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	1 — Vale & Company in Wartime

	The next knock had not been one knock at all. It had become an entire season of them, morning after morning, until Vale & Company opened each day to a queue that began at the shuttered window and bent around the wet pavement before Tom had finished lifting the front bolts. By eight, the shop smelled of warm brass, lamp oil, paper, coal dust carried in on boots, and the sharp bite of small crystal housings waiting beneath green cloth. Three repair trays were already full. Two more had been made from biscuit tins because Mattie refused to let customers stack broken apparatus on the counter “like a market stall for idiots.”

	Ned stood behind the main bench with his sleeves rolled and his wand-focus tucked against the heel of his hand, trying to listen to a cracked carriage ward-latch while a clerk from a boiler works complained into his left ear. “I was promised Thursday,” the clerk said, tapping the ticket as if the date might become more persuasive under assault. “My employer has men waiting on that gauge.”

	“You were promised Thursday if the replacement spring arrived,” Ned said, easing the ward-latch open with a brass probe. “The spring didn’t arrive. I can fit a tempered salvage spring by this afternoon, but it won’t hold calibration past six months.”

	“Six months is better than no months,” the clerk said.

	Mattie looked up from the accounts desk. “Then you’ll sign the substitution line before he touches it. No one comes back in winter saying Mr Vale secretly sold them miracles at salvage prices.”

	Slip slid along the side shelves with a tray of labelled parts held high over his head. “Good news, bad news, and news Mattie will call bad because she lacks poetry. We have three small blackstone collars, no fourth collar, and a ceramic sleeve that only looks disgraceful if you understand shame.”

	Tom took the tray from him before it tilted. “Ceramic sleeve goes to the nursery glow buttons. Blackstone collars go to the field signal repeaters. Nobody dies because a rich child’s night-light has to look pretty.”

	The woman waiting beside the counter stiffened. “Those buttons are for my sister’s children.”

	Ned set the ward-latch down and looked at her properly. Tired eyes, good gloves mended twice, wedding ring turned inward while she counted coins in her fist. Not rich, then. Afraid. “Tom’s right about the order of need,” he said, gentler. “But Slip can polish the ceramic sleeve and I’ll tune it low. It’ll glow warm, not bright, and it won’t crack if a child drops it.”

	Slip pressed one hand to his chest. “My disgrace becomes nursery-safe. I live for art.”

	Mattie pointed her pen at him. “You live because I haven’t billed you for dropped washers.”

	The shop laughed in small pieces, customers included, and the queue breathed easier for half a minute. Ned picked up the next ticket, saw the red war-priority stamp in the corner, and felt the warmth thin without leaving. Success had filled the benches, paid wages, and put Vale & Company’s name into better ledgers. It had also taught the whole city where to bring the things it could not afford to have fail.

	The red stamp belonged to a field signal repeater from a depot outside Woolwich, brass casing dented on one side, crystal collar cracked through two screw points, and a warning needle stuck just below failure in the sort of position that made tired men think they still had an hour. Ned carried it to the rear bench himself and cleared a space with his elbow, pushing aside a tray of nursery buttons, a packet of screws, and Slip’s half-eaten bun wrapped in an invoice.

	Mattie saw the bun before Ned touched the repeater. “If that has grease on a customer’s bill, I’m charging you for the paper and the shame.”

	Slip, already retreating, pointed at Tom. “Shared shame. Communal bun.”

	Tom did not look up from the carriage latch. “I disclaim all pastry liability.”

	Ned set the repeater on the padded block and turned it so the dent faced the light. The casing had taken a blow, but the uglier fault sat beneath the collar where the blackstone insulation had chipped away in a crescent no inspector could see without removing the outer screws. He drew the fine probe from his bench roll, eased the service plate open, and felt the crystal’s complaint arrive thin and sour behind his teeth.

	“Not dead,” he said.

	The Woolwich clerk, who had remained close enough to look useful and far enough not to be blamed, leaned in. “Can it be ready by noon?”

	“No,” Ned said, loosening the second screw and catching it before it rolled. “By noon, I can make it look ready. By three, I can make it survive being used.”

	The clerk’s face tightened. “The depot asked for noon.”

	“The depot asked for a repeater that works,” Ned said, sliding a brass shim under the loosened collar. “Those are not always the same order.”

	Mattie came from the accounts desk with the war-contract ledger open across both hands. “And before anyone agrees to three o’clock as if time grows in the drawer, Woolwich is already eighty-seven pounds in arrears on three invoices, two emergency surcharges, and a materials substitution that some clerk marked ‘pending review’ because paying people promptly has apparently become optional patriotism.”

	The clerk coloured. “I don’t control disbursement.”

	“No,” Mattie said. “You control who gets promised work before payment limps in wearing excuses.”

	Ned fitted the shim, touched his wand-focus lightly to the collar, and watched the warning needle twitch, then settle higher into the amber band where an honest instrument admitted danger. “This needs a new collar. Proper blackstone, not patched ceramic, and a fresh guide screw. If Woolwich wants it today, they sign for field repair, limited life, and priority material cost.”

	The clerk looked from Ned to Mattie, then to the repeater as its needle trembled under the lamp. “How limited?”

	“Two months if treated kindly,” Ned said. “Three weeks if some corporal uses it as a boot rest.”

	Tom finally looked up. “So three weeks.”

	Mattie turned the ledger toward the clerk and placed a pen beside the substitution line. “Sign here for the truth, or take it away broken for free.”

