But then, there weren’t that many students willing to seek a mastery in brewing.  It demanded dedication as well as skill.  A student who lacked perfect control over their magic was more likely to blow himself up than graduate.  But I had that perfect control.  Master Travis would hardly have let me brew some potions - minor ones, to be fair - if he hadn’t been sure I wouldn't blow up the apothecary.  I dreaded to think how much it would cost to rebuild the shop.

“Thank you, sir,” I said.

I played with my long black hair as he bottled and sealed the potion, affixing his personal design to the lid of each vial.  I didn’t feel any resentment.  Master Travis wouldn’t be able to sell the potions unless he vouched for their condition.  Even now, even after four years of comprehensive instruction, I wouldn’t be able to sell them myself.  Not to the healers, at any rate.  There were people who wouldn’t ask so many questions, but they wouldn’t pay so much either.  And the City Guard and the Kingsmen had no qualms about harassing unlicensed brewers.  They thought one of them would eventually blow up the city.

It felt strange to have my hair hanging freely, rather than in braids.  My stepfather - technically the head of my family, even though he was renting me out to Master Travis - had pushed me into adulthood as soon as he decently could, severing some of the ties that bound us together in a single blow.  My half-sisters envied my freedom, or what they saw as my freedom, but I wasn’t so sure.  And yet, it had its advantages.  I didn’t need a guardian looking over my shoulders, not now.  I could sign contracts on my own.  I could even undertake a formal apprenticeship without my stepfather’s permission.  Paying for it would be tricky - my stepfather had confiscated half my wages over the last four years - but I wasn't completely destitute.  And besides, I had a plan.

I lifted my eyes to look at Master Travis, feeling a surge of love for the old man.  He was my father.  Not my stepfather, who had washed his hands of me; not my real father, who had sailed away to Hangchow instead of giving me a family.  Master Travis had practically treated me as a daughter, not as a servant or a slave.  I’d seen the bruises on other girls - and boys - who’d gone into service.  And there were rumours of worse things than the occasional beatings.  I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the details.  It was enough to know that I had been spared such horrors ...

... And if Master Travis took me as a formal apprentice, my future would be secure.

The plan was simple enough, I thought.  I was a legal adult.  I could pledge myself to him for the five years it would take to qualify as a Potions Mistress in my own right.  I wouldn’t be a qualified magician, not like someone who’d graduated from Jude’s, but with his blessing and certification I would be able to set up my own shop.  Or stay with him, if he wanted.  The apothecary was big enough for two Potion Masters.  I wasn’t going to steal his secret recipes and spread them far and wide.  I just wanted a life of my own.

“Master,” I said, once he had finished sealing the potions.  “I ...”

A chime echoed through the apothecary.  I looked down, automatically.  Someone had stepped into the apothecary below.  Someone had ... I swallowed, hard.  It was nearly midnight.  Who would be walking the streets of Water Shallot at this time?  Not anyone with any good intentions, I was sure.  This late, the only people who would come visiting were landlords and protection racket thugs ... and the latter, at least, knew better than to threaten an alchemist.  Master Travis had friends in the community.  Very few people wanted to risk his ire.

Master Travis let out an irritated sigh.  “Go see who it is,” he ordered.  “I’ll finish here.”

“Yes, Master,” I said, standing.  “I’ll see to it, then close up for the night.”

I hurried down the darkened stairs, keeping one hand on the rickety banister to ensure I didn't fall and tumble right down to the bottom.  The lanterns below had come on, automatically, when someone entered the shop, but Master Travis had never bothered to illuminate the stairwell.  It would have disrupted his misdirection wards.  I took a moment to brush my hair back as I reached the bottom, then stepped into the light.  A young man was waiting for me, standing behind the counter.  He was examining the bottles on the shelves with a curiously bored expression.

I felt my temper begin to fray.  “Can I help you?”

He turned, slowly, allowing me to see his outfit.  He was quality.  He had to be quality.  No one else could afford a blend of silks and satins, let alone walk through Water Shallot without fear of attack.  The livery on his shoulder marked him as one of the Great Noblemen, from the Great Houses.  I knew them all, of course.  We all knew the Great Houses, even though they rarely deigned to look upon us.  My throat was suddenly dry.  If a Bolingbroke decided I’d insulted him, I was in deep trouble.  Even Master Travis would be unable to protect me.

I hastily dipped a curtsey, then went down on one knee.  I could feel his eyes, far less warm than Master Travis’s, studying me for a long moment before he let out an exaggerated sigh.  I resisted the urge to look up, terrified that he would find a reason - another reason - to take offense.  Master Travis might be a big man, in Water Shallot, but he couldn’t stand against a nobleman.  A word in the right ears might see him banished from Shallot - or dead.  And no one would care about a half-caste girl at all.

“You may rise,” the man said.

