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Chapter 1 West of the Line
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The report said the broadwings had landed. Sivra Pendren turned the sheet over, looking for a qualification on the back.

There was none. The western station had sent its position, the time of observation and a request for instructions. The copy was still damp where the duty operator had blotted it. Beyond the open door, the office clock began striking six.

‘Landed where?’ Sivra asked.

‘West of the ridge. That's all he gives.’

‘Ask where he was standing.’

The operator took another sheet. ‘And whether he saw them touch down?’

‘Yes. Or lost them behind the ridge.’

The woman went back to her key. Sivra laid the report beside the season's chart and held its curling corner with her spectacles case. Here in Merewall, dawn had reached the upper windows of the forecasting office. The windows opposite were still dark. Someone in that building would soon get up, light a stove and begin an ordinary day under the forecast she had signed yesterday.

The western station lay beyond the printed migration corridor. From its observation ridge, the dragons should be shapes in the distance, following the expected route. There were no descent marks beside its position. Sivra checked the chart's date, then the station number against the report. Both belonged to the current season.

Orsil Nemm came round the table carrying the station register. He had buttoned his cuffs neatly, but there was ink along the edge of his hand.

‘The post hasn't moved,’ he said. ‘Same building, same ridge. Last inspection confirmed the sighting marks.’

‘How long ago?’

He opened the register at the ribbon. Rather than give her a reassuring approximation, he put a finger beneath the dated entry. She read it. Recent enough to be useful; not a substitute for this morning's answer.

‘Could he be using the lower position?’

‘I've asked.’

She drew the register closer. Orsil kept his finger on the page until she had found the right line, then let go. He was good at that: making her look at what he had actually checked, rather than accepting the weight of the book as an answer.

On the lower shelf, rolled charts had slipped against the leg of her chair. She pushed them back with her foot and spread the station's view sketch. Its pencilled ridge looked harmless. Below it, a cart track curved past a stone culvert and a white gate. The sketch recorded where those objects appeared from the upper observation step. From the lower position, the gate would be hidden.

The telegraph key stopped. She looked towards the doorway, but the operator was still writing. Sivra made herself wait until the woman had finished.

‘Upper step,’ the operator said. ‘He asks whether you want him down on the ground.’

‘No.’ Sivra reached for the reply sheet. ‘Tell him to stay at the post. I want the marks he can see from there.’

If animals had settled beyond the ridge, sending a man out to improve her drawing would give her a second problem. He might be able to distinguish a resting broadwing from a low pass perfectly well without taking another step. What she needed was a description that allowed someone else to judge it.

She added the culvert and gate to the questions, then crossed them out.

Orsil glanced at the line.

‘Let him tell us,’ she said.

He nodded and moved the sketch where the operator would not copy from it by mistake.

The room warmed slowly. A cleaner passed the doorway with a bucket, saw the occupied desk and returned for the wastepaper basket instead. Sivra lifted her feet. The woman emptied a day's worth of discarded rough workings: a misplaced wind arrow, a blotted figure, the torn corner of an envelope. Sivra watched them go, then bent over the map again.

There were settlements beyond the corridor's western boundary. The small-scale chart showed some as dots and left others to the district sheets. Lenvar was printed farther west, large enough to demand its own clear space. She could cover its name with the end of her thumb.

She took her thumb away.

A descent did not tell her where the next band would land, or whether this one would rise and rejoin the accustomed route. Broadwings fed and rested between passages. Wind could spread them; a ridge could screen them. The station's report might yet describe animals passing low behind a fold in the ground. She wrote those possibilities on a scrap, with room beside each for an answer. It was work she knew how to do. The sight of the city name made her want to do it more slowly.

Orsil brought the previous day's compilation. ‘I'll leave this here.’

‘Have you found another descent?’

‘Not in the station returns I've checked.’

‘How many haven't you checked?’

He pointed to the remaining bundle rather than pretending it was small. She took the nearest sheet from him. Together they sorted by observation position, not by how alarming the message sounded. Most concerned the usual eastern route. One was a forwarding copy of a report already on her desk; Orsil slipped it beneath its source instead of making a new mark.

At six thirty-five the operator returned with the western observer's full reply.

He had been on the upper step throughout. He could see the white gate, the stone culvert and both bends of the cart track. Below the nearer bend, an animal had folded its wings and walked across the pale bank. Others had descended beyond it. Their slate wings showed rust beneath as they turned. The hollow behind the bank remained out of sight.

One wing had briefly hidden the white gate. On the survey sketch a cart stood beside it, drawn to scale. Sivra looked from the little vehicle to the observer’s description, then back again. The pale bank was somewhere a person might be sent to mend a fence.

Sivra read the reply twice. The walking animal settled the question she had hoped would remain open.

‘He hasn't left the post?’

‘No. I've told him the instruction stands.’

‘Good. Thank him.’

Orsil reached for a clean comparison sheet. ‘I'll put the answers together.’

‘Keep the first message with them.’