	The clerk signed. Ned bent back over the repeater, feeling the shop move around him in practised rhythm, and knew Mattie was right. War could fill every bench they owned and still drown them if the money arrived after the brass, blackstone, wages, and men had already been spent.

	By midday, the Woolwich repeater sat open beneath Ned’s lamp with its damaged collar lifted clear, three guide screws laid in order, and the replacement blackstone ring cooling in a clamp after Tom had filed its outer edge half a hair thinner than the catalogue allowed. Ned checked the fit with his smallest measuring cord, then turned the ring between finger and thumb until the crystal stopped complaining quite so sharply. The shop had not grown quieter around him. It had merely changed its noise: fewer customers at the counter, more messages arriving folded, stamped, and urgent enough to make paper look breathless.

	Slip came in from the front with rain on his cap and two parcels under one arm. “One supplier says no more blackstone collars till Friday unless we pay before delivery, another says he has collars now but they’re ‘campaign grade,’ which means ugly, dear, and probably made by a man who hates circles.”

	Mattie did not look up from the ledger. “The Friday man gets a promise. The ugly man gets inspected before he gets coin.”

	“The ugly man also says Crown depots are buying everything not nailed down,” Slip said. “He offered to buy our nailed-down things if we had a pry bar.”

	Tom snorted. “Tell him we sold the pry bar to Woolwich and they’ve marked payment pending.”

	Ned seated the replacement ring and felt the repeater settle into a cleaner line, not perfect, but honest. “We need six collars in stock after this one leaves. Minimum.”

	Mattie’s pencil stopped. “Six collars at current price is twenty-one pounds before carriage.”

	“I know.”

	“And if the Crown delays payment?”

	“I know,” Ned said, then touched the wand-focus to the guide screw and watched the needle climb into safe amber. “But if another field repeater comes in cracked and we have no collar, we’re not a shop. We’re a room full of apologies.”

	The front bell rang before Mattie could answer. A man entered in a dark military cloak with a red-banded dispatch case chained to his wrist, and the queue near the counter went very still in the way civilians did when uniforms made ordinary errands feel smaller. He removed his cap, shook rain from the brim, and looked straight past the customers to the brass nameplate above the inner door.

	“Mr Edmund Vale?” he asked.

	Ned wiped his fingers on a rag. “That depends what’s broken.”

	The officer’s mouth did not move. “Captain Sayer, War Office Procurement Liaison. I am instructed to determine whether Vale & Company can accept priority repair and modification work for signal, field-regulator, light walking-frame, and portable crystal-governor apparatus under emergency supply schedule.”

	Mattie closed the ledger with a soft, dangerous sound. “Priority over whose work, Captain?”

	Sayer looked at her as if he had not expected the accounts desk to speak first. “Civilian orders may be deferred under compensation terms.”

	“May be,” Mattie said. “And who decides whether compensation remembers to arrive?”

	The captain’s gaze shifted to Ned. “Mr Vale’s name appears on three recent technical recommendations, one Justicier service file, two inventor’s protections, and a parliamentary demonstration record. The War Office believes this shop has unusual competence in field-use apparatus.”

	Ned heard the compliment and the hook beneath it. Around him, customers listened harder. The Woolwich clerk stood a little straighter, suddenly proud to have been difficult in a shop the War Office had noticed.

	Tom set the carriage latch down very carefully. “Unusual competence still sleeps, eats, and has only two hands.”

	Sayer’s face softened by the smallest amount, which made him more dangerous rather than less. “War seldom waits for ideal staffing.”

	“No,” Ned said, looking at the open benches, the signed forms, the waiting tickets, and the people who had built this shop around him. “But it can still be made to sign for what it takes.”

	Captain Sayer did not object to signing. That made Ned more wary of him, not less. Men who objected to accounts could be argued with openly. Men who accepted terms too quickly often carried a second paper inside the first. Mattie brought out the priority-work form she had drafted after the Malvern case and set it on the counter with the inkstand, two copies, and the expression of a woman prepared to invoice a cannon if it rolled through her door.

	“You’ll sign receipt of work, acceptance of delay to existing orders where required, material priority rate, and separate compensation for shop disruption,” Mattie said. “You’ll also provide written authority before any War Office man removes apparatus from this shop.”

	Sayer read the form with the grim patience of a man who had seen worse traps laid in nicer handwriting. “You have done this before.”

	Ned tightened the last screw on the Woolwich repeater and watched the needle settle into the safe band. “The Crown has habits.”

	“So does Mattie,” Slip said. “Hers have sharper nibs.”

	Sayer signed both copies. “This establishes inquiry only. Formal allocation may follow.”

	“May follow is not work,” Mattie said, sanding the signature. “May follow is a polite ghost.”

	Tom brought the finished carriage latch to the counter and held it up for Ned’s inspection. Ned took it, worked the catch twice, listened for the little scrape that had been hiding under the main fault, and passed it back with a nod. The customer waiting beside the door breathed out as if the sound of a working latch had saved her afternoon. The shop, somehow, kept moving even while the War Office stood in it. That steadied Ned more than any official reassurance could have done.

	By late afternoon the rain had cleared from the windows, leaving the street shining under gas lamps and pale winter light. The Woolwich clerk left with the repeater wrapped and signed for, the nursery buttons were collected, the carriage latch paid in coin, and Slip was sent to inspect the ugly collars with strict orders not to be charmed by insults pretending to be discounts. Sayer had gone too, taking one copy of Mattie’s form and leaving a sealed card on the counter that said War Office Priority Review in red letters.

