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	1 — Back Through Avalon’s Gate

	The first years came through Avalon’s lower gate in a wet, nervous line, each one looking as if the railway had delivered them to the wrong century and the rain had decided to finish the work. Oversized coats dripped onto the flagged floor. Kitbags bumped against knees. One boy clutched his hat with both hands as though Avalon might confiscate it for impertinence, while a girl with red braids stared at the ceiling gears until the blue guide-line under her feet brightened and frightened her into moving. Behind them, porters, prefects, and Company seniors called names over the hiss of wet cloaks and the distant knock of steam pipes warming through stone.

	Ned Vale stood beneath Gear Company’s arch with his hands in his pockets and tried not to grin too openly. The arch’s carved brass mechanism ticked above his head, the little painted hammer striking its silent bell in the same patient rhythm it had kept all last year. The smell of the entrance hall had not changed either: damp wool, old stone, oiled brass, polish, coal smoke from the carriage lines outside, and the faint clean bite of crystal wards under everything else. Avalon sounded busy and sure of itself, and this year Ned knew enough of its hidden noises to be wary of any that seemed too pleased.

	Arthur Penrose leaned beside him, already taller than last year by the amount of height one gained mainly to trip over. His collar sat properly, his boots shone, and his face carried the terrible brightness of someone who had spent the whole summer being told he was nearly old enough to become impressive. “Did we look that wet behind the ears when we came?” he asked.

	Ned watched a first-year step directly onto the wrong line, squeak when it turned yellow, and shuffle backward into a prefect’s luggage. “Well, I didn’t.”

	Arthur stared at him. “You arrived with a burned hand, a Crown escort, and the expression of someone expecting the furniture to accuse him of sabotage.”

	“That’s different,” Ned said. “I had dignity.”

	Rafiq Khan appeared on Ned’s other side with a folded route-paper tucked under one arm and rain pearls still clinging to his dark hair. “You had soot.”

	Livia March did not look up from the notice leaflet she had already acquired from somewhere official enough to be worrying. “And a provisional custody file.”

	Beatrice Ashcombe joined them last, dry despite the rain in the irritating way noble girls sometimes managed, her gloves buttoned neatly and her expression calm enough that Ned immediately suspected it was hiding something. “I believe dignity may have been issued later,” she said. “Pending assessment.”

	Arthur made a strangled sound that was almost a laugh and almost sympathy. Ned did grin then, because he could. A year ago he had stood under Avalon’s roofs like a misplaced parcel with Crown marks on it, half convinced every polished person in the building had been trained to spot dirt, hunger, ignorance, and blame. Now he stood with friends beneath the Gear arch, warm from the climb up from the station, wearing his own second-year coat with only one cuff mended badly enough for Pike to complain about, and watching other children discover that wonder could be cold, wet, and inclined to demand paperwork.

	He had not come back rich. That mattered more than the coat did. His trunk held ordinary school things, his main wand-focus wrapped carefully in oilcloth, a notebook with stronger stitching than last year’s, three labelled scraps Pike had permitted him to keep, a little packet of crystal dust sealed so thoroughly it looked dangerous out of sheer politeness, and one rough idea for a narrow rod he was not yet allowed to make. It was not a kit, not properly. It was a beginning, a hunger given labels. The same hunger had made him save for his vice before Avalon ever knew his name, and it had not eased just because the Crown now issued shirts, books, and instructions in impressive quantities.

	A thin first-year girl near the gate dropped a small tin box. It sprang open across the stones, spilling two pencils, a button-hook, a cracked toy wheel, and a little brass washer that rolled in a slow, wobbling circle toward Ned’s boot. He trapped it under the edge of his sole by habit before it could vanish beneath the traffic of feet.

	The girl froze, horrified. “Sorry. I’m sorry. That’s mine. I didn’t mean…”

	“I know,” Ned said, crouching to pick it up. The washer was cheap brass, worn at the edge, too soft for anything serious, but he turned it once between finger and thumb before handing it back. “Keep the box closed until you’re off the main path. Things roll farther in this hall than they should.”

	The girl took it as if he had returned a family jewel. “Thank you.”

	Rafiq watched her hurry after the line. “You inspected that washer.”

	“I looked at it,” Ned said.

	“You considered adopting it.”

	“It was going to be trodden on.”

	Livia folded her leaflet with dangerous precision. “There are rules about collecting abandoned property.”

	“It wasn’t abandoned,” Ned said. “It had a perfectly anxious owner.”

	Beatrice’s mouth curved faintly. “That has never stopped certain people from regarding vulnerable objects as available.”

	Ned looked at her, but her attention had moved back to the first-years, where a senior was sorting them into temporary Company groups beneath banners bright enough to make the wet children seem even smaller. Crown Company claimed two polished boys with family servants still hovering beyond the visitor rail. Gear received three nervous students and one broad-shouldered girl who stopped staring at the ceiling only when she spotted the model engine by the arch. Ned approved of her immediately.

	Across the hall, Peregrine Wroth stood among other second-years from Crown and Laurel, immaculate despite the rain and already wearing the look of someone who had learned that boredom could be sharpened into a weapon. His gaze passed over the new arrivals, then found Ned under the Gear arch. He gave a polite nod, not friendly, not quite insulting, but far less childish than the first nod he had ever given Ned in the tailor’s mirror.

