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The contract lay between them on the heavy oak trestle table, its parchment stark against the dark, oil-stained wood.

Martha did not look at the ink. She had read the words often enough. She looked at the empty space at the bottom of the page where two wax seals would soon go. The workshop around them was uncharacteristically silent. For twelve years, this room had been defined by noise: the heavy, rhythmic thump-thump of her father’s iron mallets, the scrape of iron shears, and the low, steady rumble of James’s voice as he worked alongside him. Now, with her father three days in the churchyard, the silence felt heavy, like the air before a thunderstorm.

"The Guild beadle came by while you were clearing the furnace," Martha said. Her voice was flat, steady, and stripped of the grief she didn't have the luxury to indulge yet. "He brought the official notice. Because my father left no male heir of his loins, the workshop licence expires at the end of the month. If the forge is not registered to a Master by the first of June, the wardens will seize the tools to pay the guild dues. The Royal Commission for the cathedral altar will be revoked."

James sat opposite her. He had cleaned the charcoal from his hands, but the grey shadow of it remained ingrained under his fingernails and in the deep calluses of his palms. He had been her father’s apprentice since he was fourteen and she was twelve. They had grown up on opposite sides of the same anvil. Only last month, after his long years of labour, her father had proudly struck the guild-mark into James’s masterpiece, elevating him to a Master Goldsmith in his own right.

James looked at the document, his brow furrowed as he read the precise, legal script. "And as a woman, even though you have the patrimony and know the weight of the leaf better than any man in the district, you cannot hold the licence alone."

"I cannot," Martha stated. It was a mechanical fact of the law, as unyielding as gravity. "I own the stone walls, the anvils, and the leather cushions. You have the Master’s rank, but you do not have the capital to buy a shop or the raw gold required to secure the cathedral contract. Separately, we are both ruined. Together, we both stand a chance. But doing it together requires this." She nodded towards the contract.

James nodded slowly. There was no hesitation in his movement, only the deliberate calculation he applied to measuring alloys.

"We have been a good team, Jim," she added softly, using the shorter name she had called him since they were children stealing tallow scraps to make candles. "There is no one else I trust with my father's scales."

"Nor I with yours, Martha," James said. He looked up from the parchment, his grey eyes direct and clear. "We know each other’s rhythms. We've worked ten-hour shifts without speaking a word, because we both knew exactly when the metal needed to turn. We don't need to invent a romance to see the logic in this."

He tapped the document. "Let us review the articles clearly, so there is no ambiguity between us."

Martha leaned forward, her eyes scanning the lines of ink they had drafted with the parish clerk. "Article one: The marriage shall be solemnised at St. Jude’s by noon tomorrow, fulfilling the legal requirement of the Guild."

"Article two," James continued, his voice steady. "The workshop profits shall be divided equally into three parts: one for upkeep and future investment, one for your personal account, and one for mine. We are partners in labour."

"Article three," Martha said, her chest tightening slightly, though her voice remained firm. "The marriage is one of legal convenience to preserve the patrimony. The living arrangements will remain as they are. You will retain the room above the forge; I will keep the rooms at the back of the house. The boundaries of the bedchamber are distinct from the boundaries of the shop."

James looked at her for a long moment. There was no offense in his gaze, only the quiet understanding of a man who respected boundaries as much as she did. In the workshop, a boundary meant precision; a fraction of an inch was the difference between a masterpiece and scrap.

"It is a good arrangement," James said simply. He picked up the goose quill, dipped it into the iron-gall ink, and held it out to her by the feather end. "If we sign, we must begin melting the first ingot tonight. The cathedral wardens will not wait for our mourning to end."

Martha took the quill. Her fingers brushed his, a brief, familiar contact of dry, hard-working skin that she had felt a thousand times over the anvil. She aligned the tip of the nib with the parchment and signed her name in a neat, practiced hand. James took the pen back and signed his beneath it: James Castle, Master. Wordlessly they took turns to pour a small pool of wax before fixing their seals to it.

The contract was set. The rules were established. Every boundary was drawn in black and white, perfectly clear, and perfectly safe.

*  *  *
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The first week passed without incident. They ate breakfast at opposite ends of the trestle table, the silence between them filled by the rustle of the day's ledger. Martha learned to listen for the sound of James's boots on the stairs... heavy, deliberate, passing her door without pausing. He started to leave her washing water outside her chamber before the bells for matins, never entering, never lingering outside.

It was not cold between them. It was simply... empty. Like a room with the furniture in the right places but no fire in the hearth. They worked well together because they had always worked well together. But when the tools were put away, they retreated to their separate corners like two craftsmen sharing a bench who had never learned each other's names.

The steady, dual cadence of the workshop was a comfort to Martha’s ears: clink-tap, clink-tap.