‘I was going to.’ He put it on top, deliberately crooked against the new sheet. ‘Even the bit you don't like.’

She almost smiled.

With her ruler, she carried the station's line of sight across the chart. The wood scraped over the printed boundary. She marked only the visible bank, leaving the hollow blank. It looked absurdly small beside the breadth of the corridor. Yet a mark there changed which district office ought to be asking about vehicles this morning.

She wrote a preparatory enquiry for civil transport: a checked western landing report; independent confirmation needed; present coverage limited. No instruction to move residents. The district authorities would need more than her concern before she could advise that.

For a moment she held the pen above her name, wanting a cleaner sentence about the uncertainty. Then she signed the enquiry and passed it to the operator.

‘Send that now. Keep the observer at his post.’

The key began again. Sivra left the ruler across the line.

***
[image: ]


AT QUARTER TO SEVEN, Dasken Roat arrived with his coat over one arm and breakfast wrapped in paper in the other. He put the parcel on the only part of Sivra's desk without a chart.

‘That's for eating,’ he said. ‘In case you were going to put a pin through it.’

‘The map weights are adequate.’

‘Then perhaps we can use the bread as bread.’

He smiled, but remained standing. She knew that posture: ready to go somewhere, waiting to discover where. His collar had folded under itself. She straightened it as he leaned over the report, then moved the spectacles case so he could read the last line.

‘Your enquiry came through our desk,’ he said. ‘I can ask Lenvar what they can hold available. I can't keep rolling stock and crews out of other work on an enquiry.’

‘I'm asking for confirmation.’

‘I know. They'll ask when you'll have it.’

She showed him the blank hollow and the mark on the bank. He looked where she pointed instead of asking her to draw a larger warning around it.

‘Does the observer know how many?’

‘He can't see the whole ground.’

‘Then we'll have to manage without a useful number.’

It was said mildly. Dasken's civil transport secondment had given the forecasting office someone who understood what a warning required after it left the building. It had not made him her subordinate, however often officials assumed that a husband and wife must provide one convenient answer.

He took his watch out and compared it with the office clock. Sivra watched him shut the case.

‘How much time?’ she asked.

‘To ask what exists? Very little. To reserve it, I need your assessment and my office's authority. Otherwise the morning allocations go ahead.’

‘What gets displaced?’ she asked.

‘The work already booked. Deliveries. Ordinary passengers.’ He laid his coat over a chair at last. ‘Some of those people can’t afford to lose a day either.’

She knew that. She had been trying to leave it outside the calculation until she had a better answer. Dasken did not press her. He smoothed the folded sleeve, giving her time to say something other than that he was making a difficult judgement harder.

She wanted to say that the allocations would be much easier to defend once the second report came. He would agree with her. Agreement would not hold a carriage.

A call from the message room interrupted them. At five past seven, the operator brought an authenticated report from another ground position. Sivra read it with Dasken still beside her.

The observer had watched a band leave its rest ground towards the west. He gave the departure as seven yesterday morning. In the compilation Orsil had laid out, the corresponding departure appeared at six on the first day of the month.

Sivra put the sheets side by side. Yesterday had been the second.

‘Could those be different bands?’ Dasken asked.

‘They could.’

Orsil bent over the wording. ‘The source reference is the same. But I want the entry around it, not just this line.’

‘Ask whether he watched it himself,’ Sivra said. ‘And whether he's answering from his notebook or repeating another station.’

She took both reports and accompanied the operator to the counter. It took two minutes to get there through an office suddenly full of people starting their shifts. A clerk stepped aside with a tray of cups. Someone wanted to know whether the eastern sheet was ready for copying. Sivra told him which version he could use and kept walking.

Sivra laid the reports on the counter while the operator read back her questions before sending. She could see the first report underneath the fresh one, each carrying its own receipt time. She asked for the second station's clock comparison too. A date could be copied wrongly. A departure could mean the first animals rising or the last of them gone. She would need the surrounding entries to separate those mistakes.

Dasken had followed with the breakfast parcel, still folded shut.

‘You could eat while they answer,’ he said.

She broke a piece of bread. It had gone firm at the edge. He waited until she swallowed before returning to the question.

‘What can I tell Lenvar now?’

‘That one checked station has animals on the ground west of the expected corridor. Another reports westward departure. The times disagree.’

‘Will you put that in a transport request?’

She looked down at the two sheets again. ‘A request for availability. Not a departure instruction.’

‘That's what I asked.’

The answer to her source question arrived while the operator was still beside them. The second observer had watched the departure personally and entered it in his own book. He had not received the western station's message. His clock-check detail and the surrounding entries would follow separately.

Two places, then, and two people looking from them. The agreement about direction survived. The uncomfortable date remained.

Sivra returned to the map with Orsil. He pinned the new report beside the first and left a space for the promised clock record. She stopped herself from moving the pins into a neater line. Their positions showed which answers they still lacked.