It took all my strength to stand on wobbly knees.  His eyes watched me as I moved.  I shivered as I felt them pass over my breasts, silently grateful that I hadn’t worn anything too revealing.  I looked back, careful not to meet his eyes.  He was handsome, with strikingly long blond hair and a smile that seemed to light up the room.  His clothes were cut to reveal his muscular arms and legs, suggesting that he wanted to show off his physical strength as much as his magic.  I didn’t dare try to probe his magical field, not when that too could be taken as an insult, but I was sure he’d be strong.  The Great Houses were always strong in magic.  The handful of low-power magicians born to their bloodlines were often quietly sent to the countryside before they could ruin their family’s reputations.

“I am Reginald Bolingbroke,” the young man announced.  He sounded as if he expected me to know him.  I didn’t, of course.  I might have memorised the livery, but I didn’t know Reginald Bolingbroke from the rest of his family.  It wasn’t as if I had time to read the society pages.  “And you are?”

I hesitated.  Up close, he didn’t look that much older than me.  I guessed he wasn't older than nineteen.  Wearing his hair long might be a fashion statement, proof that he didn’t have to care about what High Society found acceptable, or it might be a hint that he was more interested in men than women.  I didn't know for sure and I didn’t dare ask.  A nobleman would be expected to marry and have children no matter his personal proclivities.  There was certainly no way he’d be interested in me.

“Rebecca, My Lord,” I said, feeling his eyes lingering on my face.  “I greet you and ...”

“A very typical name for a very uncommon beauty,” Reginald mused.  “Your father is unknown, is he not?”

“Yes,” I said.  Four years of good food had done wonders for my development - I was no longer as scrawny as I’d been as a child - but it had also sharpened my features.  There was no mistaking me for anything, save for a fatherless half-caste.  “He went back home before I was born.”

“A mistake on his part, no doubt,” Reginald said.  “He should have acknowledged you before he left.”

I felt a pang of bitter shame.  No one cared about my looks.  Reginald might be as pale as the moon, but House Aguirre was as dark as the night and House McDonald had bright red hair and bluff cheeks that spoke of an origin somewhere in Garstang.  My looks didn’t matter so much as my lack of any recorded family.  I was a bastard, plain and simple.  And the only half-caste family I knew that had achieved any kind of success in High Society was House Griffin.  Their daughters knew their mother ...

And their father is one of the most powerful men in the kingdom, I thought, sardonically.  I imagine that helped a little too.

Reginald cleared his throat.  “I believe your master is expecting me,” he said.  “Perhaps you could call him.”

I blinked.  Master Travis wasn’t expecting anyone, as far as I knew.  Normally, visitors came in the morning or late afternoon.  Reginald was late.  Reginald was very late.  I wondered, suddenly, if he had a small army of bodyguards camped outside.  A powerful magician could defend himself, of course, but it would be better to deter attack rather than cause a mess that would require a great deal of expensive soothing.  I didn’t want to think about what might happen if Reginald took offense ...

“My Lord,” Master Travis said.

I nearly jumped out of my skin.  I’d been so intent on Reginald that I hadn’t heard Master Travis coming down the stairs.  I kicked myself, mentally.  I was normally more aware of my surroundings than that!  But Reginald had distracted and discomfited me.

“Master Travis,” Reginald said.  “I see you got my note.”

“I did,” Master Travis said.  “Rebecca, close the shutters and then go to bed.  If I don’t see you in the morning, open the shop as usual.”

“Yes, Master,” I said, obediently.  There was an edge in his voice that told me not to argue, not now.  Reginald’s presence didn't bode well for either of us.  “I’ll get right on it.”

Master Travis nodded, then led Reginald up the stairs and into his private chamber.  I felt a stab of envy, despite my fears, as the wards went up.  There was no way I could eavesdrop.  It hurt more than I cared to admit.  Master Travis rarely let me into his private chamber - normally, I was only allowed in to dust and then under close supervision - but he’d taken Reginald right inside.  I wondered if the young nobleman would appreciate the honour Master Travis had done him.  The private chamber was the heart of the building.  The wards around it were so strong that I doubted anyone could crack them without a great deal of effort.

Or an Object of Power designed to crack wards, I thought, as I pulled down the shutters to signify that we were very definitely closed.  But anyone who could get their hands on one of those wouldn’t want to steal anything from us.

I smiled at the thought, then hesitated at the bottom of the stairs.  Master Travis had told me to go to bed, but I wanted to stay awake and see what time Reginald left.  And yet ... this was serious.  Anything that involved a nobleman was serious.  I sighed and started to climb the two flights of stairs to my garret, closing the door behind me.  Master Travis would tell me what was going on tomorrow, if he was so inclined.  Until then, I’d just have to wait and see.

The lantern came on as I entered the tiny chamber, bathing the entire room in an eerie white glow.  I smiled as I sat down on the bed and started to undress, remembering just how long it had taken to get the spell right in the first place.  I hadn’t grown up with magic, let alone someone willing to teach me how to conjure properly.  It was sheer luck, I thought, that Master Travis had been capable of showing me the basics.  I wasn’t sure where he’d been taught - some of his spells were different from those in the books I’d purchased from the markets - but it didn’t matter.  All that mattered was that they worked.