	Ned nodded back because Beatrice was watching and because Livia would remember if he didn’t.

	Arthur noticed the exchange and lowered his voice. “That was almost civil.”

	“Don’t make it sound worse than it was,” Ned said.

	The entrance bell rang twice, sending a bright mechanical note along the hall. The first-year line began to move toward the Company corridors, leaving wet footprints, anxious whispers, and the smell of rain behind. Ned watched them go with a feeling he did not like well enough to name. Pity was too grand. Amusement was too small. Recognition sat somewhere between, awkward and stubborn. Those children thought Avalon had finished frightening them by letting them through the gate. They had no idea the school was only being polite enough to begin indoors.

	Rafiq unfolded his route-paper at last. “Gear reunion before supper, then? I have summer intelligence. Some of it is even true.”

	Livia tucked the notice leaflet into her satchel. “I have rule changes.”

	Arthur sighed. “Of course you do.”

	Beatrice glanced toward the visitor rail, where a dark carriage crest was just disappearing beyond the rain-streaked glass. “I have family news, though I reserve the right to make it sound less tiresome before sharing.”

	Ned put his hands back into his pockets and felt the edge of the small pencil stub he had carried all the way from the station. He had letters from Mattie and Tom waiting in his trunk, a notebook with empty pages, a wand-focus that no longer felt strange in his hand, and a rough rod idea that Pike would probably forbid until he had three forms and a witness. He also had Gear Company around him, loud and warm and full of people who corrected him before the world could punish him too badly.

	For one careful moment, standing under the ticking brass arch while the last first-year vanished down the corridor, Ned let himself feel glad to be back. Then the second bell rang, lower and more official, and Avalon began measuring them again.

	Gear Company gathered itself the way a machine gathered pressure before work. Seniors began steering first-years down the Company corridor, prefects called names, and the brass hammer above the arch ticked with maddening calm while trunks, boots, umbrellas, and nervous children scraped past one another in damp confusion. Ned and the others stepped aside to let a porter wheel a luggage barrow through, then followed the familiar corridor toward the Gear common room, where old scorch marks, polished plaques, confiscated goggles, and model engines waited like evidence that the school had survived them once already.

	Arthur reached the hearth first and stood with his back to it, hands clasped behind him in a pose he clearly hoped looked officer-like. “This year,” he said, “I intend to approach combat properly. Not too eager. Not too theatrical. Not at all like someone who wants witnesses.”

	Rafiq dropped into a chair beside the map table. “You practised that in a mirror.”

	“I did not,” Arthur said.

	“You absolutely did,” Ned said.

	Arthur looked wounded. “Once. For posture.”

	Livia placed her notice leaflet flat on the table and smoothed it with both palms. “While Arthur has been improving his posture, the school has improved its traps. Practical reports are now cross-filed with conduct marks, permission notes, and branch observation summaries.”

	Ned sat opposite her, the warmth of the common room sinking into his coat. “You say that like you’re pleased.”

	“I’m pleased I found it before signing anything,” Livia said. “That is not the same thing.”

	Rafiq unfolded his route-paper, weighting the corners with two brass washers from his pocket. “My uncle says Saffron Pass is still eating timetables. Officially, everything is orderly. Unofficially, every route clerk from Bombay to Portsmouth is inventing new ways to say delayed without causing a debate.”

	Arthur’s expression lost some of its brightness. “That sounds bad.”

	“It sounds expensive,” Ned said, because that was the shape trouble usually wore before anyone admitted blood was involved.

	Beatrice removed her gloves finger by finger, too carefully. “Expensive things are easier to discuss than embarrassing ones. My family has spent the summer discovering both.”

	The table quieted. Ned looked at her properly then. Her coat was perfect, her hair was pinned smoothly, and her face gave away nothing to anyone who didn’t know her. Unfortunately for her, Gear Company had learned to notice the places polish worked hardest.

	Livia’s voice softened by half a degree. “Guest lists?”

	“And suitable company,” Beatrice said. “Also future obligations, prudent acquaintance, and the word alliance used three times before pudding.”

	Rafiq pushed the nearest washer toward her as if offering a medal. “A campaign already, then.”

	Beatrice accepted the washer with grave dignity. “A tedious one.”

	Ned looked around the table at Arthur’s too-bright courage, Rafiq’s careful maps, Livia’s dangerous leaflets, and Beatrice’s polished silences. They had all come back taller in different ways, but Avalon had not waited idle for them. It had new ledgers, new doors, and new measurements ready.

	From beyond the common room arch, a familiar polished voice said, “How touching. Gear Company has resumed muttering over paper before supper.”

	Peregrine Wroth stepped through the arch with two Crown Company boys behind him and not a drop of rain on his coat. That was either magic, money, or the sort of upbringing that taught rain to behave around one’s cuffs. He had grown taller over summer, though not in a way that made him look awkward. Ned found that personally unfair.

	Rafiq looked over the top of his route-paper. “Wroth. How pleasant. We were nearly comfortable.”

