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Chapter One

Steel Before Dawn

The accident happened at 4:17 a.m., when most of London was still asleep and the men who mattered were already awake.

The boiler ruptured without warning.

One moment the foundry floor was filled with the familiar roar of machinery and the red glow of molten metal; the next, steel screamed as pressure tore through iron meant to hold. The blast threw heat and steam across the night shift, shattering gauges, bending railings, and hurling one man clean off his feet.

Thomas Ives never stood up again.

By the time the whistle sounded — late, as always — the fire was already contained. The damage was precise. Localized. Expensive, but acceptable.

Arthur Bell arrived just after sunrise.

The body had been removed. The floor washed down. Men stood in small, quiet groups, smoking where they had been told it was permitted. No one spoke loudly. No one argued.

Bell crouched near the boiler remains, studying the split seam. It hadn’t failed from neglect. The metal was clean. Maintained. Reinforced.

“Pressure spike?” Bell asked.

The foreman nodded quickly. “That’s the conclusion.”

“At 4:17,” Bell said.

The foreman blinked. “Yes.”

Bell stood and looked around. Shift-change bells hung silent above the floor. Timecards lay stacked neatly at the clock station.

“How many men were within twenty feet?” Bell asked.

The foreman hesitated. “One.”

“And how many normally?”

“Six.”

Bell nodded slowly.

Outside, the sun was rising over the eastern districts, light catching the factory roofs like a promise no one believed in anymore. Bell wrote a single note in his book.

Failure occurred exactly where it could afford to.

He closed the notebook.

This wasn’t an accident.

It was a calculation.

And someone, somewhere, had decided that one life before dawn was a reasonable price to keep the rest of the day on schedule.
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