	Ned stood at the front window after the shutters were half drawn, rubbing oil from under one thumbnail. Inside, Vale & Company glowed warm behind him: Tom sweeping filings into a tin, Mattie balancing the day’s ledger, Slip returning with a triumphant parcel and a suspicious grin, benches crowded but alive. It was noisy, costly, impossible, and theirs.

	Then the private yard bell sounded once from the back passage, low and patient.

	Tom’s broom stopped. Mattie’s pencil lifted. Slip’s grin faded around the parcel string.

	Ned looked toward the rear door and felt the day’s warmth hold for one last breath before duty found the latch.

	***

	 


 

	2 — The Saffron Line

	Tom reached the rear passage first, but he did not open the yard door. That had become one of Vale & Company’s private rules after too many official knocks had proved that danger preferred patience to force. He slid the viewing plate aside, held still for one breath, then looked back at Ned with a face gone careful in all the wrong places.

	“Not white and gold,” Tom said. “Dark blue. Military courier.”

	Mattie closed the ledger fully this time. “Of course it is. The War Office got as far as the front door and decided the back should feel neglected.”

	Ned crossed the shop with oil still under his nails and the day’s warmth thinning behind him. Through the viewing plate, he saw a young military courier standing in the wet yard with a dispatch satchel sealed by red wax and brass wire. Two stripes marked his cuff. His boots were muddy enough to be real, and his face had the stiff blankness of someone told not to know what he carried.

	Ned unbolted the door himself. “If Captain Sayer forgot a clause, tell him Mattie charges double for after-hours memory.”

	The courier did not smile. “Mr Edmund Vale, licensed Inventor/Maker and recognised Crystal Tuner?”

	“Yes.”

	The courier drew a sealed packet from the satchel, held it flat across both palms, and waited until Ned took it by the lower edge. The wax bore the Crown’s service crest over crossed lightning and rail, not Sayer’s procurement mark. Ned felt the difference before he understood it. Procurement paper asked whether a shop could work. This paper had already decided something.

	Mattie stepped close enough for the lamp to catch the red thread along the fold. “Bring it to the counter. If the Empire means to ruin supper, it can do so under proper light.”

	The seal opened when Ned touched it. Gold ran once through the wax, then faded into the page with a clean crackle. He read the first line, then the second, and the shop seemed to grow quieter around every word. By authority of the Crown’s Arcane Muster and the War Office Field Service Board, Edmund Vale is hereby summoned to temporary active technical attachment under military logistics command for service connected to the Saffron Line.

	Slip’s voice came from behind a shelf, smaller than usual. “That sounds worse than priority work.”

	Ned kept reading until the formal sentences stopped marching and the meaning stood plainly in front of him. Railheads. Field repair. Signal governors. Walking-frame apparatus. Immediate reporting. Oath-sworn obligation. Not commission. Not inquiry. Not a job he could place on Mattie’s ledger and argue into civil shape.

	Tom’s hand tightened on the door bolt. “Ned?”

	Ned looked down at the Crown crest cooling beneath his thumb and felt the life he had built behind him, lit by lamps, smelling of oil, brass, paper, and people who expected him to come back through every door he opened. “It isn’t asking whether we can take work,” he said. “It’s calling me.”

	Mattie took the summons from Ned before the silence could make it holier than paper. She did not snatch it. That would have admitted panic. She set it flat on the counter, pulled the nearest lamp closer, and read with one finger moving beneath the lines as if the Crown might try to slip extra teeth between words when no one was watching.

	“Travel provided,” she said. “Rations or allowance in field. Materials consumed under direct military instruction reimbursable. Personal tools damaged in lawful service may be compensated at assessed value. Assessed by whom, naturally, is hidden under six layers of patriotic fog.”

	The courier stood just inside the back door, cap tucked under one arm, trying not to hear and failing because Vale & Company had never been designed for private catastrophe. “I am only instructed to deliver and witness receipt, miss.”

	Mattie looked up. “Then witness this too. ‘May be compensated’ is not a promise. It’s a door with a polite handle and a pit behind it.”

	Slip sidled closer, eyes bright in the way fear sometimes dressed itself as curiosity. “Does it say if they’re borrowing him for days, weeks, months, or until the mountains apologise?”

	Ned took the lower corner of the paper and turned it toward himself again. “Temporary active technical attachment.”

	“That means nothing,” Mattie said.

	“It means they don’t know,” Tom said, and his voice had gone low enough that the shop felt smaller around it. He reached past Ned for the dispatch envelope and checked the outer markings, not because he understood Crown seals better than Mattie, but because his hands needed work. “Does it say where he reports?”

	“War Office Field Service Board, tomorrow morning,” Ned said. “Seven.”

	Slip made a wounded sound. “Seven is not a reporting time. Seven is what clocks say when they hate breakfast.”

	Tom did not laugh. “What kit?”

	Ned looked at the paper. “Field clothes. Personal focus. Compact technical instruments. No heavy apparatus unless instructed. Personal protective gear if owned.”

	“If owned,” Mattie repeated. “How generous. Shall we also provide our own artillery?”

	Tom had already turned toward the tool wall. “He takes the narrow wand-focus, the brass listening fork, probe roll, measuring cord, two crystal testers, spare gloves, oilcloth, knee straps, and the better goggles. Not the cracked pair. If they send him near walking-frames or field governors, he’ll want both hands free and no fancy case slowing him down.”

	The courier shifted. “Standard military issue will be provided where required.”