	“I apologise for interrupting the atmosphere of legal panic and provincial cartography,” Peregrine said, his gaze sliding from Livia’s leaflet to Rafiq’s washers, then to Ned’s hands. “But I did want to see whether Gear Company had returned intact.”

	Arthur straightened by the hearth. “We’re quite intact.”

	“Mostly,” Livia said, still seated. “Though your definition of intact may require clarification before acceptance.”

	Peregrine’s mouth curved. “Still filing remarks before making them, March?”

	“Still mistaking polish for content, Wroth?”

	Ned felt the old shape of the room forming around them, but not quite as it had last year. Peregrine’s tone had less childish bite in it now. He wasn’t simply hunting for dock dirt, bad cuffs, or table mistakes. His eyes moved differently, weighing tools, papers, posture, alliances. Summer had not softened him. It had sharpened the part that watched.

	Peregrine turned to Ned at last. “Vale.”

	“Wroth,” Ned said.

	“I see you survived being useful.”

	Arthur’s hand twitched behind his back. Beatrice’s eyes narrowed by the smallest measure. Ned kept his own hands in his pockets because they wanted to become fists for no useful reason. “Disappointing for you?”

	“Not particularly,” Peregrine said. “Useful people survive all the time. The difficulty is that others begin expecting them to be useful again.” He stepped closer to the table, close enough that the route-paper and Livia’s notice sat between him and Ned like rival evidence. “You should learn restraint this year.”

	Ned frowned. “That sounds almost like advice.”

	“It is advice,” Peregrine said. “Do not mistake it for affection. Common boys who become interesting are watched. Common boys who become useful are requested. Common boys who become requested should learn very quickly which rooms they may enter, which questions they may answer, and when silence serves them better than righteous indignation.”

	The worst of it was that Ned could hear sense under the insult. It had the same unpleasant quality as a tool that looked bent until it fitted the hidden angle perfectly.

	Rafiq leaned back. “That was nearly generous. Are you ill?”

	Peregrine glanced at him. “No. Merely less entertained by preventable disaster than I was at twelve.”

	Beatrice folded her gloves together. “A remarkable recovery for all concerned.”

	Ned met Peregrine’s eyes and made himself answer slowly. “I’ll learn restraint when people stop making it look like surrender.”

	Peregrine’s smile thinned, but he inclined his head. “Then perhaps second year will be educational after all.”

	The supper bell spared Ned from answering Peregrine properly, which was probably for the best, because every reply in his mouth had teeth. Gear Company moved as a group toward the dining hall, with Peregrine and his Crown Company shadows drifting near enough to remain part of the pressure and far enough away to pretend they hadn’t followed. The corridors smelled of lamp oil, wet stone, and roasting onions, and Ned found himself walking between Arthur and Livia while Rafiq kept glancing back as if Peregrine might turn into a footnote if observed closely enough.

	At the dining hall doors, Beatrice touched Ned’s sleeve lightly. “You did better than last year.”

	“I didn’t hit him last year either,” Ned said.

	“No,” Beatrice said. “Last year you looked as if not hitting him cost you blood.”

	Arthur gave a small cough. “That is improvement.”

	Ned glanced at him. “You’re enjoying this.”

	“I’m supporting your development,” Arthur said, then ruined the dignity of it by grinning.

	Supper was loud, warm, and crowded enough that the first-years looked stunned by abundance, which made Ned slow his own reach for the bread basket on instinct. He noticed it, hated noticing it, and took one slice instead of guarding three. Livia saw, said nothing, and passed him the butter without making mercy of it. That was one of the reasons he liked her.

	The hall’s wall-slate chimed before pudding. Conversations thinned as pale writing spread across the black surface above the staff table, line by line, too official for gossip and too interesting for comfort. Second-Year Crown Practical Allocation: Preliminary Notices. Term Assessments. Field Conduct Reports. Practical Badges. Branch Observation Rotations.

	Rafiq leaned forward. “There it is.”

	Arthur read faster than Ned and went pale with excitement. “Military stores. Route offices. Signal towers. Naval yards.”

	“Hospitals,” Beatrice said, her voice quieter. “Warded estates. Crown workshops.”

	Livia’s finger moved across the copied notice she had somehow obtained before everyone else had finished reading the slate. “Students remain under named adult authority at all times. Unauthorised casting during field placement affects conduct marks, practical access, and branch recommendation.”

	Ned swallowed a mouthful of stew that had gone tasteless. “Docks are on there.”

	“So are skyship yards,” Rafiq said.

	Peregrine’s voice came from behind Ned’s shoulder, smooth as polished brass. “How suitable. The Empire believes in revisiting formative settings.”

	Ned turned his spoon slowly in his hand, then set it down instead of gripping it. “The Empire believes in forms first. Livia says so.”

	Livia looked pleased despite herself. “I said no such thing. I said forms are where the hooks are.”

	The slate chimed again, and one final line appeared beneath the rest. All second-year students will attend Practical Ledger orientation tomorrow after breakfast. Attendance mandatory.

	Ned looked at the words until they stopped being merely letters and became doors, all opening at once. Last year, Avalon had asked whether he belonged. This year, it had begun writing down where it might send him.

