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The south-easter had been blowing across Table Bay for three days, driving salt spray into every crevice of the waterfront and plastering the windows of The Turrets with a fine, gritty film. Inside the study, the fire had been banked high against the chill that seeped through the old stone walls, and the room was filled with the soft crackle of burning coal and the faint whisper of the steam mains beneath the floor. Carrados sat in his usual chair, a wingback of worn leather that had moulded itself to his shape over the years, one hand resting on the arm, the other moving in slow circles across the polished surface of his desk. He could feel the grain of the wood beneath his fingers, the subtle ridges and valleys he had traced so many times. The worn leather of the wingback groaned softly as he settled deeper into it. The aroma of beeswax furniture polish, Parkinson's pride, rose around him, cut through by the acrid bite of the burning anthracite in the grate.

The sound of a steam carriage drawing up reached him through the thick double-glazing. First came the crunch of iron tyres biting into the gravel drive, followed by the low, throaty sigh of the boiler's relief valve and the metallic snap of the door latch being thrown open. He could hear the driver calling out to someone, his voice muffled by the wind, and the distant clatter of a steam wagon passing on the road beyond the gates. Footsteps followed, striking the gravel with a brisk, precise rhythm that Carrados had known for more than thirty years, ever since he and Louis Carlyle had been boys together at the South African College, where they had spent their Saturdays watching the first steam locomotives arrive at the Cape Town station, marvelling at the hiss of the cylinders and the clatter of the driving-rods. He listened to those footsteps now as they crossed the drive, and he could hear in them the weight of a man who had been standing on vibrating locomotive footplates for hours, his knees stiff from gripping the swaying deck, his hands raw from testing signal mechanisms and climbing iron ladders. The footsteps slowed as they reached the door, and Carrados heard the heavy brass knocker strike against the plate, three sharp, impatient raps that echoed through the hall.

"Louis," he said, and there was a warmth in his voice that he reserved for very few people, a softness that would have surprised anyone who knew him only by reputation. "You have got a mystery somewhere about you. I can hear it in the way you walk. You have been standing on vibrating footplates for hours—I can hear the stiffness in your knees and the tremor in your hands from gripping the regulator."

The door opened before Parkinson could announce the visitor, and Carlyle strode into the room with the crisp, efficient energy that had always been his trademark, shaking the rain from his greatcoat with a brisk, economical motion that sent droplets scattering across the Persian rug. He loosened his collar as though the weight of it had suddenly become unbearable. Carrados could smell the damp wool of his coat, the rain that had soaked through to the lining, but beneath it was the sharper scent of hot lubricating oil and burnt coal that had soaked into the fabric. The rain had washed the surface clean, but the carbon and grease were ground deep into the fibres. He could hear the soft thud of water dripping from the hem onto the floorboards, the creak of leather as Carlyle dropped into the armchair opposite, the springs groaning under his weight.

"Do not blame me for this one, Max," Carlyle said, and Carrados could hear the weariness in his voice, the particular flatness that came after weeks of chasing a case that refused to yield any answers. "You did this to yourself. You and your insufferable habit of being right about everything, and your insistence on having the last word in every argument we have ever had. If you had not held me to that promise back in the summer, the day we wrapped up that Dionysius business, when I was so relieved to have it over and done with that I would have agreed to anything, I could have taken this mess to anyone else, let them tear their hair out over it, and gone home with a clear conscience. But no. You had to have your little joke about 'the next case that baffles you,' and now here we are, and I have got something that is baffling me so thoroughly that I am starting to wonder if I have lost my touch entirely."

Carrados smiled, a slow, patient smile that he could feel pulling at the corners of his mouth, the same smile that had always seemed to get under Carlyle's skin because he could never quite tell what was behind it. "I do not remember blaming you for anything, Louis. I simply observed that you have a case. And that you have been carrying it around with you all day. Your coat is still damp from the rain, which means you have been out walking the line instead of taking a steam carriage, and you always do that when you are trying to think through a problem. Whatever this is has been occupying your mind so completely that you forgot about the weather. And you have not eaten, because the last thing on your mind when you are like this is food, and you have probably been so preoccupied that you have forgotten to have anything since breakfast, if you even remembered to have breakfast at all."

There was a long pause, and Carrados heard the shift of leather as Carlyle leaned forward, heard the soft scrape of his hand against his jaw, a gesture of frustration he had never quite grown out of, even after all these years. "Max," Carlyle said, and the weariness in his voice had given way to something harder, more focused, more desperate. "I need you to listen to me carefully. And I need you to tell me honestly if I am losing my mind over this one, because I have been over it so many times that I have started to doubt the evidence of my own eyes, and that is not a good place for a man in my profession to be."

Carrados's voice carried the same dry amusement that had always been his trademark, the quality that had made him impossible to dislike even when he was being insufferable. "I never let you go mad without company, Louis. That has always been our arrangement, ever since we were boys watching the locomotives at the Cape Town station and arguing about whether the 4-6-0 or the 2-8-0 was the better design. So go on, tell me what has got you tied in knots, and we will see if we can untangle it together."

Carrados heard the rustle of a newspaper being pulled from a coat pocket, then the soft thump of it landing on the desk between them. He reached out, found the edge of it with his fingers, felt the coarse texture of the paper, the fold where it had been creased and carried. The ink was still slightly tacky, a fresh edition, printed within the last few hours. He could smell the newsprint, the faint chemical tang of the ink, the lingering trace of the printing press that had produced it. He did not open it. He did not need to. He had already followed the story through Mr Greatorex's reading of the morning papers.

"The Junction smash," Carlyle said. "The Cape Town and Suburban. A week ago Tuesday. You read about it, I assume?"

Carrados's fingers still rested on the newspaper as he replied, "Mr Greatorex read it to me. Number 538, a heavy steam locomotive, ran non-stop through the Junction and crashed into an electric train that was just beginning to pull out of the station. Twenty-seven dead on the spot, forty-something injured, eight more dead since the accident. The engine-driver claims he had a clear signal, but the signalman claims he never pulled the signal off, and he insists that it was at danger when the accident happened and that it had been at danger for at least five minutes before the locomotive came through. They cannot both be right, that much is clear." He paused, turning the newspaper over in his fingers, feeling the crease where it had been folded. "It is a clean problem, Louis. Two men, two claims, one truth. The difficulty lies in finding it."

Carlyle let out a long breath, and Carrados heard the relief in it, the particular sound of a man who had been carrying something alone and was finally able to set it down. He could hear Carlyle settling deeper into the chair, the leather creaking, the springs
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