	Tom looked at him. “Standard issue fits standard men doing standard things. Mr Vale rarely gets sent where anything standard has survived.”

	That landed harder than Tom seemed to intend. Ned looked from the open summons to the tool wall, then to Mattie’s ledger, Slip’s parcel, Tom’s square shoulders, and the half-lit benches waiting under a day that had suddenly become the last ordinary one for a while.

	Slip swallowed. “Do they expect him back in one piece?”

	The courier’s training held his face still, but not his eyes. “That is always the intention.”

	“No,” Mattie said, taking a clean sheet from beneath the counter. “Intention is not a clause.”

	Ned touched the summons again, feeling the faint cold of spent Crown magic under his fingertips. “Write the list,” he said. “Tools, compensation, shop coverage, and every gap they left open.”

	Mattie dipped her pen. “Already started.”

	The courier left only after Mattie made him sign receipt of receipt, which offended him in a small, helpless way that did not survive her stare. Once the yard door was bolted behind him, the shop seemed to expand around the absence he left. The summons lay on the counter beneath the lamp, too official to ignore and too thin to explain what it had taken. Ned reached for it again, but Mattie slid a folded note from the dispatch envelope before his fingers found the crest.

	“There’s an enclosure,” she said.

	Ned frowned. “I didn’t see one.”

	“That’s why they fold things,” Mattie said. “So men can call a trap an appendix.”

	The enclosure was not written in the same hand as the summons. It was smaller, neater, and far more alarming because it looked as if someone had expected Ned to read the parts the main paper preferred to hide. At the top sat Livia March’s name in a clerk’s copy mark, followed by a certification line from the Office of Legal Apparatus and Service Records. Ned read the first paragraph twice, then handed it to Mattie because his own understanding had begun to feel too hopeful to trust.

	Mattie’s eyes moved quickly. “Miss March reviewed the service category before the summons issued. Of course she did. That girl could smell a clause through stone.”

	Tom came closer with the tool roll still in his hands. “What does it say?”

	Mattie placed one finger under the critical line. “Temporary active technical attachment is not a commission, not a civilian contract, and not ordinary procurement. It attaches him to military logistics command as an oath-sworn magical professional. The Crown can require attendance, movement, technical work, inspection, repair, field modification, and related reporting.”

	Slip’s face had lost its brightness. “Can he refuse?”

	Ned knew the answer before Mattie said it, but he let her say it because paper made different wounds than thought.

	“No,” Mattie said. “Not safely. Not unless he wants an oath-duty hearing, professional suspension, and every Crown office from here to Avalon asking whether Mr Vale’s private business has made him forget who paid for his magical education.”

	The words were fair. That made them worse. Ned looked at the shop sign visible through the half-drawn front shutter, at the name he had paid to have engraved, at the benches he had filled by work instead of permission. “So it isn’t a question.”

	“It’s a hook,” Mattie said.

	Tom set the tool roll down on the counter. “Then we make sure the hook doesn’t tear out half the shop when it pulls.”

	Ned picked up Livia’s enclosure and found a second note at the bottom, this one in her own hand, brief and sharp enough that he could hear her voice in it. Ned, do not treat this as Sayer’s procurement inquiry. The summons is lawful. Argue terms, protect the shop, list personal tools, and make them acknowledge that inventions, designs, and workshop property remain yours unless separately contracted. Do not sign anything tomorrow without reading the ownership clause twice.

	Slip leaned over his elbow. “She wrote ‘twice’ like she knows you.”

	“She knows all of us,” Mattie said. “That is why the note is frightening.”

	Ned folded the enclosure carefully and placed it beside the summons. “Then we send her our list tonight and carry a copy tomorrow.”

	Mattie was already reaching for fresh paper. “Three copies. One for the War Office, one for Miss March, and one for me to wave at anyone who mistakes patriotism for theft.”

	They worked the problem as if paper could be made into armour if enough honest hands folded it correctly. Mattie wrote at the counter with the summons to her left, Livia’s enclosure to her right, and the shop ledger open below both like a third witness. Tom moved between the tool wall and the packing bench, laying out instruments in clean rows before rejecting half of them with a grunt. Slip fetched envelopes, string, sealing wax, and three biscuits from somewhere he refused to name, then placed the biscuits beside Ned with a solemnity that made them harder to refuse.

	“You’ll eat those,” Slip said. “Field service probably feeds men things called ration slabs, and nothing with slab in the name has loved anyone.”

	Ned picked up one biscuit and found he did not know what to do with it. “I’m reporting tomorrow, not marching tonight.”

	“That’s how they trick you,” Slip said. “They start with tomorrow.”

	Tom closed the small tool roll and strapped it tight. “Narrow focus. Listening fork. Probe roll. Measuring cord. Two testers. Spare gloves. Goggles. Oilcloth. No heavy case unless they order it and carry it themselves.”

	Mattie’s pen did not pause. “If they order it, they sign for the weight, the transport, and the risk of loss.”

	Ned looked at the benches. The Woolwich repeater’s empty place still held a clean rectangle in the dust. The nursery button tray had been stacked for morning polishing. The carriage latch ticket had been spiked. Captain Sayer’s red-lettered card lay near the till, suddenly less important and more insulting for having tried to look large. Every object in the shop seemed to belong to a life that had expected tomorrow to be busy, costly, and ordinary.

	He set the biscuit down untouched. “I’ll go.”

	Nobody said the obvious thing. That he had to. That refusing would only make the Crown arrive with harder hands. That every advantage Avalon had given him had always carried this shape hidden inside it.