‘Ask for a regional aerial comparison,’ she said. ‘Only what they can see from a permitted circuit. And send the ground posts the bearings we need checked.’

Orsil wrote the requests and handed them to the operator. ‘Keep the departure time disputed?’

‘Both versions. Don't choose one for the working sheet.’

Dasken stood back to let the operator pass. Sivra gave him a copy of the signed enquiry with the second report added beneath it. His own office could begin asking about resources; the answers, and the decision to pay for holding them, were still to come.

The clock reached half past seven. Dasken folded his copy to fit his coat pocket. On the desk, the old compilation remained open beside the new marks. Sivra turned it towards the light and began the request for its source entries while her husband went to find out what was still available.
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Chapter 2 The Cost of an Hour
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At eight, the bread was warm again and Sivra had lost her bag.

She could remember bringing it downstairs. She had taken it past the narrow table, avoiding the piece of scenery drying beneath the window, and put it somewhere sensible while she found a clean shirt. The shirt was on the table. The bag was not.

Dasken lifted it from behind his chair.

‘That was sensible,’ she said.

‘I thought so. You were about to pack the glue.’

‘Only if the shirt needed repairing.’

He slid her plate towards her. They had left the office at twenty to eight, after the relief forecaster had taken the active watch and repeated the outstanding questions. The twenty-minute walk had brought them home through streets filling with deliveries. She could hear one now: wheels over the uneven paving, a man calling for someone to open a door.

Dasken had found no answer he could bring home from his transport desk. His enquiry remained an enquiry. For the moment he was cutting the bread, and she wanted that to be enough.

She sat down.

The room smelled of toast and dried glue. On the workboard, a miniature balcony leaned towards the space where an audience would be. Sivra had built it straight. She was almost certain she had built it straight. Beside it lay painted flats, their backs propped against a flowerpot, and a tiny door which opened properly if nobody breathed on the hinge.

Dasken hummed as he scraped crumbs off the breadboard. He missed the same note twice.

‘Your choir should try that part without you,’ she said.

‘They have. They asked me to come back.’

‘That was kind.’

‘They needed somebody to carry the chairs.’

She laughed into her cup. Twelve years of marriage had not taught him the missing note, or made her less pleased when he sang while doing something else. He put the breadboard away and passed behind her chair, resting his hand briefly against her neck. She caught his wrist before he could move on and kissed the warm inside of it.

‘Sit down,’ she said. ‘There's still some.’

He sat. For a while they ate without discussing anything that could kill somebody.

Then Sivra reached into her coat for a handkerchief and found the folded copy of her questions. She put it beside the plate. The balcony occupied the only clear place large enough to spread it.

Dasken looked at the paper, then at her.

‘It isn't a map,’ she said.

‘It has places on it.’

‘So does a theatre programme.’

‘And you've never needed three tables for one of those.’

She kept her fingers on the fold. There was no reply hidden inside it. At the office the operator had the request; here she could only arrange the questions more attractively. She put it back in her coat.

‘Not permanently,’ she said.

‘Not even temporarily on the balcony. You've given those people quite enough to worry about.’

She leaned down to inspect it. The railing had come away at one end. Dasken held the workboard steady while she eased the loose piece off rather than trying to force it into place. The little doorway survived. She set the railing beside it, where neither would be crushed by a sleeve.

‘When we're back,’ he said, ‘we should finish this.’

‘We were going to finish it last night.’

‘Then we have the advantage of knowing exactly where we stopped.’

She wanted to promise a particular evening. Neither of them could name one honestly. Instead she drew the workboard farther from the edge and laid their brushes beside it.

‘An evening here. Both of us. No papers on this table.’

‘And you let me paint something that faces the audience.’

‘We'll see how your audition goes.’

He smiled, then looked at the shirt waiting beside her plate. ‘You can leave your bag by the stairs for tomorrow. Mine has to come now.’

She folded the shirt. He would be on the ten o'clock train; she would still be in Merewall when it reached Lenvar. Packing for the same work had briefly allowed her to forget that they would not make the journey together.

His shaving brush lay among her things. She handed it across. He fitted it into the space he had left for it, then reached into his own bag and returned her spare stockings. They had each packed something for the other without noticing.

‘The standby request,’ she said. ‘If I could give you a narrower area—’

‘I'd take it. Can you?’

She pushed a thumb along the fold in the cloth. Eight years ago, people had closed their seasonal businesses on her advice. The front had passed elsewhere. The precaution had been justified; the lost work had been real. She remembered an account laid before her, the small figures running down the page long after she had expected them to end.

‘I'd like to be able to tell someone it won't happen to them again.’

Dasken waited.

‘The cost,’ she said. ‘Not the dragons.’

‘I know.’

‘I keep thinking another answer will make the first decision fairer.’

‘Sometimes it will.’ He reached for his bag. ‘I need to know whether I can spend money before the answer comes.’

She looked at the balcony, then put her shirt away. At eight thirty-five they left the room as it was and locked the house.