I splashed water on my face, then drew the blind down and climbed into bed.  It was already far too late to stay up and read, although Master Travis would hardly check on me once I’d closed the door.  He’d simply make sarcastic remarks if I woke up with a headache, or failed to get the fire lit and breakfast started before he climbed out of bed himself.  I sometimes felt he wouldn't bother to feed himself if I wasn’t looking after him.  It was something that worried me, more than I cared to admit.  A full-time apprentice could hardly be a servant as well.

Perhaps we could take another girl into service, I thought.  It was an idle flight of fancy - I knew enough about the shop’s finances to know that Master Travis could hardly pay two sets of wages - but I clung to it anyway.  Or maybe I could have a longer apprenticeship.

I pulled the blanket over my head and muttered a single Word of Power, powering down the spell in the lantern.  The room plunged into darkness, broken only by a faint hint of moonlight coming through the overhead window and splits in the roofing.  Master Travis and I had spent months trying to fix up the roof, weaving spell after spell into the leaky wood, but he’d reluctantly conceded that it was probably beyond fixing.  The landlord, damn the man, was dragging his feet on any proper repairs.  

It felt like I hadn't slept at all when I awoke, sunlight streaming through the window.  I stood hastily, casting a quick spell to check the time.  It was six in the morning, but I could already hear the sounds of the city coming to life.  Down below, the milkmen would be rushing bottles of milk from the countryside to the cafes and shops before they opened for business.  I knew I’d find two bottles outside the door, waiting for me.  I pulled on my robe and hurried downstairs.  There was a note on the kitchen table, waiting for me.  Master Travis had ordered me to forget his breakfast and go straight to work.

Odd, I thought, as I dug up some bread and jam for myself.  What happened last night?

But the scrap of paper offered no answer. 
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It had often struck me as amusing that people were always writing plays and singing songs about the lives of shopgirls such as myself.  The life of a shopgirl has never been remotely glamorous.  As soon as the clock struck eight, I wolfed down the last of my breakfast and hurried down the stairs to the shop.  I checked the wards, opened the drawer to make sure the money was still there - Master Travis insisted that I count every last copper before I opened the doors - and removed the shutters.  A handful of eager customers were already waiting outside, their faces pale and worn.  Sailors and housewives, dockyard roustabouts and warehouse loaders ... people who couldn’t come to us at any other time.  It wouldn’t be long before they had to go to work, too.  I opened the door, dropped a curtsey to a housewife I knew would complain - loudly - if I didn’t treat her like a full-blooded noblewoman, then hurried behind the counter.  It was barely ten minutes past eight and my day had already begun.

There was nothing special about our first customers of the day, but I served them anyway: the woman who wanted a new perfume with a little something extra; the sailor who dared not admit to his mates that he was plagued with seasickness ... the aged loader who needed an energy potion to keep up with the younger men who would otherwise take his job and leave him out on the streets.  I felt sorry for him, but there was nothing I could do.  No matter how many potions he downed, he wouldn’t be able to keep up forever.  Master Travis had warned him that he was at severe risk of an overdose that would likely kill him, but the poor man had merely shaken his head.  He intended to keep working until he died.  I understood, better than I cared to admit.  There was no one who would support him when he was no longer useful.

“I’ll need five more bottles,” the sailor told me, as he purchased three bottles of Master Travis’s best anti-seasickness potion.  It had a fancy name, but none of the customers ever used it.  “Can I pick it up tonight?”

“Perhaps,” I said, checking the record book.  Normally, Master Travis would spend the morning brewing; I’d have a chance to brew in the afternoon.  Now, I wasn’t so sure.  “I’ll do my best to have it in your hands this evening.”

The sailor nodded and hurried out of the shop, almost knocking over the young woman who was waiting at the door.  I scribbled down a quick note, then found two bottles of face-changing potion for the next customer.  Master Travis had told me not to ask too many questions about what she did with the potions, although I’d heard enough whispers to have a good idea.  It just wasn’t something I wanted to consider.  I took her money, counted out her change and waved her farewell.  She left without looking back.

It was nearly an hour before I heard Master Travis coming down the stairs.  I allowed myself a moment of relief when he stepped into sight, carrying a plain black leather-bound notebook in one hand.  His personal book of experimental recipes was off-limits, I’d been told; I wasn’t allowed to pry without his supervision.  It irked me, sometimes, that my book of recipes was very definitely not off-limits to him, although I did understand his reasoning.  I might brew something that would send both of us to our ancestors.  I wondered, sometimes, if any of mine would be pleased to see me.

“Master,” I said.  He looked distracted.  I was sure he hadn’t bothered to eat.  “Can I get you a sandwich?”

Master Travis shook his head slowly, as if he had barely heard me.  “How is business?”

“We have five orders for tonight and two more for the following day,” I said, reaching for the record book.  “Do you want to brew them ...?”

“Not now,” Master Travis said.  “I’ll be in the ironhold.  I may be some time.”