	***

	 


 

	2 — The Practical Ledger

	The next morning, Avalon did not let the notice remain a supper-table rumour. Second-years were gathered in the main lecture hall after breakfast, still smelling faintly of toast, damp wool, boot polish, and the sharp ink of new term slates. Ned sat between Arthur and Livia on the Gear benches with his notebook open, his main wand resting in its proper slot inside his satchel and his pencil sharpened almost too carefully. Below the dais, a brass-framed board stood covered by a dark cloth, and beside it waited three tables stacked with ledgers, field badges, folded maps, and sealed envelopes marked by branch.

	Arthur leaned closer, unable to keep his voice properly low. “If they send me to the military stores, I shall observe with great discipline and not ask to hold a service focus unless invited.”

	“You just asked in advance,” Livia murmured.

	“I asked you. That doesn’t count.”

	“It counts emotionally,” Rafiq said from Ned’s other side. “Possibly strategically.”

	Ned looked past them to the covered board and listened to the room instead of the jokes. First-years had whispered like loose steam when nervous. Second-years whispered with more skill, but no less fear. Crown Company students tried to look eager. Lantern Company students looked as if they had already calculated which placements would read best on a future record. Gear Company, being Gear Company, looked half hungry for tools and half prepared to be blamed for them.

	Lady Principal Wycliffe stepped onto the dais, and the hall settled as if a hand had tightened a screw through it. She wore a dark green coat today, plain enough for work and cut well enough to remind everyone that plain did not mean ordinary. Master Harrow stood two paces behind her with his black folder under one arm. Mistress Pike waited near the ledgers, already looking offended by whatever fools might do to paperwork before noon.

	“Second-year students,” Wycliffe said, her voice carrying without strain, “you have completed foundation year. That does not make you trained. It makes you less likely to mistake excitement for competence.”

	A few students shifted. Ned kept his pencil still.

	“This year introduces Crown Practicals,” Wycliffe continued. “You will see professional work before it becomes a dream polished by distance. You will observe docks, hospitals, route offices, stores, workshops, signal rooms, ward sites, and other approved settings under named adult authority. You will learn that service is not a speech, a uniform, or a family ambition. It is discipline performed where the realm has work waiting.”

	Arthur’s brightness dimmed into something more serious. Livia’s pencil moved once, neat and quick. Ned heard the words click together like polished gears: observe, approved, authority, service. Beautiful words, all properly fitted, all turning toward a ledger.

	Wycliffe drew the cloth from the board. Columns of branch names and practical lanes shone in pale blue light. “Ambition may impress your relatives. Sensible fear may preserve your fingers. Both are acceptable. Vanity is not. You will not command adults. You will not conduct private inquiries. You will not touch systems because they look interesting. You will not confuse being present with being authorised.”

	Ned felt Harrow’s gaze find him from the dais without needing to look. He stared at the board instead, where Crystal Systems Observation waited in clean letters among the other lanes, and wondered why a door looked so much like a trap when adults polished the hinges.

	Folded copies of the Practical Ledger rules came down the benches in stiff cream bundles tied with red thread. Ned took one when Arthur passed the stack, then nearly tore the corner because the thread had been knotted by someone who either hated children or trusted them too much. Livia clicked her tongue, reached across, and freed the knot with the tip of her pencil.

	“Never fight paper before reading it,” she murmured.

	“I wasn’t fighting it,” Ned said.

	“You were losing to it.”

	Rafiq leaned close enough to look over Ned’s copy. “If the paper wins, does it get his placement?”

	Arthur tried not to laugh and failed quietly into his sleeve. Ned flattened the rule sheet on his notebook and made himself read the first line before the second, not skipping toward the branch names no matter how loudly Crystal Systems seemed to wait from the board. The words were smaller than Wycliffe’s speech and much meaner for it. Observation. Attendance. Conduct. Restriction. Permission. Named adult authority. Minor practical aid. Immediate withdrawal upon instruction.

	Livia’s finger stopped halfway down the page. “There.”

	Ned followed the nail. “There where?”

	“Here. Students assigned to Crown Practical lanes are not labourers, officers, licensed professionals, investigators, or independent agents.” Her voice stayed soft, but it had sharpened enough that Arthur sat straighter. “That sentence is a wall.”

	Peregrine, two benches ahead, turned slightly. “How reassuring. Gear Company has discovered walls.”

	Livia did not look at him. “Some people only notice walls when they keep others out. I prefer to know when one keeps me alive.”

	Ned read the line again. Not labourers. Not officers. Not investigators. The words should have comforted him, but they felt like a label stitched inside a coat. “Then what are we?”

	“Students,” Rafiq said, as if testing whether the word had grown heavier overnight.

	Livia moved her finger to the next clause. “Students may observe, carry assigned tools, take notes, copy measurements, perform minor permitted spells, and assist with small supervised tasks when directly instructed by the responsible adult named on the practical sheet.”

	Arthur’s eyes brightened again, though more carefully this time. “Minor permitted spells. That’s something.”

	“That is also a hook,” Livia said. “Permitted by whom, for what task, and under whose name?”

	Ned looked toward the ledger tables below the dais, where brass nameplates caught the hall light. Yesterday, docks and signal towers had sounded like doors. Now each door had a handle, a lock, and someone else’s signature beside it. He touched his pencil to the margin and wrote what Livia had said in plain words he could trust: find the name before touching the work.