***
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AT NINE, SIVRA WAS halfway through the return handover and Thavro Denk was waiting with a form she had hoped not to see yet.

They had reached the office at five to nine after the twenty-minute walk. The relief forecaster still held the watch. Sivra listened while he took her through the requests and the absence of replies. The clock comparison was outstanding. So were the surrounding source entries and the further observations. Nothing had arrived to make the two westward directions less troublesome or their timing agree.

Thavro did not interrupt. The service director stood beside the civil transport desk with his finger keeping a place on the form. Dasken had set his travelling bag beneath it, out of the clerk's way.

At five past nine the relief forecaster finished. Sivra accepted the watch and crossed to the desk.

‘This is the commitment they need?’ she asked.

Thavro turned the form towards her. ‘This is the commitment they're asking us to support. Tell me if it goes beyond what you know.’

It asked whether precautionary transport preparation was justified for Lenvar. Beneath that, the duty clerk had left room for the scope of the request and the office authorising payment.

Sivra read it again. She could see the blank hollow on the station sketch more clearly than the words in front of her.

‘We haven't established how far the displacement goes.’

‘Then put that in,’ Thavro said.

‘Or when it might reach the city.’

‘That too.’

The clerk drew a second book closer. ‘I need to close the morning allocations. If these resources stay available for a possible call, I can't also release them for ordinary work.’

There were other forms beneath his hand. One had been folded and unfolded until its edge was soft. Someone had already made arrangements on the strength of it.

‘What happens to those?’ Sivra asked.

‘They wait for what we can still allocate.’

‘And if nothing comes?’

‘Then they wait longer.’

The clerk opened the allocation book to show her, not as a rebuke. Notes crowded the margin: someone had asked to keep a worker with a consignment; another booking needed staff at both ends. She did not know these people. Their arrangements were already difficult before she touched them.

She moved her hand off the page so he could turn it.

Dasken bent over the proposed authority. ‘I need permission to seek sets and crews, and to have receiving offices prepare. I don't need you to certify a train we haven't obtained.’

A woman at the adjoining counter put down a message she had been checking. Silver hair had escaped its pins above one ear. She pressed it back, leaving an ink mark on her temple.

‘What will the receiving desk prepare?’ she asked.

‘Readiness,’ the clerk said.

‘To do what?’

Sivra knew Zavine Pelloc's patient tone. It could make an answer sound considerably worse on its second attempt. The warning-network supervisor brought the message over, but kept its written side towards herself. It was another desk's business, not a fresh observation for Sivra to seize on.

‘If I send that word,’ Zavine said, ‘they can tell me they're ready without opening a single door.’

Dasken took the request and added receiving officers, accommodation enquiries and an account of what could be staffed. ‘They must tell us what they can offer, and what they can't. No places promised yet.’

‘And who can commit it,’ Zavine said.

He added that. She nodded, then left him the pen.

Sivra drew a clean sheet towards her. She wrote the two observations in their separate places and kept the disputed departure beside them. A checked landing outside the expected corridor. An independent westward movement. Ground unseen from either post. Enough to justify preparation where waiting might remove the means to act; not enough to announce the city's fate.

She stopped after writing Lenvar.

Dasken said nothing. He had stopped watching the clock, which was worse. He was giving her the decision intact.

She finished the advice: seek and retain practicable transport options; prepare receiving arrangements; do not issue departure instructions on this assessment. Further comparison was pending. The advice would be reviewed at the next scheduled watch review, sooner if the observations changed.

Thavro read it without taking the pen from her.

‘Can you support this now?’ he asked.

‘Yes.’

She signed.

He entered the service's support underneath, then passed it to the transport clerk. ‘Her assessment stands as written. Don't shorten the qualifications to make it fit your box.’

The clerk pulled out a larger sheet. ‘I wasn't going to.’

‘Thank you,’ Thavro said, with enough courtesy to make the apology unnecessary.

Under his own office's duty delegation, the clerk countersigned Dasken's authority and opened the paid standby account. Dasken checked the scope before accepting it. The permission was to obtain offers and hold agreed resources at a recorded cost. It gave him no right to dispatch another person's railway or order Lenvar to leave.

‘Cancellation still costs,’ the clerk said.

Sivra saw Dasken read the condition twice. He had wanted the authority and was no happier with its price than she was. That helped more than reassurance would have done. He took responsibility for the request without pretending it had become easy.

‘Put that beside the charge,’ Dasken replied.

‘It already is.’

Zavine took the signed advice and the separate transport request to the operator. She checked the source and destination against the dispatch book, then asked the woman to include a request for the recipient's intended action. An acknowledgement without it would remain unfinished business.

Sivra followed as far as the counter. There was a phrase in her advice she could have made cleaner. She could hear the alternative, shorter and more balanced. It did not change what anyone should do.

The operator looked up. ‘Something to add?’

Sivra shook her head.

The key began. She stood there through the first part of the message, then moved back so another clerk could use the counter. No answer came before Dasken picked up his bag.

