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CHAPTER 1 St. Pancras, 7:42 PM
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The smell hit Thomas Carver first.

Not the cold diesel tang of the platforms, not the sweet rot of old coffee cups abandoned on benches, not even the aggressive floral perfume of the woman brushing past him dragging a crocodile-skin valise the size of a pony. What hit him was the particular smell of possibility — that peculiar admixture of coal-warmed metal, starched linen, and fresh-cut flowers that rose from The Gilt Express like a declaration. It smelled expensive. It smelled like somewhere else.

He stood on Platform 7 of St. Pancras International and tilted his chin up and breathed it in. Behind him, Elspeth laughed.

"You look like a dog who's caught a scent," she said.

"It smells extraordinary."

"It smells like money." But she was smiling. She looped her arm through his, leaning slightly into his shoulder the way she'd done since their first date twenty-four years ago, and together they regarded The Gilt Express with the reverent attention it seemed to demand.

The train stretched the full length of the platform in imperial burgundy and gold, eleven carriages of hand-polished mahogany paneling and brass fittings and beveled glass windows that caught the station's enormous vaulted lights and threw them back in warm amber pools. Every surface gleamed. The locomotive itself — a modern engine painted to match the carriages, fitted with a chrome bullnose grill that seemed almost theatrical — sat at the platform's head with the quiet confidence of something that had never, in its operating life, been late.

Porters in burgundy livery with gold piping moved along the platform with the unhurried efficiency of people who had done this many times and considered speed vulgar. Each porter managed a trolley stacked with luggage — leather trunks with brass corners, hatboxes striped in cream and navy, a child's rucksack shaped like a tortoise that seemed to be travelling in first class, which Thomas found briefly arresting.

"Platform 7," Elspeth murmured. "Four years, Thomas. You promised."

"I promised."

"No telephoning the Yard from hotel rooms. No reading case files in the bath—"

"I never read case files in the bath."

"Millhaven disappearance. November. You dropped an evidence photograph into my bath salts."

"That was—" He paused. She raised one eyebrow. "That was technically a shower. Not a bath."

She squeezed his arm. "Venice, Thomas. Twelve days. Just us."

"Just us," he agreed, and meant it, and had every intention of keeping it true.

He was fifty-two years old, Detective Inspector Thomas Carver of New Scotland Yard, and he had not taken a proper holiday in the four years since the accident that had left Elspeth in hospital for eleven days and left him sitting at a kitchen table at 3 AM for considerably longer, reading files, chasing the work the way you chase sleep when you can't have it. The cases had multiplied. They always did when you stopped tending to the other parts of life. The Yard was an institution that rewarded over-devotion in the short term and extracted the cost quietly over years.

But Elspeth had survived. She had healed. And six weeks ago, she had placed two tickets to Venice on the kitchen table beside his coffee mug and said, very pleasantly, "I have booked us first class on The Gilt Express. If you cannot commit to twelve days away from the Yard, I am perfectly willing to go alone and I expect I would have an extremely romantic time."

He had committed.

A porter materialized at his elbow. "Mr. and Mrs. Carver? Compartment C, the Venetian carriage. May I take your bags?"

Their luggage disappeared with balletic smoothness. Thomas watched it go with the vague unease of a man who has spent his professional life maintaining control of his surroundings.

"It's fine," Elspeth said.

"I know it's fine."

"It will arrive in the compartment before we do. That's what they do."

"I know that's what they do."

"You're watching it like it might escape."

He let himself be steered toward the embarkation point, where a uniformed attendant with a manifestly genuine smile checked their names against a leather-bound list and welcomed them aboard with such practised warmth it felt almost sincere.

The step up into The Gilt Express was wide and brass-edged, and the instant Thomas's foot cleared it, something shifted. The noise of St. Pancras station — the echo of announcements, the percussive drama of dozens of other departures — fell away. The carriage absorbed it. Thick carpeting of burgundy and cream, walls paneled in warm walnut inlaid with repeating chevron patterns in a paler wood, lighting from fixtures of frosted amber glass that cast everything in a glow that made even tired travelers look well-rested.

"Oh," said Elspeth.

Thomas looked at his wife. She was turning slowly in the vestibule of the Venetian carriage, taking it in. She had tied her dark hair back and was wearing the green coat he'd bought her for Christmas three years ago, and her face, upturned to examine the carved plasterwork of the ceiling, had an expression he had not seen on it in far too long: uncomplicated delight.

He felt something loosen in his chest.

"Let's find the compartment," he said. "I think we need a drink."

