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Dedicated to those who've read this far. One does wonder why.

Content Note

Apologies in advance for the lack of sex and violence. There is, however, a kettle, a dog, and the entirety of Australia. Which, as we all know, does not exist. The kettle in question undoubtedly runs the show, and nothing whatsoever happens to the dog. Again, apologies for the lack of sex and violence.

Many waters cannot quench the kettle, for the kettle is the one who commands the water.

The Gospel of Steam 1:1
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Prologue
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A Mission of Considerable Importance

Marcus Vane-Sterling stood there thinking that preventing a world war was mostly a matter of fighting through a thirty-one-hour headache. His entire career had been built on a specific brand of unshakeable competence, and he wasn’t about to let a looming geopolitical collapse ruin his record.

He stood in the Bureau’s operations theatre, a room designed by someone who had clearly watched many films about rooms exactly like it and taken careful, expensive notes, and studied the wall-sized display. Currently, it showed satellite imagery of a summit in two countries that were twenty-six hours away from turning into a war neither of them had actually wanted. All on account of a lone assassin making his way towards a hotel neither of them could publicly acknowledge existed.

“Talk to me,” said Assistant Director Ashworth-Pine, arriving with the brisk energy of a man who had never once in his adult life walked somewhere when he could instead arrive.

“Single actor. Radicalised, unaffiliated, acting alone.” Vane-Sterling did not look up from the display. “He believes killing the Chancellor will start the war he wants. Unfortunately, he’s not wrong about the mechanism, just early on the timeline.”

“Can we stop him?”

“I can stop him.” Vane-Sterling said this the way other men might mention the weather, a simple fact requiring no further elaboration. Over the next eighteen hours he was given everything a man in his position could reasonably ask for.

A support team of fourteen.

A budget that would have paid for several decades of fire extinguishers.

A device capable of intercepting a bullet mid-flight, through a mechanism nobody outside three floors of a certain very well-appointed tower had security clearance to fully understand.

In the end he used none of them, apart from a very good pair of binoculars and fifteen years of extremely specific training. When the moment finally came, the assassin turned out to be a thin, nervous man who had never fired the weapon he was carrying, and very nearly dropped it twice on his way up the stairwell.

Vane-Sterling had him disarmed in just under four seconds, cleanly, professionally, without injury to anyone involved. A subsequent internal report would describe this as “textbook resolution to a genuine existential threat.”

The Chancellor gave a speech the following morning about the vigilance of allied security services. The two nations signed their agreement on schedule.

Now seemed as good a time as any to explain where, precisely, that certain very well-appointed tower actually was.

The Ministry’s real headquarters was in Australia.

Why Australia? No one could give a satisfactory answer. Several employees had tried over the years, and a surprising number had been formally reprimanded for asking. The fact that nobody could explain it only reinforced the feeling that the decision had been made by someone important, a very long time ago, and then quietly buried under layers of policy.

Not that the location surprised anyone who had ever entertained the suspicion that Australia wasn’t entirely real.

A small but remarkably dedicated percentage of the public already believed the continent was an elaborate hoax. Unknown to them, an entire floor of Ministry cartographers existed solely to help maintain that uncertainty. Their job was to ensure that Australia remained just inconvenient enough to verify in person so that most people never bothered even trying.

When someone eventually wrote down the brief, it was surprisingly elegant. The safest place to hide something that important was simply to place it inside somewhere that many people had already decided didn’t exist.

Nobody spends any meaningful time searching for a headquarters in a country they have already dismissed as fictional.

And so, in a gleaming glass tower filled with quietly humming servers, the Bureau of Significant Developments went about its work. The building was taller, cleaner, and significantly better carpeted than anything Nigel Pratt would encounter during his entire career.

Somewhere in that tower, three floors above the operations theatre, a budget review meeting concluded that the Bureau of Significant Developments had once again demonstrated, beyond any reasonable doubt, precisely why it deserved every resource currently allocated to it, and quite possibly more. All without controversy.

At this stage of the process, no one had thought to ask the one question that might actually have mattered. Why had this thin, nervous, entirely unaffiliated man decided that this particular Tuesday was the correct one to attempt this?

If anyone had troubled themselves to find it, the answer would have been absolutely disappointing.

He had lost his job three weeks earlier.

He had lost his flat one week after that.

The evening prior to the summit, he had sat alone in a launderette at closing time, waiting for a dryer that had eaten his last clean shirt. He left without it in the end.