I blinked in surprise.  Master Travis had a reputation for brewing and supplying potions on time.  It wouldn’t look good if the customers had to wait an extra day.  I could understand spending a few minutes in the ironhold - the iron-lined chamber below the shop, where our most dangerous potions and their ingredients were stored - but longer?  The ironhold had always creeped me out.  I’d had nightmares about being trapped in there after Master Travis had first shown me the chamber, then warned me about the wards.  There was no way to get out without help from the outside.

“We have to have the potions ready today,” I said, carefully.  “Master ...”

“You can brew them this afternoon,” Master Travis said, with a dismissive wave of his scarred hand.  “I have something else to do.”

Something to do with Reginald Bolingbroke, I guessed.  He must have offered you a great deal of money if you’re turning your back on your customers.

“Yes, Master,” I said, softly.  “I’ll let you know if anything changes.”

Master Travis nodded and walked into the rear of the shop.  I heard the iron door clang as he stepped through, hurrying down the stairs to the ironhold.  I checked the wards, then stepped into the back of the shop to put the kettle on.  Master Travis would want some tea or coffee when he resurfaced, I was sure.  He’d certainly never objected when I offered him a cuppa while he was brewing.  I knew better than to interrupt him when he was brewing something delicate.

I poured two mugs of tea when the kettle boiled, slapped a stasis charm on Master Travis’s mug once the tea had brewed, then walked back into the shop and started to check the shelves.  Master Travis had never let me simply sit behind the counter and read, unless I was reading a potions textbook.  Besides, there was always something to do in the store.  I made careful notes of which jars and vials were starting to run empty, then compared them to our stockpile on the upper floor or in the ironhold.  We’d need to order some more bat’s wings and rat eyes, I noted.  Thankfully, there was no shortage of either.  It was a great deal harder - and considerably more expensive - to order the rarer ingredients from the Desolation.  Jude’s and the other magic schools kept putting the price up.

The wards quivered as someone entered the shop.  I looked up and tried to keep the dismay off my face.  Clive was a broadsheet boy, the same age as myself ... and, ever since I’d started to wear my hair down, he’d made a whole string of crude advances.  He was handsome enough, I supposed, but he just got on my nerves.  But I had to be civil to him as long as he was in the shop.  Master Travis would not be pleased if I alienated a potential customer.

“Rebecca,” Clive called.  “You’re looking as pretty as ever.”

“Thank you,” I grated, biting down the urge to tell him that he looked like a pig.  I wished I could turn him into a pig.  Master Travis had told me, when I’d asked about such magics, that my power wasn’t developed enough for such spells.  “What can I do for you?”

Clive leered.  “You could come out on a date tonight.”

“I have a prior engagement,” I said, primly.  It was true.  I’d arranged to meet a friend for coffee.  “Did you bring us anything or are you just wasting my time?”

“I suppose I’d better apologise to the waiting crowd,” Clive said.  He turned and bowed to the empty air.  “I offer my most sincere apologies for making you wait.”

I glared as he turned back.  “Do you have anything for us?”

“Oh, one or two things,” Clive said.  He opened his bag and produced a handful of papers.  “Your weekly issue of Society Pages, your daily issue of Local News, a special edition of Potions Masters Quarterly and a couple of letters.”

“Thank you,” I said, taking the broadsheets and dumping them on the counter.  Master Travis would want to look at them in the evening, before he went to bed.  “You can go now.”

Clive bowed.  “But why would I want to leave my lady-love?”

“I’m sure she’s wondering the same thing,” I snapped, tartly.  Perhaps I should throw a bottle of perfume potion over him.  A week smelling like a young woman would teach him a lesson, I was sure.  Only the thought of Master Travis’s anger kept me from turning thought to deed.  “Why don’t you go find her?”

“I did,” Clive said.  He dropped his voice until he was practically whispering.  “You could marry me, you know.  My parents wouldn’t object.”

My temper snapped.  “Get out.”

Clive looked surprised.  “But, Rebecca ...”

“Get out,” I repeated.  I gathered the wards, feeling them pulsing around me.  Clive was no more a qualified magician than I was, but I knew he could feel them too.  “Now.”

“As you wish,” Clive said.  He threw a bow, as if he were a pureblood nobleman.  “But I will not be defeated in my suit for you.”

He left the shop, trying hard to look as if he’d left of his own free will.  I glared after him as I slowly released the wards, allowing them to fade back into the ether.  Clive ... the hell of it, the bitter hell of it, was that it was the best marriage offer I was likely to get.  Clive’s family was too poor to give much of a damn about heritage.  I was tempted to believe they’d accept a fatherless half-caste girl rather than risk their son remaining unmarried.  But I simply didn’t like Clive.  His bluster might impress some girls.  It didn’t impress me.