‘You'll have the desk's replies,’ he said. ‘Anything for me goes through the booked stops or waits at Lenvar. Not after the train by wishful thinking.’

‘I'll try to resist that method.’

He touched her hand with his free one. A brief pressure, familiar and private despite the room.

At nine forty he left for the station. Sivra stayed beside the transport desk while the clerk moved the affected ordinary allocations into the waiting tray. A booking slipped sideways. She caught it before it fell and handed it back, careful not to mistake the help for having made the delay any smaller.
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Chapter 3 Places Held
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The train pulled out at ten, taking Dasken towards Lenvar with authority to seek help, not a promise that anyone could provide it.

He watched Merewall's platform slide past the window. A porter walked beside the carriage until the pace drew him back. Beyond him, a woman who had come to see someone off raised a hand without smiling. Then the platform ended, and Dasken's own reflection occupied the glass.

His bag was under his knees. In his coat he had permission to spend money and a forecast that could not tell him how much time that money might buy. He took both papers out, then put them away while the man opposite settled his foot.

Boarding had taken most of the interval before departure. The man had managed the first step with his stick and his wife's arm, then stopped. Dasken had been behind them, already measuring the length of the remaining queue. He had thought of the clear door farther along the platform before the porter explained that its step was higher.

‘This is the right one,’ the porter had said. ‘Give us room.’

Dasken had moved back. The man needed a pause, then the station's portable step, then space to turn into the carriage. None of that had been improved by having a transport liaison watching the clock.

Now the stick rested across his lap. His wife was trying to fit their basket beneath a seat occupied by another passenger's parcel.

‘That's going as far as Lenvar,’ the passenger said.

‘So are we.’

‘I mean it needs to stay with me.’

‘I'm not suggesting you throw it out.’

Dasken reached down for his own bag. By putting it above him, and moving the parcel nearer its owner, they found room for the basket. It was not an ingenious solution. Someone simply had to surrender the convenient space beneath his feet.

The woman thanked him. Her husband kept watching the door.

‘Getting off should be easier,’ Dasken said.

‘Will there be a step?’ the man asked.

Dasken stopped short of answering yes. He had seen a railway employee solve the first part and had assumed another would solve the last.

‘I'll ask the guard to have it arranged.’

‘We asked at the booking office,’ the woman said. ‘It's written down.’

‘Then I'll make sure he has the note.’

The man looked at him properly. ‘We don't need carrying. Only a little time.’

Dasken nodded. ‘I saw.’

He had seen, although not immediately. He wished he had not spoken as though the request had become important only when he repeated it.

When the guard came through, the boarding arrangement was already on his sheet. He checked the Lenvar entry, asked the man which side he found easier and marked the answer. Dasken waited until the questions were finished before showing his transport authority.

‘I'm going to ask your dispatcher about precautionary capacity,’ he said quietly. ‘What gets left out when we request places?’

The guard glanced towards the basket. ‘Usually everything between buying the place and sitting in it.’

‘Can you be more insulting in detail?’

That earned a small smile. ‘Doors. Steps. Room for someone helping. Whether the person can reach the station. Whether there's anyone at the other end.’

Dasken opened his notebook. He had left a handsome broad column for available seats and scarcely any room for the things the guard named. He turned to a fresh page.

As the morning lengthened, fields replaced the close-set houses. Washing lay over hedges near the line. The compartment warmed until the metal catch above the window was unpleasant to hold. Dasken eased it open and got a little air, some grit and a complaint from the owner of the parcel. He closed it halfway.

He had planned to use the journey to make a first allocation proposal. Instead he kept finding conditions for each place he tried to enter. A seat beside the door might require room for the person helping its occupant. A fast boarding estimate might describe only people who could carry their own belongings up a steep step. If he offered the same place twice, once to the traveller and once to the calculation, the mistake would wait until the platform to become visible.

At a scheduled stop he took his request to the station operator. The man had ordinary traffic to clear first. Dasken stood with the form in his hand, resisting the temptation to unfold the authority as if its signature could lengthen the stop.

‘Tovessa Ulmick,’ he said when the operator was free. ‘Lenvar dispatch. Existing line limits, loading arrangements and crews available for reassignment. Tell her I'll be on the ten o'clock arrival from Merewall.’

‘Tonight?’

‘Tonight. Twenty-two hundred.’

The operator wrote that in full.

Dasken checked it and added the need for receiving confirmation. His message requested a reply at Lenvar if it could not reach him at a booked stop. The operator accepted it for transmission. That was all Dasken knew when he returned to the train.

The woman opposite had spread a cloth over her husband's knees and divided their lunch. She offered Dasken a piece of cheese.

‘You've missed the food stall.’

‘Only this one. I have high hopes for the next.’

She held out the cheese until he took it.

They lived in Lenvar. Their visit to Merewall had ended today; the return tickets had been bought before anyone spoke of western landings. The woman wanted to know whether the service was telling people not to go home.