What none of the Bureau’s reports would ever record, because none of them had ever thought to look, was that the launderette’s owner, a tired woman finishing her shift, had very nearly not noticed him at all, had got as far as the door with her keys already out, and had, at the last possible moment, gone back to check anyway.

She had made him a cup of tea. She had sat with him for the better part of an hour while he talked, and had told him, more than once, that whatever he was carrying, he didn’t have to carry it entirely alone.

He had thanked her for it. He had meant the thanks, rather more than he’d expected to.

Walking home afterwards, he had fully intended to do exactly what he had already decided to do three weeks earlier, because one kind woman and a cup of tea, no matter how genuine, had simply arrived too late to undo three weeks of a mind quietly and methodically closing every other door available to it.

The Bureau’s own budget increased by a further nine percent that quarter. Ashworth-Pine would mention the figure, with considerable satisfaction, in his next memo.

As most of his memos did, it concerned the continued and entirely indefensible funding of a certain division. It sat four floors below the one he actually cared about, on an entirely different continent, in a building considerably less impressive than the one he currently occupied.

Some considerable distance away, in a converted Victorian post office that had never quite finished pretending it wasn’t one, nobody threw a party for anyone. Nobody signed an agreement, or gave a speech, or received a budget increase. There was no pizza or cake.

A tired woman named Mrs. Okonkwo-Fitch silently filed a report. It noted that a launderette owner, in a town whose name meant nothing to anyone at the Ministry, had glanced back into her shop one final time before locking up for the night. She’d had a small, nagging suspicion that something wasn’t quite right. Trusting her instincts she found a man sitting alone by a broken dryer, who very much needed someone to ask if he was all right.

Mrs. Okonkwo-Fitch paused briefly before filing the report.

She had spent twenty-seven years working for the Ministry and had developed a professional respect for the small instinctive decisions people made when nobody was watching.

He had told her everything.

Not immediately. Not because she had asked the right questions. In truth, she had asked very few.

By the time he left, nothing substantial about his circumstances had changed. He still lacked a job. He still lacked a home. The dryer was still broken.

What had changed was that, for the first time in several weeks, he no longer faced those facts alone.

The Ministry’s file on this incident ran to four lines. It carried no budget request, no commendation, and no recommendation for promotion. It merely recorded that one tired woman had spent forty-three extra minutes at work because another human being appeared to need them, and that the man in question had, by every observable measure available to her, seemed somewhat steadier when he left than when he’d arrived.

The file was placed in the same growing folder as countless others documenting acts of attention so small they were almost invisible.

Nobody had yet found a reliable way of knowing, from the outside, which of the two jobs they had actually just done.
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Kettle of Consequence
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Chapter One
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The Trouble with Kettles

Nigel Pratt had worked as a fire extinguisher inspector for eleven years. He remained the only person in history to regard the depot’s closure as a genuine loss to the profession and life in general.

The work was a million miles from glamorous. Nobody had ever seemed remotely inclined to make a film about a man checking pressure gauges in the back rooms of shopping centres. Nigel suspected nobody ever would, which he considered an oversight rather than a fair assessment of the material.

That was precisely what made the job perfect for Nigel. People assumed a fire extinguisher either worked, or it didn’t. Nigel assumed nothing of the sort. Over his career, he had inspected four thousand, one hundred and eleven extinguishers and failed one hundred and seventy-three, remembering each failure the way other men remembered football scores.

This was exactly the temperament the universe had quietly been searching for.

Nobody had told him this at the time, of course.

All anyone told him was that the depot was closing. The letter explained in very careful, legal corporate language that his position was “regrettably no longer viable”. In recognition of his hard work and length of service, he was welcome to keep his hi-vis vest as a memento.

Nigel kept the vest.

He wasn’t entirely sure why. He no longer wore it, and he certainly wasn’t sentimental, at least not intentionally. But throwing it away felt oddly final, so it remained folded over the back of a chair in every place he lived afterwards.

He had kept the kettle as well.

It had come with the flat he moved into after losing his job: a battered white thing with a scorch mark near the base and a whistle that had stopped working years earlier and showed no interest in resuming. By any reasonable standard, it should have been replaced.

Yet somehow it had survived.

Nigel suspected replacing it required reaching a point where one felt sufficiently in charge of one’s own life to make decisions about kettles. He never quite reached that point.

The kettle remained.