Four weeks into their legal partnership, the arrangement had settled into a predictable, highly efficient routine. To the outside world, they were newlyweds; within the stone walls of the forge, they were master craftsmen executing a complex workflow.

Currently, they were finishing a long-standing commission for Squire Throckmorton, a series of intricately gilded picture frames and a carved oak family crest. Because the gold leaf for the crest had to be applied to deep, recessed carvings, the work required immense concentration and a perfectly controlled environment.

Near the street-facing windows, the two junior apprentices, young Peter and Robin, were tasked with the coarser labour of preparing the wood size, the sticky adhesive base that would hold the gold.

"If this dry spell holds another week, the barley will be stunted before it even heads," Peter muttered, wiping his brow with the back of his sleeve. He was stirring the pot of rabbit-skin glue, his eyes darting anxiously toward the window. "My uncle sent word from the parish farm. The earth is already cracking in the ditches. They’re praying for a downpour by Sunday."

"Mind your stir-stick, Peter," James said, his voice low but carrying a natural authority across the room. He didn't look up from his anvil. "If the glue overheats, it scorches, and the size will lump under the leaf. The weather is the parson’s business; the Squire’s oak is yours."

"Yes, Master James," Peter mumbled, quickly returning his focus to the steady rotation of his wooden paddle.

Martha watched James from her high stool at the clean-bench. The weather was unusually warm for the season, the air retaining a crisp, parching dryness that was uncommon for May. For the gold, however, the dryness was an asset. Moisture in the air made the ultra-thin metal gummy and difficult to cut; this current atmospheric predictability allowed them to work with mathematical precision.

"He’s right about the air, though, Jim," Martha said softly, her breath barely stirring the air cells in front of her face. She wore her vellum breath-guard, tied securely behind her ears, to ensure her exhalations didn't blow the gold away. "The leaf is lifting clean from the mould today. No static, no curling."

James paused his hammer, leaving the iron head resting flat against the granite anvil block. He looked over at her, his expression relaxed. The professional ease between them had only deepened since they had signed the contract. There was no awkwardness in their shared domestic life because they kept it entirely functional. They ate breakfast in silence, reviewed the day’s ledger, and then stepped into the shop as equals.

"Then let's take advantage of it before the humidity returns," James said. He picked up a small packet of caucher, the interleaved vellum books where the gold sheets were placed for the final beating. "Are you ready for the third reduction?"

"Bring it over," Martha replied, adjusting her cushion.

This was where their synchronised expertise became apparent to the apprentices, who stopped their stirring to watch in silent fascination.

James brought the packet to her bench. His task required raw, disciplined strength; he had to strike the vellum packet with a thirteen-pound iron hammer, distributing the force so perfectly across the surface that the gold inside flattened uniformly without tearing. Martha’s task required hyper-focused dexterity.

Using tongs made of wood, because iron would scrape and ruin the metal, she gently opened James's vellum book. Inside lay a sheet of gold beaten so thin it was semi-transparent, gleaming with a pale, greenish-blue light when held against the candle.

Without a word, James leaned in, his shoulder brushing hers naturally as he stabilised the edge of the book. He didn't speak, knowing the slightest vibration of his voice could tear the sheet.

Martha dipped her tip, a flat brush made of a single layer of camel hair, into a jar of fine talcum, ran the brush lightly across her own hair to catch a trace of natural oil, and touched it to the gold leaf. The leaf adhered to the brush by static charge alone. With a steady, unblinking gaze, she transferred the sheet to a leather cushion, used her bone-knife to slice it into four perfect squares, and placed each square into a new, larger book for James to beat again.

"Perfect alignment," James murmured, checking her margins. "You've cut it down to less than a thousandth of a hair's breadth."

"Your strokes were even, Jim. The edges didn't pinch," she murmured, her eyes already tracking the next sheet.

There was a deep satisfaction in the exchange. The marriage had given them safety, but their shared competence gave them purpose. They worked in tandem for another two hours, completely ignoring the rising heat of the afternoon, a perfectly coordinated unit operating at the absolute height of their craft.

*  *  *
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The heavy wooden crate bore the royal seal in red wax: a crest of three lions pressing down upon the coarse grain of the fir timber.

The King’s messenger had left an hour ago, his horse’s hooves still echoing in the dry cobblestones of the street, but the parchment instructions he left behind remained pinned to the desk under a brass weight. James stood on one side of the crate, a crowbar in his hand, while Martha stood on the other.

"The dimensions have changed," Martha said, her eyes fixed on the architectural drawing sent by the cathedral wardens. Her voice had gone tight. "The original estimate was for the high altar alone. The Bishop has appended the reredos and the four side-altar canopies to the contract. It is nearly double the surface area."

James wedged the iron bar beneath the lid. With a sharp, splintering crack, the wood gave way, revealing a series of small, heavy iron-bound
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