‘No,’ Dasken said. ‘We're asking what could be made ready if the advice changes.’

‘You make that sound like a difference.’

‘It is. I haven't got a departure order to give you.’

She folded the cloth around the remaining food. He could not blame her for hearing uncertainty as something aimed particularly at their journey.

By four, he had written down fewer promised places than he had intended. Beside the heading for assistance he had left enough space to put an answer.

***
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FOR THE LAST PART OF the journey, Dasken's papers stayed on his knees beneath the notebook. Every time the train slowed he looked up, trying to guess whether they were waiting for a clear line or keeping an ordinary stop. He was wrong often enough to stop guessing aloud.

At a passing place, another train drew beside them. Faces appeared at windows, briefly close enough for an exchange of bored curiosity. A child in the other carriage lifted a bun. The man with the stick raised his own empty hand in solemn envy. The child laughed, and both trains went on.

Dasken watched the other carriages dwindle. A return path was easy to omit on a sheet showing only departures. Here it was a line of occupied windows requiring exactly the same ground as his own train.

He crossed out a rough proposal he had made before lunch.

‘Was it wrong?’ the man asked.

‘It was very convenient.’

‘That's usually when my wife checks mine.’

The woman did not look away from the window. ‘He writes them on the backs of bills. I have to check before he throws them out.’

Dasken laughed and folded his discarded calculation into the notebook. He would have liked to tell Sivra about them. Instead he pictured her sitting down again at the desk, perhaps with another answer, perhaps with exactly the questions he had left. He had no message from her. Imagining one would not improve either of their work.

The country darkened. Lamps were lit in the carriage, making the windows show hands and faces instead of the ground outside. At the later stops, station staff called Lenvar onward, and the word made people rearrange their belongings though there were hours left. Dasken ate what he had brought, drank water that had grown warm in its bottle and tried to turn the notebook's awkward first page into something he could use without apologising for it.

Two hundred and twenty rail miles lay between Merewall and Lenvar. They took the whole twelve booked hours. The train did not become quicker because the final hour felt least affordable.

At ten that night it stopped beneath Lenvar's lamps. The guard had arranged the step. Dasken waited with the household while other passengers went round them, then took the basket when its owner offered it. He did not take her husband's arm without asking. The porter had already offered the support the man preferred.

On the platform the woman reclaimed the basket.

‘If there is different advice,’ she said, ‘where do we find it?’

Dasken showed her the station notice point and told her to check the district's instructions as well. He could not yet tell her which route an order would name.

‘We'll still need the step,’ her husband said.

‘I know.’

This time he wrote it down while they could see.

The walk to dispatch took ten minutes through the station's working passages. A man cleaning a lamp directed him round a stack of equipment rather than leaving his job to guide him. Dasken reached the office with soot on his cuff and the sudden conviction that a wash would improve his judgement.

Tovessa Ulmick did not offer one. She was standing over a line diagram while a clerk read numbers from a message. She raised a finger to Dasken, finished checking the entry and waited until the clerk had carried it away.

‘Roat?’

‘Yes.’

She handed him his message with her reply attached. ‘This was ready for you. Read it before you tell me what you need.’

He read. The morning's resource enquiry had reached her office. His later request had followed. Local staff had begun checking the loading areas and existing duty rosters; regional promises still needed to become actual sets and released crews. There was no available fleet waiting merely for his signature.

‘I have authority to seek reassignment,’ he said.

‘Good. You'll need it.’

He put his notebook beside the diagram and showed her the first proposal he had not crossed out.

Tovessa tapped the line leaving Lenvar. ‘Where do these come back?’

‘Along the same route.’

‘When?’

He moved his finger to the gap he had allowed.

‘That is a gap at this end,’ she said. ‘The train has to get into it from the other end.’

He looked down the line again. She pointed out the passing loops, the loading approaches and the places where a train could stand without occupying a road another movement needed. Her finger stopped at each. She did not draw an extra track when the first one became inconvenient.

‘And these crews?’

‘Regional reassignment.’

‘That's an office. Who relieves them after the return?’

He had not put that on the page.

The room was too hot. Somewhere behind him a kettle hissed, and he suddenly wanted her to stop finding omissions long enough for him to drink something. Instead he put a line through the proposed total.

‘Not a usable promise,’ he said.

‘Not yet.’ She moved the diagram so they could both see it. ‘There are two loading berths. If you use one as a waiting room for a train that isn't ready, don't offer me the other one's rate twice.’

‘Will you help me establish a rate you can stand behind?’

‘That's what we've been doing since your first enquiry.’

‘The western junction is sixty miles away,’ she said. ‘Shorter turns are possible if they'll take the passengers. Possible isn't agreed.’

‘I'll ask their receiving office.’

‘Ask about the unloading space as well as the beds.’ She picked up a separate note. ‘My yard staff can show you their end tomorrow. They've been measuring where a queue can stand without blocking the next arrival.’

He had arrived expecting to give the work direction. Some of its most important questions were already being asked by people who had not needed him to arrive.