	Mattie stopped writing at last. “Say that again, properly.”

	Ned looked at her. “I’ll report tomorrow. I’ll read before I sign. I’ll keep the shop out of any ownership clause. I’ll list tools before they leave my hand, and I’ll send back copies of anything they put me under.”

	Tom nodded once, jaw tight. “And you come back.”

	“That isn’t entirely in my hands.”

	“Then keep it in as many hands as you can,” Tom said.

	Slip’s grin tried to return and failed halfway. “Preferably both of yours. We’re fond of the hands. They fix things and occasionally pay wages.”

	Ned looked from Slip to Tom, then to Mattie, whose pen had left a dark mark where she had pressed too hard into the paper. The shop’s lamps burned warmly over brass, blackstone, ledgers, tools, tickets, and the ridiculous biscuits. He had wanted a place that was his. Somehow, by making it, he had also made something the Crown could take him away from.

	Mattie folded the first copy and slid it into an envelope. “Then we make them work to take you neatly.”

	Ned picked up the summons and placed it inside his coat. The paper sat against his chest, cold and lawful. Across the counter, beyond the tools and ledgers, Vale & Company waited around him like a promise he had no intention of breaking.

	***

	 


 

	3 — The Map with a Break in It

	The War Office briefing room smelled of damp wool, ink, polished floorboards, and men pretending that maps were obedient. Ned stood at the rear of the long table with his tool roll under one arm, Mattie’s copies inside his coat, and the summons folded in the inner pocket where it pressed coldly whenever he breathed too deeply. Around him, officers in dark blue, logistics clerks in brown, two Ministry record-men, and three magical specialists arranged themselves by rank with the ease of people who had done so since childhood. Ned had been given a chair near the side wall. He had not used it.

	At the front of the room, a colonel with a clipped grey moustache drew a pointer across a wall map so large it made geography look like a matter of confidence. “The Saffron Line holds here,” he said, tapping a red-marked front that ran along the far side of the range. “Our western rail brings stores to Railhead West. Eastern military rail distributes forward from Railhead East. Between them lies Saffron Pass.”

	The pointer moved over the mountains in one neat stroke.

	Ned stared at the gap the pointer had crossed as if wood and brass could bully rock into agreement. The rail lines came in bold black from either side, strong and sensible until they stopped. Between them, the pass was drawn as a thin saffron-coloured curve that climbed through little shaded ridges and descended again, no wider on paper than a scratch from a careless ruler.

	A major beside the map lifted a paper. “Current schedule maintains daily flow by rail to the western depot, pass transfer by pack column, and forward redistribution. Disruptions are judged manageable with tighter discipline, improved loading priority, and reduced civilian interference.”

	A clerk near Ned muttered, “Reduced civilian interference usually means hungry civilians.”

	The major heard enough to glare, but the colonel continued. “Skyship relief remains available for priority loads when altitude, enemy observation, and fuel allocation permit. It is not to be treated as ordinary carriage.”

	Ned looked at the painted skyship route above the pass. It was even cleaner than the road line. He disliked it immediately.

	Colonel Armitage turned from the map. “Mr Vale. You have experience with skyship systems, signal repeaters, and field-governor apparatus. You will observe first, then answer when asked. Is that understood?”

	“Yes, Colonel,” Ned said.

	The colonel’s eyes settled on the tool roll. “This is not a workshop.”

	“No, sir,” Ned said, looking again at the broken rail lines and the scratch between them. “That appears to be the problem.”

	Colonel Armitage’s moustache tightened before the rest of his face did, which gave Ned just enough warning to regret the sentence without withdrawing it. The major beside the map drew himself up as if personally defending the dignity of ink. A few clerks lowered their eyes to their notes, not because the remark was funny, but because laughter in a briefing room was a career-limiting act.

	“This room plans work before workshops receive it,” Armitage said.

	“Yes, sir,” Ned said. “I’m only saying the map doesn’t show where the work changes hands.”

	From the far side of the table, a familiar voice said, “It also doesn’t show how many times the hands change.”

	Ned turned before he could stop himself. Rafiq Khan stood near a side cabinet with a brown logistics folder under one arm, older than Avalon in every line of his face now and somehow still exactly himself when his eyes met Ned’s. His uniform was not officer’s blue, but a logistics service coat with brass buttons, route tabs, and a cuff mark Ned did not know. He gave Ned the smallest nod, then stepped toward the map when Armitage gestured permission.

	“Mr Khan has been attached from Imperial Route Analysis,” Armitage said. “He has opinions about delay.”

	Rafiq set his folder on the table and opened it to a stack of narrow papers ruled in columns. “Opinions are what one has before the numbers begin misbehaving, sir. After that, they become evidence no one invited.”

	The major frowned. “The official schedule accounts for pass transfer.”

	“It accounts for a load leaving Railhead West and arriving at Railhead East,” Rafiq said, placing one sheet beneath the map and weighting it with two brass markers. “It does not properly account for unloading from rail wagons, repacking into mule lots, rejecting overweight crates, matching fragile crystal housings to steadier animals, resting animals after ascent, clearing narrow passing points, returning empty frames, moving wounded down against supply traffic, or stopping men from sleeping on sacks because there is no covered staging space.”

	The room had gone very still. Ned looked at the saffron line again and saw it begin to thicken with invisible labour.

	A captain near the table said, “Those details are operational.”

	“Yes,” Rafiq said. “That is why leaving them out makes the operation imaginary.”