Compartment C proved to be not merely a compartment but a suite: a sitting room with two velvet armchairs and a fold-out table, a sleeping area beyond an articulated mahogany partition, a washroom the size of a reasonable London bathroom fitted in white marble with gold taps. Fresh roses in a cut-glass vase. A silver ice bucket bearing a bottle of Champagne. A small engraved card that read, in copperplate: Welcome aboard. We trust your journey will be memorable.

Thomas stared at the Champagne. "Good Lord."

"Don't get used to it. This is a once-in-a-lifetime."

"Whose salary paid for this?"

"Mine, mostly. I've been saving for two years. Don't make it mathematical."

He opened the Champagne with more competence than he expected — he was better with locks than with bottles, generally — and poured two glasses and handed one to Elspeth, who had arranged herself in one of the armchairs with the easy proprietary comfort of someone who has decided a space is hers.

"To Venice," she said.

"To Venice." He clinked. The Champagne was magnificent.

Outside the window, the platform was alive with the last-minute choreography of departure. A small boy in a school uniform ran past with his arms out, making engine noises, pursued without urgency by a harassed-looking woman. An elderly couple stood very still near the door to the next carriage, the man's hand at the small of the woman's back, both of them looking at the train with an expression Thomas couldn't immediately name. It took him a moment: they looked like people who had waited a very long time for this and could not quite believe it had arrived.

Thomas Carver understood that feeling precisely.

At 7:58 PM, without fanfare, without announcement, The Gilt Express began to move. There was no jolt, no lurch — simply a gathering of intention, a deepening of the vibration that Thomas had felt through his seat without quite registering, and then the platform was sliding backward as London opened around them. The great Gothic face of St. Pancras fell away. Streets of terraced houses, lit windows showing the ordinary geometry of other people's evenings. A park. A canal. The city becoming, in the gathering dark, a thing of lights rather than structures.

The train found its rhythm: a deep, rolling pulse, felt in the spine and the soles of the feet, a sound less heard than sensed, the great wheels on the rails producing not the mechanical clatter of an ordinary train but something that had been engineered into a kind of music. Beneath everything, the bass note of velocity. Above it, the light percussion of points and junctions as the network of London's rail arteries narrowed into the single channel of the high-speed line south.

Thomas pressed two fingers to the window glass and felt the cold of it and watched England begin to disappear.

"All right?" Elspeth asked.

"All right," he said. And meant it.
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CHAPTER 2 The Other Passengers
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Dinner on The Gilt Express was served in the Grand Salon car at 8:30 PM, and by the time Thomas and Elspeth made their way through three swaying carriages, the car was already half-populated with the particular quality of a room in which people are performing their best version of themselves.

The Grand Salon was spectacular in the way that required the word to be used without apology: ceiling of barrel-vaulted gilded plasterwork, tables of four spaced far enough apart for genuine privacy, white linen so heavily starched it could have been plaster itself, crystal so clear it seemed to amplify the candles set in each table's centre. On the far wall, a mural in the style of the Belle Époque showed an idealized Europe of mountains and coastlines and crowded continental promenades, all warmly lit as though Europe had never had anything to trouble it.

Thomas noted the people before the room. It was a professional reflex by now, as automatic as breathing: a quick sweep, a rapid filing. Not sinister — simply habit.

Table one, two occupants: a woman alone, fifties perhaps, reading a paperback mystery with the practised absorption of someone who reads everywhere. Slight build, excellent posture, a sapphire ring on her right hand that caught the candlelight expensively. Silver hair cut very precisely. She did not look up as they entered.

Table two: a man, perhaps forty, sitting with the contained energy of someone who has decided to be still and finds it effortful. Dark suit, well-cut, cuffs too crisp for a leisure trip. Travelling alone. He was studying his menu with an attention the menu probably did not merit.

Table three, the centre table which was slightly larger than the others: a family. Two parents and twin children of perhaps nine or ten, a boy and a girl. The boy was trying to fold his napkin into a swan with aggressive optimism. The girl was watching the rest of the room with frank, unapologetic curiosity. The parents — a man with a comfortable, open face and a woman with dark curly hair and paint on the inside of her left wrist she'd missed when washing — were talking to each other in the way of people who still genuinely enjoy talking to each other, which Thomas found, at this stage of his career, quietly remarkable.

Table four: an older gentleman, late sixties, with the bearing of someone who has spent decades in a uniform and has not entirely shed it. Rigid back, a precise way of lifting his fork, a slight quality of surveillance about his eyes — tracking the room the way military men did, triangulating positions. He sat alone. He had not opened his menu.

Table five: a young woman, no more than thirty-five, with the kind of self-containment that suggested either deep introversion or professional concealment. She had honey-blond hair pinned with businesslike indifference and was making notes in a Moleskine, though with what struck Thomas as slightly too casual an air of absorption — the performance of not watching, which was different from actually not watching.