Over the years it had become less an appliance than a fixture, quietly gathering history by staying put while everything else changed. Whatever kitchen counter Nigel happened to have, it sat there producing tea with stubborn reliability, despite looking increasingly unlikely to survive another month.

As it happened, neither Nigel nor the kettle would have much say in whether it did.

Kettles occupied a firmly supporting role in daily life. They produced tea, occasional coffee and, in emergencies, instant soup. Beyond that, Nigel expected very little of them. 

This assessment would prove catastrophically incomplete, given time.

The first incident occurred on a Tuesday, which Nigel considered an unnecessarily ordinary day for something so extraordinarily inconvenient.

He filled the kettle, switched it on, and went in search of a clean mug. This proved harder than expected, as most of his mugs appeared to be attending an informal gathering somewhere outside the kitchen. By the time he found one and returned, his kitchen was no longer his kitchen.

In its place stood a narrow, damp alleyway containing overflowing recycling bins, two particularly aggressive pigeons and a courier attempting, with steadily diminishing confidence, to convince a delivery driver that the parcel had definitely been left “somewhere round the back”.

Nigel later established that the alleyway lay roughly two miles from his flat and, more significantly, three weeks in the future.

He was too distracted at the time by the fact that he was standing in an alleyway to notice.

Nobody appeared especially surprised by his presence, which Nigel found faintly insulting.

Four minutes later, the alleyway vanished and his kitchen returned. The kettle sat exactly where he had left it, making the quiet clicks of an appliance that had finished boiling and considered the matter closed.

Nigel stood motionless for several seconds.

Then he made himself a cup of tea.

This was not because he considered accidentally travelling three weeks into the future unremarkable. In Nigel’s view, few circumstances could not be improved by first sitting down with a hot drink and having a proper think.

Afterwards, seated at his table with the kettle in clear view, he spent a very long time reconsidering the phrase “load-bearing object.”

The kettle offered no comment. It never had, which was one of the more frustrating aspects of their relationship.

He mentioned the kettle to precisely one person, convinced he would be carted off to some deeply padded room somewhere, if he told anyone else.

His cousin listened with admirable patience, then suggested as gently as possible that Nigel might consider seeing someone.

Nigel thought this was excellent advice.

What he had not expected though was that the someone in question would arrive on his doorstep three weeks later, carrying a clipboard. Flashes of the padded room came to him unbidden before the woman introduced herself as being from the Ministry.

Nigel had never heard of the Ministry before, the padded room imagery not quite dissolving in his mind.

“Of course you haven’t, Mr. Pratt. This places you amongst the overwhelming majority of the population. A reassuring sign for me that everyone involved is doing their job properly.”

“The Ministry,” she continued, “concerns itself with matters most people would describe as extremely small. If they notice them in the first place at all.”

“Small how?” Nigel asked.

Years of dealing with official organisations had left him with a professional preference for exact figures over reassuringly vague statements.

“Small,” the woman said, consulting neither her clipboard nor any other visible source of information, “in the sense that most people would consider them beneath notice.”

She paused.

“And large,” she continued, “in the sense that most of recorded history appears to have hinged on precisely this category of thing, and almost nobody has ever bothered writing it down properly.”

Nigel reflected on this, deciding that it was one of the most satisfactory answers anyone had given him in years.

Most people confronted with an impossible kettle either dismissed it entirely or became distracted by whether it was technically impossible. This woman accepted both the kettle and the impossibility as established facts and proceeded directly to the paperwork.

He respected that.

In retrospect, several senior Ministry figures concluded that Nigel accepted the job for the same reason most people adopted stray cats: something unusual had entered his life, nobody else seemed inclined to take responsibility for it, and he had a deeply ingrained belief that somebody ought to. Usually naming them Toast.

Whatever the thought behind it or the reason, he accepted the position on the spot.

The Ministry’s own recruitment records would later describe the process as “unusually straightforward, for once.” With unmistakable relief.

One unofficial internal note added that any candidate who responded to the revelation of accidental time travel by asking sensible follow-up questions about reporting lines and pension arrangements was probably worth holding onto.

The Ministry of Negligible Events occupied four floors of a former Victorian post office that had never quite finished pretending otherwise. The lifts smelled faintly of damp paper. The break-room tea was worse than anything Nigel had ever inspected for safety violations, which he considered a genuine oversight. As far as he could determine, the whole operation still ran on a founding charter written long ago by someone who had understood something everyone now employed there had, to varying degrees, quietly stopped believing.