And marrying him would be an admission I’d never get out of Water Shallot, I thought.  Clive’s wife would never be allowed to have a life of her own.  I’d seen enough housewives, their eyes filled with quiet desperation, to know I never wanted to join them.  The men weren’t much better.  A single mistake - or even growing too old - would mean joining the beggars on the streets.  I shuddered to think what happened to men who failed to repay the loan sharks.  If I married him, I would be trapped forever.

I pushed the thought aside and opened the first broadsheet.  I’d never really understood why Master Travis subscribed to Society Pages, unless he intended to use the paper in his water closet.  The men and women described within its pages were so far above me - and Master Travis - that they might as well be on the moon.  I had no idea what Mistress Marlena had paid to have her daughter described as a society beauty - the poor girl was remarkably plain, if the picture was to be believed - but it was probably more money than we earned in a month.  And why did I care about their lives anyway?  It wasn’t as if I had a hope of joining them.

A thought struck me and I flicked through the pages.  Perhaps there was something about Reginald Bolingbroke within the paper.  I found nothing about Reginald personally, but I did find a note about Henri Bolingbroke.  Henri - Reginald’s brother, I guessed - had been killed during the House War, five months ago.  His family had just finished a period of official mourning for the young lad, described as a pleasure to all who knew him.  The writer went on in increasingly florid terms, while I rolled my eyes in disgust.  I didn’t know what the Great Houses had been fighting for, when they had their war.  All I knew was that they’d devastated parts of the city and killed hundreds of innocent civilians.  No one had held a funeral for them.

Henri must have been Reginald’s older brother, I figured, although the article didn’t mention Reginald at all.  The writer specifically states that Henri was the Heir Primus, the next Lord Bolingbroke.  He won’t be inheriting now he’s dead.

I shrugged, put the broadsheet aside for Master Travis and opened Potions Masters Quarterly.  The special edition talked about the discovery of how Objects of Power were made and just what changes Potions Masters could expect, if Objects of Power became commonly available once again.  It was intriguing, I had to admit, but I’d heard enough to suspect it would be a long time before the price dropped to the level we could afford to buy charmed spoons and cauldrons.  There was one person who could make Objects of Power, just one.  If she made one a day - and I had no idea if that was even remotely possible - she could only make three hundred and sixty-five Objects of Power in a year.  She couldn’t come close to meeting demand.  The article writer didn’t say as much, but he seemed to agree.  He concluded by urging the Guild of Potions Masters to do everything in their power to discover new Zeros.

The wards shifted, again, as Master Travis emerged from the ironhold and clumped up the stairs.  I hurried into the backroom to get him his tea, which he took and sipped gratefully.  I promised myself that I’d cook him something simple for lunch, if he took over the counter for half an hour or so.  He normally did, but this was very far from a normal day.  I could sense the protective charms he’d layered over the notebook without even having to touch it.

“Letters,” Master Travis said.  “Did we get any letters?  From Kirkhaven?”

“I don’t think so,” I said.  The postal service was unreliable outside the city, particularly near the border.  Master Travis had a correspondent somewhere up there, but his letters were frequently delayed or lost altogether.  “There’s only two letters and I think they’re both from the city.”

“People who could just walk over and have a chat if they wanted,” Master Travis said.  He cradled his mug in his hands, sipping daintily.  “Did you check the shelves?”

“Yes, Master,” I said.  “We need more of ...”

“We need more of a great many things,” Master Travis said.  “Dragon Scales and Cockatrice Blood, among others.”

I blinked in surprise.  Dragon Scales were highly volatile.  Any potion involving Dragon Scales was prone to exploding if the brewer looked at it the wrong way.  Most Potions Masters wouldn’t touch such brews for love or money.  Cockatrice Blood wasn’t so dangerous, but it was extremely rare.  The vast bounties paid to anyone who brought home a dead Cockatrice weren’t always enough to tempt hunters into trying their luck.  Master Travis couldn’t afford more than a vial or two a year.

“I don’t know how we’re going to afford it,” I said, carefully.  What was Master Travis trying to brew?  I couldn’t think of anything that involved both Dragon Scales and Cockatrice Blood.  I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what else Master Travis was going to be buying.  He might have to mortgage the shop.  “Master ...”

“Master Reginald has put me on retainer,” Master Travis said.  “He will be funding the purchases from his own pocket.”

I swallowed.  That didn’t sound good.  The dangerous thing about working with such exotic materials was that the brewer could do everything right and still wind up with nothing more than a colossal explosion.  Potions Masters had been arguing for decades in the letter columns about why this might be so, although no one seemed to have come up with an answer.  I’d never been tempted to experiment myself.  Master Travis wouldn’t be tempted either - or so I’d thought.  Reginald must have offered him a lot of money.

It might not be a bad thing, I thought.  There were reasons to be optimistic.  If we had enough money in the funds, we wouldn't be scraping so desperately each month to pay the suppliers.

“I’ll be working upstairs for most of the day,” Master Travis said.  “You can handle the shop, can’t you?”

“Yes, Master,” I said.  I held out the record book.  “But we will be unable to brew the potions our customers want.”