	Ned had to look down at the table for half a second, because Rafiq had apparently learned to stab politely while dressed by the Crown.

	Armitage did not smile, but he did not stop him. “Continue.”

	Rafiq drew a pencil line across the lower switchback and tapped three marked points. “Here, here, and here, only one loaded animal column can pass at a time unless men unload by hand and carry round the outer edge. The official schedule treats the climb as movement. It is also waiting, rebalancing, arguing, feeding, watering, shoeing, and sometimes burying. A late healer chest going up meets wounded men coming down, and suddenly the map asks which pain has priority.”

	Ned felt the tool roll under his arm as if it had grown heavier. “And the return trip?”

	Rafiq looked at him properly then. “That is the part everyone forgets until the empty frames aren’t where the next load needs them.”

	The major’s jaw tightened. “You are making the route sound impossible.”

	“No,” Rafiq said, turning back to the map. “I am making it sound occupied.”

	Colonel Armitage let the silence sit until the room stopped trying to decide whether Rafiq had been insolent or merely correct. Then he moved the pointer to the shaded bulk of the Saffron Range and tapped once, harder than before. “For the benefit of anyone still hoping geography can be shamed, it cannot. A tunnel has been proposed six times in eleven years. It remains impossible for current wartime purposes.”

	The major recovered enough pride to lift a second paper. “Imperial Geological Survey reports extreme depth instability, hard metamorphic bands, ley-shear pockets, winter water ingress, and unacceptable time estimates. Even with magical boring assistance, a full rail tunnel would take years, not months, and would swallow tuners, warders, miners, crystal braces, and labour battalions needed elsewhere.”

	Ned looked at the mountain shading again. The little ridges on the map no longer seemed decorative. They looked like a wall that had been drawn politely so officers would not have to admit it hated them.

	A naval liaison near the window folded his arms. “Then build a road fit for steam tractors.”

	Rafiq did not look up from his figures. “The gradient breaks them before the second turn. The outer ledges break wheels. The inner turns break axles. If the tractor survives, it blocks the line when it fails.”

	“Road widening?” the liaison asked.

	“Under enemy observation, in bad rock, while still moving supplies over the same track?” Rafiq said. “Yes, if we are permitted to borrow another army to protect the men who build the road, and a second pass to feed them while they do it.”

	Ned set his tool roll on the table before his hands could begin arguing without permission. “What about limited walkers?”

	Armitage’s gaze came back to him. “We have them.”

	The major’s expression suggested he wished they did not. “Too few. Too delicate. Useful for short depot work, uneven beyond that, and maintenance-hungry. Their crystal governors dislike repeated side-load correction on narrow switchbacks. Repair parties report hip-joint fatigue, broken guide collars, and field men bypassing safety stops to gain speed.”

	Ned’s fingers pressed into the leather of his tool roll. Broken collars. Bypassed stops. Men persuading machines to lie because the route demanded more than honest design allowed. “And skyships?”

	The room’s attention moved upward on instinct, as if the ceiling might open to reveal the clean solution painted on the map.

	Armitage’s mouth tightened. “Skyship relief is valuable. It is not salvation. Altitude cuts lift margin. Mountain winds scatter formation. Enemy observation flags every predictable route. Fuel is not infinite, hulls are not invulnerable, and one skyship-load is impressive until compared with a day’s hunger for shells, coal, healer chests, boiler plates, and food.”

	The major added, less confidently, “There are also losses.”

	No one asked him to define losses. Ned thought of elegant hulls, blackstone casings, lift crystals hidden under polish, and old sabotage that had once begun his whole life by sounding wrong.

	Rafiq touched the gap between the railheads with the end of his pencil. “So the rail stops here and starts there. Everything between is not an inconvenience. It is the army’s throat.”

	Ned stared at the two severed rail lines, at the saffron scratch struggling through mountain shade, and felt the shape of it settle inside him. A machine with one broken gear could be repaired. This was worse. This was a body that had to breathe through a wound while men argued over whether air was being used efficiently.

	Armitage let Rafiq’s words remain on the map for a moment before he moved the pointer again. This time he did not cross the mountains cleanly. He set the brass tip on Railhead West and walked it along the saffron curve by small increments, stopping where Rafiq had marked the choke points. “Mr Vale, you will report to Railhead West under Colonel Haversham’s logistics command. Initial duties will be field repair observation, signal-governor inspection, walking-frame assessment, and technical support to the pass workshops.”

	Ned reached inside his coat for Mattie’s folded list before anyone could pretend tomorrow’s signatures had already been settled. “I have tool schedules, ownership protections, and shop-service notes to enter before attachment.”

	The major looked pained. “Mr Vale, this is a military assignment, not a commercial negotiation.”

	“No,” Ned said, placing the folded papers on the table without raising his voice. “It’s both if my tools go with me and my shop keeps operating behind me.”

	Rafiq glanced at the papers and almost smiled. “Miss March?”

	“And Mattie,” Ned said.

	Armitage took the top copy and read the first lines. His moustache did not approve, but neither did it dismiss them. “Sensible enough. You may submit these to the Field Service Board clerk before departure. They will not delay movement.”

	“That depends on what they say after reading,” Ned said.

	For a moment, the room held its breath around the civilian shape of the answer. Then Armitage folded the paper once and handed it to the record-man beside him. “Mr Vale, if you were being sent to polish bolts, I would be less patient. You are being sent because the pass is consuming apparatus faster than replacement schedules can explain, and because too many damaged systems are returning with field modifications no manufacturer will admit designing. We need your hands and your eye. We do not need your shop stolen by a sloppy clause.”