His supervisor, Mrs. Okonkwo-Fitch, was a tired, thorough woman who had served the Ministry longer than anyone else still employed there. As a result, she wore the expression of someone who had stopped being surprised by anything around the second Tuesday of her career.

“You’re needed,” she said, without looking up from her desk, “at a bus stop.”

“Which bus stop?”

“The one that matters, presumably, given that we’re sending you.” She slid a folder across the desk. “The subject is Beryl Hutchins. Sixty-one. Retired. Catches the 8.47 every weekday without fail.”

“And I’m meant to stop her?”

“You’re meant,” Mrs. Okonkwo-Fitch said, with the weariness of someone who had delivered this sentence to this man before and expected to do so again, “to ensure she does not catch the 8.47 this morning. What she does after that is none of our concern.”

“Why?”

“Because the model says so.”

“The model isn’t always right about the how.”

“The model,” Mrs. Okonkwo-Fitch said, closing the folder with the air of a woman ending a conversation she had already endured too often, “has never once been right about the how. It has, with disturbing consistency, been right about the what. Focus on the what, Mr. Pratt, and let the how take care of itself. It apparently intends to, regardless of your opinion.”

She did not mention that upstairs, on the fifth floor, where nobody from Nigel’s department was permitted, Assistant Director Ashworth-Pine had again proposed folding Negligible Events into the expanding Bureau of Significant Developments. His argument being that resources spent monitoring bus stops would be better directed towards “things that actually matter”. 

Mrs. Okonkwo-Fitch had read the memo, filed it in a drawer she privately called Fifth Floor Nonsense, and said nothing. Nigel worried enough about matters within his control without being handed one entirely outside it.

When Nigel arrived, the bus stop looked exactly like every other bus stop he had known, which he found faintly disappointing. Some part of him had expected truly important bus stops to look different. This one offered a cracked timetable, a bench with a suspicious dark patch he declined to investigate and, at least for the moment, no sign of Beryl Hutchins.

He checked his watch. Eight forty-one. Six minutes.

Over several previous missions, Nigel had developed and abandoned a range of professional strategies for such assignments. Direct conversation usually left the subject regarding him as a salesman, a menace or both. Elaborate stories involving lost dogs and misplaced directions had once led to an actual missing dog being found, an outcome the Ministry filed with utter confusion under Unrelated Positive Development. On one particularly unsuccessful occasion, he had simply asked a subject not to catch the bus. Out of sheer spite the subject had caught it faster than ever before, smiling the whole time.

Nigel decided to try something different today. Something closer to his actual expertise.

He spotted the bus three stops up the road and approaching on schedule, then studied it with the eye of a man who had spent eleven years finding faults in things everyone else assumed were fine. With immediate professional satisfaction, he noticed a faded, half-peeled safety notice on the rear emergency door. Under any inspection regime Nigel had known, it warranted at least a stern conversation and temporary withdrawal from service.

He did not strictly have any authority to inspect this bus. He had not had any authority to inspect anything for several years now. This distinction had never once stopped him from noticing a violation, and it did not stop him now.

The bus pulled in with a hiss of brakes, and Nigel was already at the rear door before it had properly stopped, clipboard raised, pen uncapped, wearing the specific, unhurried expression of a man who had never once in his life doubted his own right to be exactly where he was standing.

“Morning,” he said to the driver, a young man whose name badge read KEV, nodding at the peeling notice on the emergency door as though greeting an old and disappointing acquaintance. “That’s coming away rather badly, isn’t it.”

Kev looked at the notice. He had driven this route for seven months without once being questioned about anything more searching than whether the bus went to the retail park, and something in the sheer, settled certainty of Nigel’s tone seemed to bypass whatever part of his brain might otherwise have asked to see identification.

“Is it meant to be like that?”

“It’s really not.” Nigel made a note on the clipboard, the actual content of which was a shopping list three days out of date, and tapped the corner of the peeling laminate with the end of his pen, the exact gesture of a man who had tapped several thousand such corners over the years and never once stopped finding it satisfying. “Adhesive’s failed. You’ll want to log that before your next check, or it’ll be somebody else’s problem to explain.”

“Right. Yeah. Should I, ah, radio it in now, or...”

“Now’s sensible.” Nigel glanced past him, down the aisle, at the emergency door itself, and allowed himself a small, professional frown. “While you’re at it, talk me through the release mechanism. Just so I’ve got it logged properly on my end.”