Master Travis scowled as he read my scrawled handwriting.  “We’ll close the shop between two and three,” he said, after a moment.  “You can brew the potions then.  Simultaneously.”

“Yes, Master,” I said, doubtfully.  There weren’t any real problems in brewing the various potions simultaneously - it wasn’t as if I was going to brew something that required constant attention - but it was still a bad habit.  Master Travis had told me never to brew more than one potion at a time unless I was in a hurry.  “I should be able to brew them all on time.”

“Of course you can.”  Master Travis gave me a warm smile.  “I have every faith in you.”

I hesitated.  Was this a good moment to ask about an apprenticeship?  Perhaps not.  Master Travis’s letter hadn’t arrived - and besides, his mind was clearly elsewhere.  Whatever Reginald wanted, it was a real challenge.  I hadn’t seen him looking so distracted since he’d brewed a set of very complex potions for the local builders.  He’d practically locked himself in his chambers until the potions were ready.

“You said I could go out tonight,” I reminded him, instead.  “Can I still go?”

Master Travis thought for a moment, then nodded.  “Have fun,” he said.  “Just remember to be back before eleven.”

“I’ll be back well before then,” I promised.  It was dangerous for a young girl to walk the streets alone after dark.  I knew better than to take the risk.  “Now, can I get you something to eat?”
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It was still bright outside when I closed the shop, grabbed my cloak and hurried out of the door, sealing the wards behind me.  Master Travis was still in his workroom, either brewing something or digging through his collection of reference texts.  I’d heard him mumbling to himself as I passed the door but he hadn’t come out, even when I offered him a snack.  In the end, I’d left it on the table before going back down to the shop.  I hoped he’d have eaten it by the time I got back.

The streets were just starting to fill up with people as I made my way down towards the handful of coffee shops at the edge of Water Shallot.  Workmen were heading home, paying little attention to the handful of street performers trying to earn an honest wage; five or six ladies of the evening were leaning against the stone walls, trying to make eye contact with men who might be interested in their wares.  I shuddered, drawing my cloak tighter around myself as I hurried past.  The ladies affected a kind of glamour, but I knew - all too well - that there was nothing glamorous in their lives either.  Their pimps eyed me as I walked past, their eyes sending trails of slime running down my body.  I would sooner die than fall into their hands.  They’d use me up, then leave me to die.

I felt better as I reached the main street and headed down towards the bridge leading to South Shallot.  The area was slowly being gentrified as merchants and other “new men” who’d struck it rich - and yet were unable to move into North or South Shallot - started to buy land and redevelop it into something more suitable for their new status.  I wasn’t sure how to feel about that, even though I’d been born and bred in Water Shallot.  On one hand, the gentrified quadrants were safer than the rest of the island; on the other, the newcomers were driving up rates and forcing those who couldn’t pay to move further into Water Shallot.  It might only be a few years before Master Travis and I were either forced to pay higher rates ourselves or find somewhere new to live too.  I’d heard enough angry mutterings about rebellion to fear for the future.

A passing City Guardsmen eyed me sharply, as if he didn’t think I had the right to be there, then shrugged.  I kept my face impassive as I walked past, trying not to show my humiliation too openly.  There weren’t many half-castes and almost all of them lived in the poorest districts of the city.  I wondered, sourly, if I’d been on the verge of being arrested just for existing, even though it made no sense.  A common thief or pickpocket would hardly want to be someone as noticeable as I.

The people in the gentrified quadrant were better dressed than me - or anyone else I knew, save for Master Travis himself.  They wore fine clothes and walked around as if they were lords and ladies without a care in the world, although I had no trouble picking up the subtle signs that they were new money.  They wouldn’t have tried so hard to look posh, as if they’d made it, if they had any doubts about their status.  I also had no trouble spotting a handful of pickpockets working the crowd.  Someone was about to lose his wallet, if I was any judge.  It wasn’t people like me the guards needed to watch.  

My breath caught in my throat as I spotted a pair of Hangchowese men walking down the streets.  Might one of them be my father?  I pushed the bitter thought aside a second later as the men passed, without even a sideways glance at me.  My father had gone home before I was born, my mother said.  I didn’t even have a picture!  I wanted to shout and scream at the two men, but what was the point?  They probably didn’t even know my father.  It wasn’t as if I knew everyone who looked like me.

I forced myself to calm down as I reached the coffee shop and stepped inside.  Ginny was sitting at a table by the window, a mug of hot chocolate resting in front of her.  I smiled at her as she stood to greet me, holding out her hands to give me a hug.  She looked good, I thought, although she had the advantage of working in an office rather than being a housekeeper and shopgirl wrapped into one.  I’d met her by accident, but we’d hit it off straight away.

She was a tall girl, with long red hair that fell down to the small of her back and a nice smile that caught the eye and pulled it towards her.  Her freckled face and bright green eyes gave her an exotic air, like mine, although there was no question about her ancestors.  Ginny’s family had come from somewhere up north, she’d told me, but she fitted far better into Shallot’s melting pot than I.  She had no trouble reciting the names of everyone all the way back to her great-great-grandmother.  

