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Chapter One — The Warning 
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Martha Kaye came in before dawn to air the office and warm the kettle. The yard was quiet. Frost had taken the edges of everything—the rail heads, the fence wires, the steps up to the platform. Her breath moved in front of her like steam from a small engine.

She unlocked the door, set the kettle on the blue flame, and turned up the lamp. The lamp went bright, then thin, then out. She checked the mantle and the paraffin. Both were fine. She tried again. A bright circle, a small pop, and darkness.

“All right,” she said to the room. “Not funny.”

She struck a match, lit the second lamp, and put it on the desk. That one held. She wrote the date at the top of the book: December 6. She underlined it. She did not know why she underlined it. The pen made a faint scratching sound she could hear too well.

Outside, someone walked along the platform, slow and steady. She knew the feel of Bill Ryder’s step through the boards.

“You’re early,” she called.

“So are you,” he said, coming in with a gust of cold. “Kettle on?”

“Already singing.” She poured two mugs. He took his black, no sugar, always too hot.

“The lamp?” he asked.

“Went out twice. The other one’s fine.”

He looked up at the ceiling as if the roof might answer. “It’s near the time,” he said.

“For what?”

He tapped the ledger with a cracked thumbnail. “For paying the line.”

Martha rolled the word in her head before it made sense. She had heard it said soft and sideways by the older volunteers. A story that only came out when the last train left and the ash cooled.

“I thought that was a tale,” she said.

Bill shrugged. “So is winter until you open the door.”

The kettle settled. The station clock ticked. Somewhere in the yard a sheet of tin flexed with the cold and made a small sound like a sigh.

Martha pulled the ledger across and found the page Bill meant. The book was thick and practical: dates, weights, names, notes in different hands. A line of winter entries ran down one margin, each with a time and three words: Empty Night Run. The last ten years had a small cross next to them—someone’s quiet mark that the thing had been done.

This year’s line was blank.

“Who does it?” she asked.

“Whoever can be trusted not to make a fuss about it,” Bill said. “Used to be the old guard. Then it was me and Alec. Then Alec got his hip. Last year I did it with Tommy’s dad.”

Martha knew that name. Tommy Peel still came round with his scarf never quite right and a pocket full of odd screws. His dad had died in the spring. Heart. Not the line. Not anything mysterious. But the boy looked at the tunnel like it was a mouth.

“Why pay it?” she asked.

Bill set his mug down. “Because once we didn’t.”

He told it plain. A winter long before she was born. A push to keep coal moving before the thaw. The cuttings slick and the tunnel sweating. A manager with sums and a man with children and a man who never said no. A collapse. Three names in the book and three houses with curtains drawn for a long time. After that, the night run each year. No cargo. No fare. No one paid for it and no one earned from it. A stop at the mouth of the tunnel. A minute of quiet. Then back.

“Who started it?” she said.

“No one I could point to,” he said. “But it kept the winter small.”

Martha looked at the blank line again. “So we book it.”

Bill shook his head. “Haldane said not this year. Says it makes us look like a church. Says we run on money and diesel and good will, not on bargains.”

Martha thought of the lamp that would not hold a flame. “When did he say that?”

“Yesterday,” Bill said. “He took the key for the lockbox and said we were to stop scaring the young ones with cobwebs. ‘Public image,’ he said. ‘Insurance,’ he said.”

A boy’s voice came from the doorway. “Mister Haldane says a lot of things.”

Tommy stood there with red ears and a grin he could not hide fast enough. He had a paper bag in one hand and grease on one cheek. He tilted his head at the ledger.

“Is it time?” he asked.

“Go home, Tommy,” Bill said, not unkind. “School.”

“It’s Saturday,” Tommy said. “Anyway, I brought buns. Mam was up early.” He held up the bag. Sugar had already made a mark on the paper.

Martha waved him in and moved the extra chair with her foot. “Sit, then. But no talk to your mates about any of this.”

Tommy nodded, solemn now. “I know. You don’t talk about it. You just do it.”

Martha poured him tea with too much milk the way he liked it. The second lamp wobbled and steadied.

“Why not do it quiet?” Tommy asked. “If Haldane says no, he doesn’t have to know. It isn’t a big thing. It’s just one run.”

“Keys,” Bill said. “And schedules. And the fact that Haldane counts coal like a priest counts coins.”

Tommy looked at Martha as if to say: you could do it.

She looked back at the page. The blank space made her throat feel tight. She was not a driver. She was not in charge of anything more than clean mugs and a floor that did not crunch underfoot. But the line outside was real. You could put your hand on it and feel some little give and then the stubborn weight underneath. The old story sat on top of that weight like a hand pressed flat.

The door opened again. Mr Haldane stepped in with cold on his coat and irritation already on his face.

“Bill,” he said without greeting. “We’re moving the eight-thirty forward ten minutes. Family group. Wants a photo at the bridge while the light’s good.” He saw Tommy. “Why are you here?”

“Buns,” Tommy said.

Haldane’s eyes slid to the ledger on the desk. “We’ll move the old books out of sight in the public days,” he said. “We look like a shed as it is.”

“We are a shed,” Bill said.

“We are a heritage attraction,” Haldane said. “We sell memories, but we sell them clean.” He took in the lit lamp, the other lamp, cold and dark. “What’s wrong with that one?”

“Doesn’t fancy the morning,” Bill said.

“Replace it,” Haldane said. He reached for the ledger. Martha put her hand on the page without thinking.

“It’s in order,” she said.

He paused, then smiled the way a man smiles when he plans to move you later rather than now. “Good,” he said. “Then keep it that way.”

He left. The room felt smaller with him gone. The kettle’s thin steam looked like it wanted to be outside.

Tommy leaned forward. “He knows,” he whispered.

“He knows about what?” Bill said.

“About the paying,” Tommy said.

Martha shut the ledger and put it back on the shelf. “We have work,” she said. “We’ll talk later.”

They worked. They checked the platform boards for ice. They wiped seats. They laid out the day’s tickets and the float. The eight-thirty arrived like a small storm and left the same way. Children waved. A man argued about a concession and then took a photo anyway. The yard filled with the normal sounds—coal clatter, a whistle, iron on iron, boots on stone.

At eleven, the coupling on the second coach gave way with a crack like a branch breaking. No one was hurt. The driver was already slowing for the bend and the guard had done his hand signal. But the sound went through the yard like a word. Work stopped for a second. Then the talk started.

“Metal fatigue,” someone said.

“Wrong pin,” someone else said.

“Who checked it?”

Martha went down to the track and looked at the broken end. Clean bright metal. No rust. No chew. A break that did not look like an old weakness. More like a straight refusal.

Bill stood beside her. “First bite,” he said under his breath.

“It’s nothing,” Haldane said from behind them, already on his phone to a man who could fetch a new coupling. “Bad part. We’ve had worse. Keep moving.”
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