Kev, who had never once been asked to explain the emergency exit signage to anyone in his professional life, found himself doing exactly that, in careful, dutiful detail, gesturing at the handle, the two safety catches, the small diagram nobody ever looked at, while Nigel nodded along with the specific, encouraging patience of a man marking somebody’s homework.

By Nigel’s later estimate, this took ninety seconds. By any reasonable measure, it was a very small delay.

It was, however, exactly long enough.

Beryl Hutchins came round the corner at her usual pace, the pace of a woman who had caught this bus every weekday for six years and regarded lateness as a character flaw one simply didn’t permit oneself. She saw the bus still at the stop, doors open, driver deep in conversation with a man holding a clipboard, and felt the small, private satisfaction of someone who has, for once, not needed to hurry.

She slowed.

It was such a small thing, slowing, that she barely noticed herself doing it. Her feet simply stopped demanding quite so much urgency from the rest of her, and in the extra half-second that bought her, her eyes drifted, the way eyes do when a person briefly stops rushing towards something, to the newsagent’s window she passed every single morning without ever once properly seeing it.

A handwritten notice sat there, slightly crooked, sellotaped at one corner where the other three had given up. WATERCOLOUR CLASSES, it read. TUESDAY EVENINGS. ALL WELCOME, NO EXPERIENCE NECESSARY. Beneath that, in a slightly different hand, as though added afterwards by someone who’d decided the first line hadn’t quite said enough: Diane has finally decided to stop putting it off. Perhaps you have too.

Beryl stood in front of that window for the better part of two minutes, the bus, its emergency signage now thoroughly logged to Kev’s evident relief, pulling away quietly behind her without so much as a backward glance in her direction.

She checked her watch, expecting to feel the small, familiar irritation of a missed connection.

She did not feel it.

She felt, instead, standing on an ordinary pavement in front of an ordinary window, something she hadn’t felt in longer than she could easily place, a small, curious lightness, as though a door she’d stopped noticing was even closed had just swung open a crack, entirely on its own, for no reason she could immediately name.

She attended the watercolour class that evening. She was, by a wide margin, the worst painter in the room, yet returned the following week and the week after. Eight months later, she painted a harbour scene that a woman two seats away admired so much she abruptly asked whether Beryl might paint one for her sister, who had just lost her husband and could use “something to look at that wasn’t sad”.

None of this appeared in Nigel’s brief or any Ministry report. Walking back to the station with the familiar sense that he had again failed to do what he had been sent to do while somehow achieving exactly the required outcome, Nigel would not learn about the class, Diane or the harbour painting for a very long time, and then only by accident.

What he did know, when he checked his phone at the corner, was that a message already awaited him in the Ministry’s clipped, entirely unhelpful shorthand.


SUBJECT DID NOT CATCH BUS.

OBJECTIVE ACHIEVED.

METHOD: UNCLEAR.

FILE UNDER: NIGEL.


Nigel read it twice and pocketed his phone. Reflecting once again that he had no idea what he had just done. The kettle that was waiting for him on his kitchen counter three streets away almost certainly knew more about it and as usual had chosen not to say anything.

He suspected it would boil again soon regardless. It generally did.
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Unscheduled

In a job that offered very few dependable rules, Nigel had come to rely on one. The kettle waited for tea. Occasionally it waited for tea and decided, halfway through, that tea was no longer the point. But not once had it gone off on its own, unfilled and unrequested, and decided for itself what to do.

It had boiled without being asked to.

Nigel was three rooms away failing to have a satisfactory conversation with his mother about whether he was eating properly.

He heard the low hum and slowly building rumble before he registered what it was: a sound that usually required the kettle to have water in it.

Nigel could say with total confidence and hand on heart that he had not filled it that evening.

“I have to go,” he told his mother, who had heard this exact sentence often enough by now to simply say “mm” and hang up without additional commentary, knowing it would achieve nothing.

Nigel reached the kitchen as the kettle reached the specific boiling point he had learned to recognise as the real one, through very unpleasant trials and even worse errors.

He glanced at his phone. There was no message from Mrs. Okonkwo-Fitch, no folder from the Ministry, no brief of any kind whatsoever.

There was only the empty kettle, boiling anyway, and the kitchen dissolving quietly around him into somewhere else.

In this instance, somewhere else turned out to be a dull grey stairwell with concrete steps, fluorescent lighting overhead and the universal hush of a building that has sent most of its occupants home for the night and kept back just enough of them to make the place feel haunted.