“You’re looking good,” Ginny said, as we sat down.  “What have you been doing with yourself?”

“Liar,” I said.  I’d brushed my hair back and washed my face, but I hadn’t had the time to change clothes.  I was lucky Master Travis didn’t mind what I wore, as long as it covered most of my body.  The dress might have been passed down from my grandmother - or so I’d been told - but it was still wearable.  And it was dark enough to hide the stains from potions accidents.  “I look awful and you know it.”

“You look pretty,” Ginny insisted.  “Have you found a new lad?”

“I haven’t found any lad,” I said.  There were potions that could only be brewed by virgins.  I qualified.  “And I’m not looking either.”

“That’s what they all say,” Ginny said.  “And they always change their minds.”

The waitress appeared at my shoulder and coughed, lightly.  I hesitated - coffee shops weren’t expensive, but my allowance was very small - and then ordered a hot chocolate.  I didn’t need anything else.  Master Travis and I would eat late at night, when I got home.  I had a feeling that Master Travis wouldn’t bother to eat, let alone go to bed.  He was very interested in his new project.

“Speaking of lads,” Ginny said.  “Did you bring ...?”

“Yeah,” I said.  I reached into my handbag and produced a small vial.  “You remember how to use it?”

“Of course,” Ginny said.  “One drop in a glass of water and you’re covered for a day or two.”

I nodded, curtly.  Ginny had asked - begged, really - for me to supply her with a contraceptive potion.  It was easy to brew, but it was expensive.  Ginny hadn’t been able to promise me anything in exchange, apart from future favours.  I wondered, wryly, if I’d ever be able to collect.  Ginny was in no position to give me the one thing I truly wanted.  

“Thank you,” Ginny said.  “I’m sure Rupert will thank you too.”

I smiled.  “Are you and Rupert getting serious now?”

“We’re going to get married, once I turn twenty-one,” Ginny said.  “We haven’t told our parents yet.”

“I suppose not,” I said.  Ginny was nineteen.  Old enough to marry, with her father’s permission, but too young to marry for love.  “Is Rupert serious too?”

“He’s opening his own printing business and he needs an assistant,” Ginny said.  “And he already has a multitude of contracts.”

“So do you,” I pointed out.  I’d only met Rupert a few times, but he’d always struck me as a level-headed young man.  He certainly hadn’t been anything like Clive.  And he’d barely looked at any other girl when Ginny was on his arm.  “Do you two have plans for the future?”

Ginny nodded towards the window.  “Do you think I want to stay here forever?”

“No,” I said, feeling a pang.  “Do you think you can move up in the world?”

“The demand for printers has never been higher,” Ginny said.  “Rupert thinks he can take advantage of it to get a secure position.  And if I’m his wife ...”

She winked at me, mischievously.  I felt my tanned skin darken.  I knew more than I wanted to know of the ways of the world, but I was still very young.  And innocent, in some ways.  

Ginny cleared her throat as my hot chocolate arrived.  “And you?  Do you think you’ll look for a man one day?”

I had to smile.  “I don’t think so,” I said.  “My father deserted me and my stepfather kicked me out as soon as he decently could.”

“True,” Ginny said.  “Did your father even know he had you?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted.  I did know that my father had sailed home before I was born, but my mother would have known she was pregnant before then ... wouldn’t she?  Would she have told her lover?  I thought so, but she’d never told me.  “My stepfather, on the other hand, is a bastard.”

“At least he made sure you found a good place to work,” Ginny said.  She took a sip of her hot chocolate.  “Others aren’t so lucky.  Kyle, for instance.”

I shuddered.  Kyle’s master beat him regularly, often drawing blood.  I’d seen the scars.

“He could probably do with some healing salve,” Ginny added, diffidently.  “If you happen to have any on hand ...”

“I’ll see what I can do.” I didn’t blame Ginny for asking.  “But it wasn’t my stepfather who sent me to Master Travis.  It was the luck of the draw.”

Ginny nodded, slowly.  “Not all men are like that, you know.”

“I know.” I felt a flash of sudden bitterness.  “But my parents aren’t going to contract a marriage for me, are they?”

“They might,” Ginny said.  “You do have some advantages.”

I shook my head.  My stepfather wasn’t going to pay a dower for me.  He’d be furious at the mere suggestion that he should pay my dower - let alone pay for a wedding - when he had daughters of his own.  And he certainly wasn’t going to enter into marriage negotiations for my hand either.  His daughters came first.  He’d stand to gain a great deal more if they, rather than I, got married.  It wasn’t as if I was going to urge my future husband to support him.

Not that it matters, I thought, wryly.  My stepfather talked often of going into business himself - he worked down at the docks - but there was no way he’d be able to raise the money to open a shop of his own.  Anyone his daughters are likely to marry is unlikely to be able to actually help him.

“Not enough to matter,” I said, firmly.  “And how many prospective husbands would overlook my ... my blood when they marry me?”