	Master Harrow came down from the dais while students were still bent over their rule sheets, and the hall’s muttering thinned before Wycliffe needed to raise a hand. He carried his black folder under one arm and a narrow stack of sample forms in the other, each page clipped to a stiff backing board. He did not look pleased to be explaining paperwork to children, which made Ned trust the lesson a little more than if he had smiled.

	“You have heard what you may not do,” Harrow said, stopping at the first table below the Gear benches. “Now you will understand what follows you when you do what you are permitted to do.”

	Arthur whispered, “That sounds worse.”

	“It usually is,” Livia whispered back.

	Harrow laid the first form under the brass document lamp. Pale light spread across columns and boxes until the whole page looked less like paper and more like a machine drawn flat. “Every Crown Practical produces a record. Attendance. Role. Responsible adult. Observed work. Tools issued. Spells permitted. Spells cast. Conduct notes. Withdrawal instructions. Commendations, if earned. Restrictions, if needed. Marks, where appropriate.”

	Ned stared at the little boxes. They were so neat. That was what bothered him. A neat box could hold a useful fact, but it could also make a boy fit where he had never agreed to go. “So everything we do gets written down.”

	“Yes,” Harrow said.

	“Everything we do wrong?”

	“Everything someone responsible believes should be recorded.” Harrow’s gaze found Ned with its usual unpleasant accuracy. “That includes wrong action, correct action, restraint, hesitation, warning, refusal, and obedience under pressure.”

	Ned did not like how many of those could be turned either way by a person with good ink. “Sounds like a way to label useful children.”

	A few students went still. Peregrine turned his head by a fraction. Arthur looked as if he wanted to step on Ned’s foot and could not decide whether friendship allowed it.

	Harrow did not scold him. That was worse. “It is exactly a way to label useful children,” he said. “It is also a way to label the adults who use them.”

	Livia’s pencil stopped.

	Harrow lifted the second form and tapped a box near the top. “A student may not be told afterward that he volunteered if the record says he was instructed. A master may not pretend a task was harmless if he signed permission for risk. A field officer may not ask a child to cast beyond his lane and then call it initiative when questioned. Written limits do not only bind you, Mr Vale. They bind the hands reaching for you.”

	Ned looked down at his margin note. Find the name before touching the work. Slowly, beside it, he added another line: make them write the limit.

	The signing tables opened after Harrow finished, and the lecture hall became orderly in the way crowds became orderly when every path ended at ink. Students descended by Company, each line passing beneath the pale blue board where the practical lanes shone like promises dressed as instructions. Crown Company moved first, polished and eager, their whispers already full of naval yards, Justicier observation, military stores, and which placements would impress which relatives before Christmas.

	Arthur watched them with longing so visible that Ned almost felt unkind for noticing. “If I’m assigned only to route offices, I shall be grateful and disciplined.”

	“You’ll sulk over every map until Rafiq adopts you as baggage,” Livia said.

	Rafiq considered him. “Too noisy for baggage. Possibly a signal hazard.”

	Beatrice, standing behind Livia with her gloves folded in one hand, glanced toward the estate wards column. “Some placements impress family more than they teach students. I’m not yet sure which is worse.”

	Ned looked at her, then at the Crystal Systems Observation line. “Being sent somewhere because people think you’re useful.”

	“Or being sent somewhere because they want you to become useful in a particular shape,” Beatrice said.

	The Gear line moved. Ned reached the table where Mistress Pike sat beside a ledger large enough to have its own opinion. Harrow stood nearby, not interfering, which made his silence feel like another rule. Pike turned the ledger toward Ned and set a brass-nibbed pen beside the open line.

	“Name, lane, witnessed signature,” she said. “Read before signing. I enjoy miracles, but I prefer not to rely on them.”

	Ned bent over the page. Edmund Vale had already been written in a clerk’s neat hand. Beside it waited Crystal Systems Observation, with sub-lanes listed in smaller writing: workshop support, dock inspection observation, signal housing maintenance, ward crystal handling, and route relay systems. Responsible adults to be assigned per practical sheet. No independent action. Minor casting by instruction only.

	He found the box Harrow had tapped earlier. Responsible adult. Empty for now. Limit. Written plainly enough to see. Student role. Observer and supervised assistant.

	Livia leaned just close enough to murmur, “It says what it should.”

	Ned dipped the pen. The ink clung heavily to the nib. For a moment, he thought of Grimsby pointing at him, of Voss’s truth pulling straight through him, of Harrow saying written limits bound the hands reaching for him. Then he signed, careful and cramped: Edmund Vale.

	Pike sanded the line and stamped it with a small gear mark. “Done. Do not make me regret the neatness.”

	Around him, students were already comparing lanes as if the ledger had handed out rank instead of work. Ned stepped back with the strange feeling that he had taken both shield and chain in the same hand, and wondered how many doors a signature could open before someone else used it as a handle.

	***

	 


 

	3 — Year Two Arithmetic

	By second bell, the Practical Ledger had stopped being a signed sheet and had become a weight in Ned’s satchel. Mathematics for Magical Systems met in a tiered room above the eastern workshops, where the windows looked down over smoking chimneys, brass vents, and the covered tramway that carried tool crates between halls. Ned sat with his notebook open, his pencil sharpened, and the uneasy sense that yesterday’s signature had followed him into a room full of numbers waiting to prove they owned him.