A sign on the wall, in the most boring yet confident typeface available, read FLOOR 3: the same sign that decorates every stairwell known to man.

Nigel waited a moment, half expecting some version of himself who understood what he was meant to be doing here to turn up and explain it. Nobody did. Nigel shrugged, and quietly kept his hopes up that one day they might.

He looked around for anything remotely resembling a brief and found nothing.

Just a stairwell, and Nigel, and the deeply uncomfortable sensation of a man expected to know something that nobody had bothered to tell him about in the first place.

With no briefing and no-one to guide him, Nigel did what most people would do and climbed a flight of stairs, finding nothing worth his attention.

He climbed another.

Still nothing, unless you counted a poster reminding staff that the office kitchen was not self-cleaning, contrary to popular belief, which Nigel felt rather undersold the scale of the problem.

It was on the third landing of the stairwell that he saw something.

A single smoke alarm mounted on the ceiling, entirely useless in the alarm portion of its job on account of the battery compartment hanging open beneath it. Empty. Nigel found the battery itself sitting on the windowsill six feet away, for reasons that, professionally speaking, he could not begin to imagine.

Nigel grinned as recognition hit, and something surged in his chest that he had not properly felt since the depot closed: the specific, uncomplicated satisfaction of finding something wrong and knowing exactly what it took to put it right. It was, after all, the one thing he was an expert in.

Within nine seconds, he had the battery back in its compartment. He had kept track. That kind of detail mattered to him even when absolutely nobody else in the building, or anywhere, would ever think to ask how long it took.

The now working alarm did not do anything immediately.

Nigel was briefly disappointed before remembering that smoke alarms were not meant to do anything at all unless there was smoke, a simple fact he had managed to overlook in the rush of professional pride.

He looked around the stairwell, uncertain what to do next. Ordinarily this would be the moment a message arrived from the Ministry declaring OBJECTIVE ACHIEVED, usually followed by METHOD: UNCLEAR.

Instead, there was only a working smoke alarm, an empty stairwell, and a completely unsupervised and confused Nigel.

Then the alarm went off.

A real, full, deafening shriek that filled the stairwell within a second and sent Nigel’s heart into his throat in a way eleven years of professional composure had done nothing whatsoever to prepare him for. This was neither a test nor a fault. It was an all-out scream of panic.

He started moving before he had fully decided to, drawn by a smell that reached him a moment after the sound. It was faint but unmistakable. He followed it two doors further along the same floor and found the source: a small kitchenette, a pan left unattended, and a blue flame still happily burning beneath what had once been dinner.

Standing over it was a man wearing the unmistakable expression of someone who had just realised, a little too late, that leaving the stove on while answering a phone call had not been the harmless decision he thought it was.

Nigel had the gas off within three seconds, the pan in the sink and the window open less than ten seconds after that.

Nigel never learned the man’s name, and none of it would make it into any official report. The man simply stood there thanking him, with the intense gratitude of someone who had just watched his evening, and very possibly the building, narrowly avoid becoming a far more interesting story than either had any right to be.

Nigel accepted the thanks with mild embarrassment. He suspected that he had not rescued anyone from anything as dramatic as a fire. At most, he had intervened during the early, quieter stages of one. If any credit was due, it belonged to the smoke alarm that had raised the warning in the first place. Which, admittedly, Nigel had repaired.

He was still considering the distinction when, three streets away and one dimension removed, the kettle decided the visit was complete.

Nigel returned to his kitchen at exactly twenty past nine.

No mission so far had left him as shaken as this one, and he wasn’t sure what to expect.

He expected, at least, the red light flashing on his phone. It was the one constant after every mission: a message from Mrs. Okonkwo-Fitch with the usual clipped confirmation.

This was not the usual clipped confirmation but something else entirely.

A missed call from Mrs. Okonkwo-Fitch. Then another. Then a message, far longer than her usual style, and considerably less composed.


UNAUTHORISED ACTIVATION LOGGED.

NO BRIEF ISSUED.

NO MISSION FILED.

COME IN TOMORROW. EARLY.

MEET ME ON THE FIFTH FLOOR.

THIS IS NOT A REQUEST.


Nigel read it three times. “Well, that’s got the feeling of something that’s going to screw up the rest of my week.” He considered it again. “Maybe the whole month.” Then he put the kettle on, properly this time, with water, mostly to have something to do with his hands.