	Ned had not expected that. It made the colonel harder to dislike and no easier to trust. “Yes, sir.”

	Armitage looked to Rafiq. “Mr Khan, you will travel on the same military train. Your delay tables will be tested against actual movement. I expect them to become worse.”

	“They usually do when reality gets involved,” Rafiq said.

	The colonel tapped Railhead West again. “You depart tonight from Victoria Military Platform. Report with personal kit by six. Written movement orders will be issued downstairs. From Railhead West, you proceed by field transport toward the lower pass workshops once authority confirms road conditions.”

	Ned looked at the map, then at the broken rail line ending against the mountains. “And if the pass fails before we arrive?”

	Armitage’s face did not change. “Then the front begins starving while the trains keep arriving at the wrong side of the mountain.”

	The sentence landed more heavily than any dramatic speech could have done. Ned gathered his papers, tool roll, and summons, moving carefully because his hands wanted speed and speed made mistakes. Rafiq closed his folder beside him, and for one brief moment they stood together at the edge of the table as they had once stood over school maps, only now the little lines meant hungry men, late healer chests, broken governors, and a railway that stopped where the war most needed it to continue.

	Rafiq lowered his voice. “I used to think a bad timetable was an insult to order.”

	Ned looked once more at the saffron scratch between Railhead West and Railhead East. “Now?”

	“Now,” Rafiq said, “I think it can kill people.”

	Ned tucked Mattie’s copy back inside his coat, over the cold summons and under the weight of every tool he had promised to list. “Then we’d better see where it bleeds.”

	***

	 


 

	4 — Suitable Arrangements

	Ashcombe House had learned to make wartime prudence sound like music. The dining room gleamed under shaded crystal lamps, silver warmed the table without glittering too loudly, and the tall windows reflected candlelight back over polished mahogany, porcelain plates, dark wine, and flowers arranged low enough that no one could accuse them of obstructing conversation. Beatrice sat halfway down the table with her napkin smooth in her lap and her hands steady on either side of the plate, listening while her family discussed danger as if it had been invited to dine and properly announced.

	Her mother said, “The Saffron matter has made everyone more attentive to sensible futures.”

	Everyone meant families with daughters. Sensible meant arrangements made before uncertainty became harder to price. Futures meant Beatrice, though courtesy had not yet required anyone to say so.

	Lord Ashcombe cut a small piece of fish and glanced toward the guest seated opposite Beatrice. “Sir Reginald has been advising the Ministry on hospital endowments and supply charities. A man who understands both money and necessity is valuable in times like these.”

	Sir Reginald Valeham received the compliment with a modest inclination of his silver head. He was not ugly, not foolish, and not loudly unpleasant. That made him more dangerous to refuse. His waistcoat was perfectly fitted, his hands were clean and ringed, and his smile carried the calm patience of a man who had never needed to hurry toward anything because most things were brought within reach.

	“Your father is generous,” Sir Reginald said, looking at Beatrice as if the table had gently delivered her into the conversation. “I understand the value of stability, Miss Ashcombe. War teaches even spirited households that affection and security should not be treated as rival virtues.”

	Beatrice lifted her glass, took one measured sip, and set it down without touching the rim against her teeth. “Does it? I had thought war mostly taught people how fragile their assumptions were.”

	Her younger cousin, seated near the end, looked down quickly at his soup. Her mother’s fingers tightened once on her fork, then relaxed.

	Sir Reginald’s smile deepened by a fraction. “A fair correction. Still, a fragile world makes wise shelter more precious.”

	“Shelter for whom?” Beatrice asked.

	“For those one has the honour to protect,” Sir Reginald said.

	There it was, laid down softly between the silver and the candlelight. Not command. Not offer. A shape made of kindness, money, age, and expectation. Beatrice smiled because manners were armour when fitted properly. “Protection is a generous word, Sir Reginald. It does rather depend on whether the person being protected requested a roof, a wall, or a locked door.”

	Her father looked at her then, not sharply enough to be rude before company, but with warning folded into paternal concern. “Beatrice.”

	She turned her smile to him and let it remain bright, calm, and impossible to scold without making the room honest. “Yes, Papa?”

	Lord Ashcombe did not rebuke her. A rebuke would have admitted that Beatrice had named the room’s hidden machinery too clearly. Instead, he set down his knife and fork with the care of a man placing tools back into a velvet case, then turned to Sir Reginald with a smile that asked the guest to forgive youthful sharpness without forcing anyone to say the words.

	“My daughter has always had a precise mind,” Lord Ashcombe said. “Avalon encouraged it. One cannot complain of a result after paying for the education.”

	“One should not complain,” Lady Ashcombe said, with a softness that carried farther than scolding would have done. “But precision can become a habit of resistance when tenderness would serve better.”

	Beatrice folded both hands in her lap beneath the table where no one could see the fingers tighten. Tenderness, in her mother’s mouth, meant accepting a cage because it was lined. “I do not resist tenderness, Mama.”

	“No,” Lady Ashcombe said. “You resist being guided.”

	Sir Reginald lifted his wine glass but did not drink. “Guidance is unpopular with the young because it resembles constraint before experience has taught them the difference.”

	“I have seen a little constraint,” Beatrice said, keeping her voice pleasant. “It often introduces itself as guidance.”