	Master Fen stood before a black slate covered in clean white columns, each one linked to a diagram of a small lift cradle. Harrow waited at the side table with three cloudy practice crystals, a brass gauge, and the expression of a man who expected disappointment but had brought instruments to confirm it. “Second year,” Fen said, tapping the slate with his wand, “is where useful instinct begins losing privileges. If you sense a fault, you will describe it. If you describe it, you will measure it. If you measure it, you will show your work.”

	Arthur leaned closer to Ned. “That last part sounds personal.”

	“It always sounds personal when numbers are involved,” Ned muttered.

	Fen’s gaze found him at once. “Mr Vale, since your friends have volunteered your attention, tell us whether the cradle on the board will drift left or right when the lift crystal is charged to the marked level.”

	Ned looked at the diagram. The frame was badly drawn for comfort, but the little crystal mark sat wrong inside the cradle. One brace was too light. The lower clamp would pull. He could feel the answer before he could count it, a small sideways itch behind his teeth. “Left, sir.”

	Fen nodded. “Correct. Show the calculation.”

	The room waited. Ned looked down at the figures, then back at the diagram, and the answer that had felt solid a moment ago became useless in his mouth. “I saw the clamp was wrong.”

	Harrow made a dry sound from the side table. “The clamp is not wrong. Your language is.”

	Heat climbed Ned’s neck. “It’ll pull left.”

	“Better direction, no method,” Harrow said. “A dock warning may save a minute. A professional report must survive a stranger reading it after you have left the room.”

	Fen wrote three symbols beneath the cradle. “Again, Mr Vale. This time, begin with load, charge, and brace angle. Guessing correctly is what children do before adults decide whether to trust them. We are attempting to make you harder to misuse.”

	Fen didn’t leave Ned standing alone under the room’s attention. That was almost worse. He sent the problem down the benches, dividing the class into pairs and trios, then changed the cradle diagram into a route exercise with one flick of his wand. The little lift cradle became a brass-drawn supply car, then a mountain relay station, then three signal towers staggered along a valley line. Numbers bloomed beside them: distance, altitude, fuel weight, steam pressure loss, crystal charge, and message delay.

	“Now,” Fen said, “tell me why a correct answer that arrives ten minutes late may be functionally wrong.”

	Arthur frowned at the slate as if it had insulted his family. “Because the convoy has already moved?”

	“Possibly,” Fen said. “Show it.”

	Rafiq’s pencil was already moving. Ned glanced across and saw the change come over his friend’s face, not excitement exactly, but recognition. The room, the slate, even Fen’s sharp voice seemed to fall away from Rafiq until only the route remained. He pulled a fresh sheet from his notebook, drew the three towers by hand, then added road bends, slope marks, fuel stops, and a little square that Ned realised must be a pack station.

	“You’re adding things that aren’t on the board,” Ned whispered.

	“They’re there whether the board admits it or not,” Rafiq murmured, not looking up. “A tower on paper doesn’t eat, freeze, or lose a mule. A tower in the High Marches does.”

	Fen’s gaze shifted. “Mr Khan, since you have begun correcting my teaching materials, continue aloud.”

	Rafiq went still for half a breath, then stood with his paper in hand. “Sir, the message delay isn’t only the relay pulse. It’s the time before anyone can act on it. If Tower Two receives the warning but the reserve fuel is still at the lower depot, the number on the signal line lies unless we include ground response.”

	Harrow looked faintly less bored. “Numbers do not lie. People ask them lazy questions.”

	“Yes, Master,” Rafiq said, colour rising in his cheeks but his voice steadying. “Then the question is lazy.”

	A ripple moved through the room, half amusement and half alarm. Ned looked at the hand-drawn route and saw, properly, what Rafiq had been doing all year with maps and railway tables and dock gossip. He was not playing at far places. He was seeing how men, fuel, animals, towers, and time fitted together, and where they broke when someone grand pretended a line on paper was a road.

	Fen stepped aside and pointed to the slate. “Put your correction there, Mr Khan. The rest of you will copy it, then test whether his insolence survives arithmetic.”

	Rafiq’s correction survived longer than his blush. Fen let him draw the added depot line on the slate, then made the whole class work the problem again until the new delay showed itself in ugly numbers. What had looked like a tidy relay chain became a convoy arriving short of coal, hot food, and dry bandages, all because the first calculation had stopped where the signal ended instead of where the men began.

	“Good,” Fen said, which sounded less like praise than permission to suffer properly. “Now we add command choice.”

	The slate shifted again. The supply car became a column, the column became two roads, and the roads split around a ridge marked with little blue sparks for signal coverage. A red arrow appeared on the upper track. Arthur straightened before he seemed to notice himself doing it.

	Ormond entered from the side door as if Fen had summoned him out of the problem. His red instructor’s coat was damp at the shoulders, and his cane touched the floor once beside the slate. “Mr Penrose. Take the upper road. Explain why.”