“You never know,” Ginny said.

“I suppose not.”  I took a sip of my hot chocolate.  It was nice, but not the sort of thing I’d drink on my own.  I could buy several bags of tea leaves for the price of one bag of chocolate beans.  “Are you really going to quit the Hiring Hall?”

“If Rupert opens a shop, someone is going to have to be there and take the money,” Ginny said.  “And things will be tight for a while.  I dare say we won’t be able to hire a shopgirl for a few years.”

If at all, I thought.  There weren’t many Potions Masters in Water Shallot, but there were quite a few printers.  Rupert was going to be competing against older, better-established, businesses right from the start.  Even with Ginny’s help - and her contacts - it was going to be hard to find any traction.  You’d need to spend a great deal of money before you could start to make money.

“And besides, there have been changes in the hiring rules,” Ginny added.  “You know we have to test everyone for magic now?  Anyone who scores above ten or fifteen pulses on the scale has to be sent to Magus Court.”

I cocked my head.  “That’s odd,” I said.  Ten or fifteen pulses was respectable, but hardly anything special.  I was probably somewhere around twenty.  A full-fledged magician like Reginald would probably be somewhere between fifty and a hundred.  “Did they say why?”

“No.”  Ginny smirked.  “Half the city is going to be heading to Magus Court.”

I grinned.  Shallot had long been famous for its magicians.  There weren’t many people who rated below ten pulses.  Magus Court was going to have a lot of visitors.  It still struck me as odd, though.  What could they possibly want with so many low-power magicians?  It wasn’t as if there was a shortage.  

“It’s getting a little harder now,” Ginny added.  “Do you hear the whining about the servant problem?  All those upper-class ladies moaning because their servants are not properly respectful to their exalted rank?  You just can’t get good servants these days.”

“Oh, what a shame,” I said.

Ginny giggled.  “There was a girl I placed only a fortnight ago.  Good character, good references ... very eager to work.  She left a week after she started and do you know why?  They made her up a bed next to the dogs!  It wasn’t as if they didn’t have the space to give her a room of her own.  I suppose they thought they were putting her in her place.”

I rolled my eyes.  Master Travis had given me the garret, which was practically a palace compared to sharing a room with my half-sisters.  It was small and cramped, and I was at risk of banging my head against an oak beam if I stood up too quickly, but it was mine.  Master Travis had made it clear that he wouldn’t enter the room unless it was an emergency.  I would have happily traded half my wages for that assurance of privacy, if he’d asked.  He’d never even thought to ask.

But I might have had second thoughts now I know the value of money, I thought.  There had been a time when I’d thought that a single silver was a veritable fortune.  Now, I knew that Master Travis had to pay over a hundred silvers per month to keep the shop.  It might have seemed better to keep the money rather than be assured of privacy.

“They do have other options,” I said.  “Don’t they?”

“Depends.”  Ginny shrugged.  “It’s a delicate balancing act.  The girl can find employment elsewhere, if she looks.  Lots of shop-jobs going around now, as you know.  But she won’t find someone who will give her a place to stay.  Not now.”

I nodded, sourly.  A servant who was dismissed had no hope of receiving a good character from her former mistress - and one who left, without notice, would have to fight to get any sort of referral.  Legally, a mistress was supposed to give a written character; practically, it was hard to force them to write one.  Not for the first time, I reflected that laws meant to help the poor actually made life harder for them.  A serving girl might be able to take her mistress - or her former mistress - to court, but there was little hope of a fair judgement.  A well-connected lady would have no trouble getting the case thrown out, perhaps with some penalties thrown in for the unfortunate girl.

“It’s easier to place men,” Ginny said.  “But it’s harder to find boys who want to be bootblack boys when they can go to sea instead.  Or join the army.  They prefer to be shouted at by sergeants than lords and ladies.”

“I don’t blame them,” I said.  I could see at least one advantage to the military life.  “They might become sergeants one day.”

“Perhaps,” Ginny said.  Her lips curved into a smile.  “All those parades ... it really did something to the men.”

I snorted.  The aftermath of the House War had seen the king’s finest troops patrolling our streets.  I’d kept away from them, but others had been more impressed.  The prospect of a uniform, three square meals a day and a career someone could be proud of sounded better than a life spent working by the docks or carting goods around the city.  I didn’t really blame the young men for being interested.  Perhaps I would have been interested too, if I’d been a man.  But I had a feeling the recruiting sergeants would have turned a great deal nastier as soon as the new recruits were in barracks.

“Maybe,” I said.  I checked the clock on the wall, then rose.  It was later than I’d thought, late enough that I had to hurry to get home before night fell.  Master Travis would need his dinner.  He’d eat if I had to feed him with a spoon.  “I’ll see you later this week, perhaps on Saturday?”

“Sunday,” Ginny said.  She smiled, a warm smile I knew had nothing to do with me.  “I’m walking out on Saturday.”

With Rupert, I thought, trying to suppress a pang of jealousy.  Ginny was one of my
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