He accepted the correction. Beside her reply he added the checks that needed regional authority and left the local checks with their actual owners.

At twenty past ten, he gave the operator a bounded arrival report for Merewall: arrived; local preparation under way; carriage and receiving limits still to be confirmed. No new dragon observation had reached him. He did not suggest that a train journey had supplied one.

When he turned back, Tovessa was holding a cup and a key.

‘Rest room,’ she said. ‘You'll be more use in the morning.’

At half past ten he took them. The first thing Lenvar's railway had given him was permission to stop working on a timetable it could not run.
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Chapter 4 The Limit of the View
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Kevran Dovel drew a line through the extra angle before anyone could mistake his silence for agreement.

The field controller looked at the pencil mark. Behind her, the clock above the equipment cupboard showed half past six. Outside, the airship's envelope stirred against its restraints, making a small changing sound like cloth being drawn over a table.

‘It would settle the eastern edge,’ she said.

‘It might give us a view of it.’

‘That's what I meant.’

‘I know. I'm declining the journey, not the question.’

She studied the proposed circuit again. He could have explained why the added leg was attractive. He had already explained it to himself, which was how attractive legs found their way into supposedly bounded flights. From the eastern angle, the ridge would cease to hide the very ground people most wanted him to see. It would also lie between him and the return he had offered.

‘The western perimeter,’ he said. ‘Normal return here. The assessed reserve landing to the west if we need it. Three hours airborne at most, and that isn't three hours of looking before we start home.’

‘Visibility?’

‘If we lose the return references, we withdraw while we still have the reserve approach. If a band enters the working circuit, we leave it to the band.’

The controller wrote those conditions beneath his route and read them back. She did not ask him how close he could get if the picture were particularly useful.

Kevran signed and went out.

The craft and crew were already based at Lenvar's regional field. They had not been conjured from Merewall by yesterday's urgent request. Ground staff had their own inspections to complete, and he walked the cleared approach without hurrying the man checking a fastening. A delayed answer on the ground was preferable to discovering the question in the air.

The observer was securing her notebook when he came aboard. She had the station summaries, but had turned them face down beneath the route sheet.

‘Don't tell me where to find what they've seen,’ she said. ‘Tell me when you can hold a bearing.’

‘You'll get complaints rather than miracles.’

‘As usual.’

He liked this part: people doing familiar work without needing him to pretend it was easy. The engine settled into a rhythm he could feel through his shoes. He checked with the crew, received the field's clearance and lifted at seven.

The ground fell away slowly enough that he could watch a worker carry the last loose restraint clear. Then the roofs spread, the river became visible between them, and the city ceased to look like a collection of places one could walk between. Kevran had never tired of that change. It was one reason he distrusted people who thought enjoying flight must make him careless.

His wife, Feska, enjoyed a model boat most at the moment it first held itself upright on water. She would kneel beside a basin, bookbinder's sleeves rolled above her wrists, and push his hand away if he tried to steady it. He thought of that brief balance as the craft answered. Then he put the thought aside for the work that required both hands and all his attention.

They approached the permitted observation circuit from the clear side. The observer called the first ground reference and entered the time. Kevran gave her the craft's position and held the view while she checked it against the survey. A ridge divided the visible country from a shallow stretch they could not see. The known ground was enough to locate their observation; it would not oblige the hidden ground to reveal itself.

At first he saw only shapes above the farther slope.

One changed direction, and the broad underside caught the light. Slate gave way to a dull rust colour, then vanished into slate again. The turn was unhurried. The animal did not have to hurry for Kevran to feel the distance between its body and his own.

‘Broadwing,’ the observer said.

‘Position first.’

She gave it, using the visible ridge saddle and the road beneath. He checked those independently before returning to the animal. They were looking where they believed they were looking. That mattered more than how well the view agreed with a message received yesterday.

The broadwing lowered towards the slope. For a moment the ridge cut across it, and Kevran thought they would lose the last part. Then it reappeared against pale ground, wings spread wide enough to obscure the track behind it. Its feet met the slope. It folded one wing, then the other, awkward on the ground after the easy turn above it.

Kevran found himself holding his breath.

The animal's ease had vanished with the air beneath it. It planted its feet widely, shifted its weight and dragged a little dust from the slope. The dust blew away while the body remained. He had copied broadwing outlines onto observation sheets for years. None of those outlines had prepared him for the slow adjustment of this living weight against the land. The track behind it would still be a road someone expected to use. He made himself look back to the ground references.

‘Contact,’ the observer said. ‘Walking now.’

He let the breath go. Another animal descended farther along, beyond the first one's position. He could not tell whether the hollow behind them contained more or nothing at all. The notebook would need to say so.

The observer reached for the station summary, stopped and wrote her own description first. Kevran called his separate bearing. Their notes could check the same view; they did not become two independent ground stations simply because two people held pencils.