	Arthur stood too quickly, knocking his pencil against the bench. “It reaches the ridge before nightfall, Master. From there a small force could secure the signal station and hold until support arrives.”

	“Could it?” Ormond asked.

	Arthur looked at the slate again, confidence already trying to become calculation. “If they move light, yes. No heavy stores. No spare mule teams. Only fighting men, two field signalers, and a healer if one can keep pace.”

	Fen’s wand touched the numbers. The lower road dimmed. Little grey marks appeared behind Arthur’s red arrow, clustered along the route he had abandoned.

	Ned heard Rafiq inhale beside him.

	Ormond’s voice stayed level. “Count them.”

	Arthur’s face changed. “Master?”

	“Count the men who now wait because you wanted the ridge seen before you knew whether the road could feed it.”

	The room had gone too quiet for comfort. Arthur bent over his paper, lips moving as he worked through the figures. “Twelve wounded from the lower column. Six stretcher bearers. Two mule handlers. One wagon crew. The reserve healer chest.” His voice tightened. “Twenty-three, Master. Plus whoever needs the chest before the lower route clears.”

	“And why are they waiting?”

	Arthur’s hand clenched around the pencil. “Because I sent the fast men where people could see courage and left the slow work without enough hands.”

	Ormond didn’t smile. That mercy made the lesson sharper. “Glory is often arithmetic done badly in advance. Sit down, Mr Penrose. Correct the route. Then write beside it what your first answer cost.”

	Arthur sat with his shoulders tight and wrote what his first answer cost in a hand that grew smaller with every word. Fen let the silence remain long enough for the numbers to stop feeling like marks on slate and start feeling like people in the cold. Then he turned back to Ned’s bench and set one cloudy practice crystal into a brass cup at the front of the room.

	“Mr Vale,” Fen said, “bring your calculation.”

	Ned looked down at his page. The first half was scratched through. The second half was better, mostly because Livia had leaned over twice and tapped the place where he had skipped a step. He carried the paper down with his wand tucked against his palm, aware of Peregrine watching from two rows back and Arthur still staring at his corrected route as if it had bitten him.

	Fen placed Ned’s sheet beside the brass cup. “You will project the cradle drift. Not by instinct. By calculation. Feed the diagram only what your numbers justify.”

	“That sounds like the sort of spell that notices cheating,” Rafiq murmured from behind him.

	Harrow’s voice came from the side table. “All useful tools notice cheating. That is why fools dislike them.”

	Ned set his paper flat, drew his wand, and touched the tip to the chalk mark Fen indicated. The little crystal woke with a dull glow. A tiny cradle formed above it in pale lines, no bigger than Ned’s hand, with a speck of blue light hanging where the lift crystal should sit. For one pleased breath, the diagram held. Then it shivered, the cradle twisting left, then right, then sagging into a blur of light that made the front row murmur.

	Fen didn’t sound surprised. “You have given it an answer without the middle.”

	Ned’s jaw tightened. “I wrote the brace angle.”

	“You wrote one brace angle. The opposing brace does not vanish because you dislike writing fractions.”

	A few students laughed softly. Ned bent over the paper, found the missing line with a sick little drop in his stomach, and added the second angle. His pencil scraped too hard. Livia’s voice came from the bench, low but firm. “Load first. Then angle. Then correction.”

	He nodded once, touched the wand to the mark again, and forced himself to follow the numbers instead of the itch behind his teeth. Load. Charge. Brace angle. Opposing brace. Correction. The cradle formed again, steadier this time. It drifted left by the smallest visible measure, then settled exactly where his final figure said it should.

	Harrow glanced at the little diagram. “Acceptable.”

	Ned looked up before he could stop himself.

	Harrow closed the gauge case with a click. “Do not look so hungry, Mr Vale. It was not praise. It was evidence that discipline improves the tool.”

	Ned lowered his wand, but the warmth in his chest remained despite the sting. For once, the room had not asked him to stop hearing wrongness. It had shown him how to make the wrongness small enough, clear enough, and written enough that someone else could see it too.

	***

	 


 

	4 — Workshop Permissions

	The workshop should have felt like mercy after mathematics. Ned came down the iron stair with chalk still caught under one fingernail and Harrow’s acceptable lodged in his chest like a coal that would not quite cool. He wanted the solid comfort of benches, clamps, lamps, labelled trays, and tools that didn’t care whether a boy could make fractions behave before breakfast. The moment he stepped through Mistress Pike’s door, however, he saw the new brass-framed board beside the scrap cabinets and stopped so quickly Arthur nearly walked into his back.

	Mistress Pike stood in front of the board with her sleeves rolled to the elbow, a ledger under one arm, and a box of red paper slips on the nearest bench. Behind her, the workshop smelled as it always did of filings, warm brass, cleaning vinegar, old oil, and careful heat, but the benches had been cleared into inspection order. Each scrap tray bore a fresh number. Each crystal-dust jar had a wax seal. Even the cracked game pieces waiting for repair had been sorted into shallow dishes with little cards beside them.

	Rafiq looked from the slips to Ned. “That is not the face of mercy.”

	“No,” Ned said, feeling the pleasant part of the room retreat behind ink. “That’s forms.”