	Her father’s eyes sharpened. “Beatrice, Sir Reginald speaks from long service and considerable generosity. This is not a courtroom.”

	“No,” she said. “In a courtroom, one is at least told what question is being asked.”

	The silence that followed was very well bred and therefore twice as suffocating. A footman moved too quietly beside the sideboard. Her cousin stared into his soup as though it contained military intelligence. Sir Reginald looked at her with renewed interest, not annoyance, which Beatrice liked less. Annoyance could be turned aside. Interest settled claims before they had names.

	Lord Ashcombe drew a breath. “The question, since you require directness, is whether you understand your position. The country is at war. Families are consolidating security where they can. Your brothers are not placed to repair every uncertainty. Your connections, gifts, and education matter, but they do not make you immune to practical realities.”

	Lady Ashcombe reached for Beatrice’s hand across the corner of the table. Beatrice let her take it, because refusing would make her look childish and accepting cost nothing visible. “Your father and I want you safe,” Lady Ashcombe said. “Not hidden. Not silenced. Safe. Sir Reginald’s household has influence, stability, and charitable work suited to your abilities. Hospital committees. Relief funds. Proper authority used properly.”

	There was the lure inside the lace. Useful work. Relief. Influence. A place where her mind would not be wasted, merely supervised.

	Sir Reginald inclined his head. “I would never ask a lady of Miss Ashcombe’s education to become ornamental. I have always believed capable women improve a household, provided capacity is joined to discretion.”

	Beatrice looked at his clean hands, the calm ringed fingers, the confidence of a man offering a gilded room and expecting gratitude for the window. “And if capacity is joined to conviction?”

	“Then conviction must learn where it can do the most good,” Sir Reginald said.

	Her father nodded, as if sense had finally re-entered the room. “Exactly.”

	Beatrice withdrew her hand from her mother’s gently enough that no one could call it a refusal. “Then perhaps we are all agreed on one point,” she said. “A woman’s future should not be wasted merely because others find it more convenient when she is arranged.”

	Sir Reginald did not answer at once. He let the pause lengthen as if Beatrice’s last sentence were a spirited remark to be admired before being put away. That was when she understood he had not been offended. He had been pleased. Not by her words, but by the challenge of arranging them into something harmless.

	“Miss Ashcombe,” he said, setting his glass down with exquisite care, “I would be disappointed if you were easily arranged.”

	Her mother looked relieved, mistaking the sentence for generosity. Her father leaned back slightly, as if the difficult turn had been handled by a practised hand. Beatrice felt the trap close more neatly because no one else heard the hinge.

	Sir Reginald continued, “A young woman of intelligence naturally wishes to test the boundaries of any future proposed to her. That is not rebellion. It is temperament. Properly understood, temperament can be guided into strength.”

	Beatrice smiled. “How fortunate for temperament to have such patient managers.”

	Her cousin’s spoon clicked softly against porcelain. Lady Ashcombe’s glance touched him and he became very interested in the soup again.

	Sir Reginald’s smile remained kind. “You dislike the word guided.”

	“I dislike the assumption that my judgment requires ownership before it becomes respectable.”

	“Ownership is a legal vulgarity,” Sir Reginald said. “Marriage, at its best, is stewardship.”

	Lord Ashcombe gave a small nod, not quite agreement, but enough to show where the family wanted the conversation to land. Beatrice felt it as clearly as a hand at her back. Stewardship sounded gentler than control. Security sounded gentler than purchase. Protection sounded gentler than possession. Polite society had a whole cabinet of softer names for the same locked drawer.

	“And what would you steward, Sir Reginald?” Beatrice asked.

	He looked at her fully then, and for the first time the grandfatherly warmth thinned enough to show the calculation beneath. “A rare mind, an admirable name, a useful connection to younger professional circles, and a lady whose independence would be more effective if placed where influence already exists.”

	“There,” Beatrice said quietly.

	Lady Ashcombe frowned. “Beatrice.”

	“No, Mama. That was the first honest sentence of the evening.”

	Sir Reginald inclined his head as if accepting praise. “Honesty is useful when parties are serious.”

	“Parties?” Beatrice asked. “How many parties are there in this arrangement? I had begun to suspect I was the object rather than a participant.”

	Her father’s chair creaked as he shifted forward. “You are being wilfully sharp.”

	“I am being precise,” Beatrice said, and kept her voice calm because raised voices made girls look unreasonable, while calm ones made men decide whether they wished to reveal themselves. “Sir Reginald does not want a timid wife. He wants a clever one whose cleverness can be placed under his seal. He wants my usefulness, my family, my acquaintance, my education, and just enough spirit to improve the drawing room without disturbing the deed box.”

	Sir Reginald watched her with approval that made her skin tighten. “You would be wasted on a fool.”

	“And diminished by a collector.”

	That reached him. Not deeply, perhaps, but enough. His ringed fingers rested beside the glass, and the warmth left his eyes without leaving his face. “Careful, Miss Ashcombe. Conviction is attractive. Contempt is not.”

	Beatrice set her napkin beside her plate and rose before anyone could tell her the meal was not finished. “Then I shall take care to offer neither where my future is being discussed without my consent.”

	Beatrice left the dining room at a walking pace because flight would have given everyone too easy a word for it. The footman by the door looked at her, then past her, then opened the panel before anyone could call her back. Behind her, her father said her name once, low and controlled. Sir Reginald murmured something too smooth to carry. Her mother’s chair shifted, but no steps followed. That, more than anger, hurt. They were still deciding how to make this reasonable.

	The
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