Below the circuit, a cart moved along a road. Kevran could see it advance between lengths of hedge, then disappear under trees. He did not know whether its driver could see the descending animals. He wanted, absurdly, to lower the craft far enough to say something useful. They had no safe way to do that, and no instruction a shouted fragment would improve.

He held the permitted course. The useful thing he could bring back was the view, accurately placed, before anyone needed to argue about what it meant.

A further shape appeared above the ridge. The observer counted what she could distinguish, stopped when the shapes overlapped, and marked the uncertainty rather than making the total look finished.

By eight, their sheet had landing positions west of the recorded line, observation times and a blank where the ridge hid the ground. Kevran looked along that blank. The extra angle would still be attractive when they returned without it.

***
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THE OBSERVER ASKED for another look as the circuit carried them round, and Kevran gave her the one the agreed course allowed.

The same slope appeared at a different angle. One broadwing had moved out of their view. Another remained on the ground, its long folded wings lying unevenly against its sides. Nothing in the posture told him when it would rise. He could recognise a resting animal without turning that recognition into a departure time.

‘Do we have the back of them?’ the observer asked.

He looked beyond the visible animals. The ridge was still there.

‘We have the back of this view.’

She added a note. He was grateful she had asked instead of leaving him to discover the claim in a beautifully drawn line later.

The craft moved with a steadiness he could feel change before it became obvious to the eye. He checked the return references. There was room to stay on the bounded circuit; there was not a new gift of time merely because the first pass had succeeded. He told the crew they would begin the return without extending east.

‘We've used less than the limit,’ the observer said, not protesting, checking.

‘And I'd like to land with the rest unused.’

She closed her notebook around the loose sheet and secured it. The crew made the return together, each keeping the part of the work that belonged to them. Kevran did not have to prove the decision urgent by waiting for something to break.

Even so, leaving was difficult. The gap in their knowledge seemed larger once he had chosen not to fill it. He imagined a receiving desk asking whether one more turn would have shown another band. It might. A flight could always have done something else until the moment it could no longer do anything.

He kept the original route beneath his hand where its crossed-out addition remained visible.

On the way back, Lenvar came into view beneath a thin veil of ordinary smoke. He could identify the station roofs and the river, but not the people working there. The city looked compact from here. That was one of the lies a high view told without putting a false mark on the page.

A member of the crew asked him to check a ground reference before the approach. He did, and the work narrowed his attention properly. By nine they were down at the regional field, with two hours of flight behind them and no need to use the western reserve.

Once the ground crew had taken the craft, Kevran climbed out. His legs briefly preferred the movement that was no longer there. He stood still, then helped carry the notebook and route sheet into the field office. Ordinary fatigue, no drama worth reporting in place of the observation.

The controller took his landing time first.

‘Reserve used?’

‘No.’

‘Eastern extension?’

‘Still crossed out.’

She looked at him, then at the notebook. ‘What did you get?’

He put the flight record on the table and told her. She did not seem disappointed by a result that ended before the whole front did.

They checked the observer's ground references against his separate bearings. Where the ridge had screened the animals, the gap remained. Where he had seen ground contact and walking, he kept those words rather than replacing them with a smoother declaration that the whole migration had settled there. His report distinguished the observed descents from shapes that had merely passed across their view.

On the rough survey, he began joining the landing marks. The observer put her pencil across his.

‘We didn't see that part.’

‘I meant the alignment.’

‘Then write alignment. That's a solid line.’

He looked at what he had drawn. To him it joined observations. To somebody who had never looked over the ridge it could represent watched ground. He broke the line at the screened area and wrote the distinction beside it. She checked the result, then returned to her own notes. He was glad of her correction and irritated that he needed it, with neither feeling cancelling the other.

‘How much of this goes in the message?’ the operator asked.

‘The limits as well as the landings.’

The operator set out fresh paper. The transmission arrangements were already beside the key: the staffed Merewall service would receive the account, and a copy would be relayed to the noon stop of Sivra's booked train. Zavine's travel handover named that stop and left headquarters operators on duty.

Kevran checked the destinations himself. He could deliver a useful report to the wrong room and have done almost nothing for the city below his flight.

At quarter past nine, the authenticated summary went out. The flight-operation custodian retained the original notes and bearings. The message identified its source and times; a future copy would still be a copy of this one observation.

A field worker came in while Kevran was waiting at the counter. She held the day's ordinary booking sheet.

‘Which survey has lost the morning?’ she asked.

The controller showed her. The woman read the entry, then asked who would tell the people expecting the craft.

‘I will,’ the controller said.

‘They've already sent their crew out.’

‘I know. Put the waiting cost with it.’

Kevran watched her carry the sheet away. Refusing the extra angle had not made this flight free of consequence. He had taken a crew, a craft and a morning from work somebody else needed done. He could account for the choice. He could not make it cost nothing.

At twenty past nine he left the message counter without knowing whether Sivra had received the report. On the retained survey sheet, the western landings were clear and the ground behind the ridge remained unmarked.
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