	Pike’s eyes found him at once. “Mr Vale, if you can identify paperwork at ten paces, then last year was not wasted. Seats, all of you. Hands visible. Nobody touches a tray until I have finished ruining your afternoon.”

	The Gear juniors settled at the benches with the reluctant discipline of children who had seen Pike confiscate joy and return it safer. Ned sat beside Livia, who already had her notebook open, and Beatrice, whose gloved hands rested very still on the edge of the bench. Arthur leaned close to the nearest labelled tray and then leaned back again when Pike looked at him.

	“Second-year workshop permissions begin today,” Pike said, setting the ledger down with a thump. “Student making remains permitted. Commissions remain permitted under review. Repairs remain permitted. Scrap use, crystal-powder inlay, charm channels, tool modification, focus experiments, and anything clever enough to become evidence after an accident will now be labelled before use, recorded during work, and signed off before leaving this room.”

	Ned stared at the sealed dust jars. The workshop had not become hostile, exactly. It had become official. “Mistress, even scraps?”

	“Especially scraps,” Pike said. “Scraps are where clever children hide mistakes, inventions, and things they swear were like that when found.”

	Ned looked at the trays again and hated how quickly the numbers changed them. Yesterday, a bent brass sleeve, a chipped crystal bead, or a strip of copper wire had been possibilities. Now each one sat under a little card as if it had already been accused of something. His fingers itched to sort, test, weigh, and listen, but Pike’s hands visible order held him still.

	“Mistress,” he said, trying to keep his voice careful, “the workshop is where we fix things. If we spend half the time writing where a screw came from, nothing gets made.”

	Pike’s face did not soften. “If you spend no time writing where a screw came from, then when a charm channel fails, everyone gets to invent where it came from.”

	“It’s a screw.”

	“It’s evidence if someone important is angry enough.” Pike picked up a brass washer from tray seven with tongs, held it where the class could see the tiny crack through its rim, then dropped it onto a slate dish with a click. “This washer could be harmless scrap from a toy racer. It could be a rejected pressure collar from a training valve. It could be stolen from a sealed housing by a fool with quick fingers. Without a record, the truth must compete with the loudest accusation.”

	Ned’s stomach tightened before he could stop it. He saw Grimsby’s pointing finger, the relay board, and the way adults had shaped facts around him until Voss had forced them straight. The workshop smelled safe. That did not mean safety lived here by accident.

	Livia’s pencil moved once beside him. “So the record is a witness.”

	Pike nodded. “A dull witness, Miss March. The best kind. It does not grow frightened, vain, forgetful, or eager to please its uncle.”

	Arthur glanced at the red slips with new respect. “What does the slip say?”

	Pike took one from the box and pinned it beneath the washer. “Tray number. Source. Intended use. Student name. Supervising permission. Disposal or finished destination. If Mr Vale takes this washer for a Brassfield repair, the slip says so. If the repair later performs beautifully, the slip protects his claim. If it fails, the slip shows what he used, what he was permitted to use, and whether he followed instruction.”

	Ned looked at the red paper, then at the sealed jars, and the anger in him had nowhere useful to go. “So even honest work has to defend itself.”

	Pike’s eyes held his. “Especially honest work. Dishonest work already knows it needs cover.”

	Pike let that settle, then began passing red slips along the benches. Ned took one and felt ridiculous for resenting paper thin enough to tear with damp fingers. Livia accepted three, because of course she did, and flattened them in a neat row before turning one over to inspect the back.

	Beatrice did not take hers at once. Her gaze had fixed on the shallow dish of cracked crystal beads near the centre bench, the kind used for little light charms, desk stones, and genteel nonsense rich people somehow made important. She drew her gloves off finger by finger, slower than usual. “Mistress Pike, may a student commission be requested by family?”

	Pike’s eyes sharpened. “That depends on the family, the commission, the payment, the pressure, and whether the student asked as a maker or was presented as available equipment.”

	The words changed Beatrice’s posture by a fraction. Ned saw it because he had spent a year learning that polished people flinched inward. “My aunt asked whether Mr Vale might make a small ward-sympathy marker for her writing desk. Decorative. Nothing structural. She saw the bookmark he repaired last term and thought something similar might be suitable.”

	Arthur looked pleased before caution caught up with him. “That sounds harmless.”

	“Harmless is a word that often arrives before paperwork,” Livia said, already reaching for her pencil.

	Ned looked at Beatrice, then at Pike. “A desk marker’s easy enough if it’s just glow and sympathy pull. I’d need to see the setting.”

	Pike lifted one finger. “And there it is. Easy enough becomes need becomes obligation before the bench has even cooled. Miss Ashcombe, did your aunt name price, deadline, materials, ownership of design, or what happens if the work fails?”

	Beatrice’s cheeks warmed, but her voice stayed steady. “No. She said the family would be grateful.”

	Ned did not like how every adult-shaped hook in the room seemed to turn toward that word.

	Livia laid a blank page beside the red slip. “Then gratitude is not sufficient. We need a form. Requesting party, maker, agreed object, permitted materials, maximum time, payment or gift status, failure terms, design ownership, delivery conditions, and a statement that social obligation does not extend beyond the named work.”

	Rafiq stared at her. “You just built a fence out of ink.”

	“Good fences
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