He watched it intently as it boiled, quite ordinarily, into a perfectly unremarkable cup of tea.

When Nigel finally saw the fifth floor the next morning, it looked exactly as he had always imagined it would. The carpet was noticeably thicker than anything on the floors below. Framed certificates lined the walls, commemorating achievements nobody in Nigel’s department had ever mentioned. Even the break-room tea was far better, which was the thing he would take away from the entire meeting, with all the resentment of a man who had spent the past year drinking the Ministry’s standard offering.

Mrs. Okonkwo-Fitch was waiting for him by the lifts. She looked genuinely unsettled.

“Say nothing unless you’re directly asked,” she said quietly as they walked. “And when you are asked, say considerably less than you think is necessary. And probably cut whatever you are going to say in half at that point.”

Nigel frowned.

“Am I in trouble?”

Mrs. Okonkwo-Fitch gave him a look that suggested the question was both reasonable and impossible to answer.

“That depends entirely on whether anyone upstairs has decided this is a problem, a success, or an opportunity.”

“Those seem like very different things.”

“At this level,” she said, “they very frequently are not.”

“You,” she said, “activated Ministry equipment without authorisation, without a brief, and without any record of what you were supposed to be doing there. So yes, Mr. Pratt. Technically speaking, you are in a great deal of trouble.”

“Wait a second. I didn’t activate the kettle. It did that all on its own!” He stared at Mrs. Okonkwo-Fitch. “And how is the kettle that I own now considered Ministry equipment? It’s mine.”

“Well, Mr. Pratt, if you look at the very fine print beneath the fine print, in the addendum to the contract you signed, you will find the relevant clause. Essentially, the Ministry may claim ownership of any item, or person, used in a Ministry brief. A bit of a legal grey area, but it is there.”

She paused outside a door bearing a brass nameplate that announced, with the confidence peculiar to brass nameplates:


ASHWORTH-PINE

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR


“Fortunately for you, the outcome appears to have been positive. That’s the only reason this conversation is taking place in this office rather than several stages further along the disciplinary process.”

Nigel considered this.

“Several stages?”

“There are forms.”

“I was afraid you were going to say that.”

“Everyone is, Mr. Pratt. That’s why the forms work.”

The office belonged to a man who looked exactly as Nigel imagined a senior civil servant ought to look: tall, immaculate, and so composed that he appeared incapable of being surprised by anything short of geological activity. Ashworth-Pine had the calm of a man who had discovered a very long time ago that people listened more carefully when he spoke quietly and had seen no reason to abandon the strategy since.

“Mr. Pratt.” He did not stand. “I understand you saved a building last night.”

“Just fixed a smoke alarm.”

“Which was immediately followed by the smoke alarm detecting an actual fire. Which I understand you then personally extinguished, off the record, with no briefing, no oversight, and no explanation whatsoever for how you knew to be there in the first place.” Ashworth-Pine folded his hands. “Would you care to offer one?”

“Err... the kettle boiled?”

“The kettle boiled,” Ashworth-Pine repeated, with the flat, careful patience of a man determined not to let his genuine incredulity show on his face and only partly succeeding. “Without instruction. Without a target. Without, as far as anyone in this building can determine, any input from this Ministry whatsoever.”

“Yes.”

“That Mr. Pratt,” Ashworth-Pine said, “is precisely the problem.”

Mrs. Okonkwo-Fitch shifted slightly beside him. “With respect, sir, the outcome was...”

“The outcome,” Ashworth-Pine said, without raising his voice, which Nigel found far more unsettling than shouting would have been, “was fortunate. I don’t dispute that.

“What I do dispute is the fact that a piece of Ministry equipment operated outside our knowledge and control, sent an employee somewhere nobody authorised, to carry out a task nobody assigned, for reasons nobody can currently explain.”

He looked at Nigel properly for the first time.

“Let me make this clear so there are no misunderstandings. For the past three years, Mr. Pratt, I have been attempting to convince this organisation that an unreasonable amount of money, personnel, and attention is being directed towards a division that cannot reliably explain how it achieves its results, let alone demonstrate why those results justify the expense.”

He folded his hands on the desk.

“Last night’s events have not strengthened your department’s position.”

There was a pause, and Ashworth-Pine’s mouth shifted into a small grin.

“On the contrary, they have strengthened mine considerably.”

Nigel said nothing, largely because Mrs. Okonkwo-Fitch’s earlier advice remained the only
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