Table eight, furthest from the door: a man who immediately drew Thomas's attention, not for anything specific he could name at first, but for a general quality of wrongness, the particular wrongness of someone who is dressed for a role they have not fully inhabited. The suit was right — dark, expensive, Continental in its cut. The shoes were right. The watch — a heavy thing, probably Swiss, definitely serious money — was right. But the man himself was wrong. He sat too carefully. He kept his back to the wall and his face toward every entrance. His gaze moved at intervals from the door to each face at each table with a frequency that was just slightly too high for simple social curiosity.

Forty-five, perhaps. Broad. Good-looking in a weathered way. Northern European features — high cheekbones, pale eyes. Travelling with a woman: younger, late twenties, dark hair, Slavic features. She was beautiful in the way that sometimes accompanies misery, a beauty so stark it seemed an affliction rather than an advantage. She sat with her hands in her lap, her eyes fixed on the tablecloth, and she said nothing and ate nothing and might have been a statue placed at the table for decoration.

Thomas filed all of this and filed it automatically and then deliberately set it aside, because he had promised Elspeth, and because the filing was not the same as investigation, and because he was on holiday.

"The menu," Elspeth said, handing him one.

He read it. Pressed foie gras with quince. Lobster bisque with saffron cream. Rack of lamb three ways. A cheese course that listed nine French cheeses by name and château. A dessert section that made him feel mildly religious.

"There are five choices of Burgundy by the glass," he observed.

"Don't have too many. You get philosophical when you drink Burgundy."

"I get insightful."

"You get philosophical and you think they're the same thing. Choose your meal."

He chose. The food, when it came, was beyond anything the menu had promised and menus on The Gilt Express did not underpromise. The bisque was a revelation of deep sea flavour cut through with the particular perfume of proper saffron — not the pale, almost-tasteless threads sold in supermarkets but the real thing, deep red-orange and worth what it cost. The lamb was cooked at three temperatures as advertised — pink at the loin, falling-apart at the shoulder, crisp at the cutlet — and each was so technically correct it approached the boundary of emotion.

Thomas ate with the concentrated attention he normally reserved for evidence, and Elspeth watched him with amusement, and the train moved through the southern counties of England toward the Channel Tunnel at 186 miles per hour with a smoothness that made the candle flames on the tables barely waver.

It was, he thought, almost perfect.

Almost.

Because the man at table eight — whose name Thomas did not yet know was Viktor Breslin — was watching the room with those pale, calculating eyes, and the young woman with him had a bruise on her wrist that she was covering with her sleeve, and at the table in the corner, the silver-haired woman had stopped reading her mystery and was watching Viktor Breslin with an expression that Thomas would, later, spend considerable time trying to name.

It was not the expression of a stranger. It was the expression of someone doing arithmetic.

After dinner, a waiter named Édouard — Swiss-French, mid-thirties, with the liquid competence of someone trained in a serious hotel — brought them Cognac and a small tray of petits fours so exquisite they seemed almost accusatory.

Thomas was, very slightly, in a better state of grace than he usually occupied. The Burgundy had been two glasses, not three, and he had not philosophized excessively. He was watching the room with the pleasant unfocused awareness of a man who has eaten very well and has nowhere to be for twelve days.

The family at the centre table had been joined, briefly, by the single woman with honey-blond hair. The Beaumont’s — he'd caught a name, Patrick, the father's, from the child's use of it — had introduced themselves with the uncomplicated sociability of families who have found the world generally benign. The woman with the Moleskine had smiled and shaken hands and resumed making notes almost immediately. Not unfriendly. Occupied.

The older military gentleman had eaten alone, precisely, and was now nursing a Scotch with the air of someone who has done this in many countries and considers it a private ritual.

The man at table eight — the wrong man, as Thomas thought of him — had left during the cheese course, the young woman following two steps behind like a shadow that had learned to walk. Édouard had watched them go with an expression that resolved, when he thought no one was looking, into something close to relief.

Thomas watched Édouard notice him watching and watched the expression become professional blankness.

Interesting.

Elspeth put her hand on his. "You're doing it again."

"I'm watching the room. It's different."

"It isn't different."

"It is. I'm doing it recreationally. As a tourist. The way people go birdwatching."

"You've never once gone birdwatching."

"I was using it as—"

"Thomas." Her hand pressed his. "He's fine. Whatever's going on at table eight, it's not your problem. Not tonight. Look at me."

He looked at her. Candlelight found every feature he had memorised and remapped them in gold. Twenty-four years and she still managed to make him feel the specific way he had felt at twenty-eight, sitting across from her at a bad Italian restaurant in Islington, thinking: I don't want this evening to end.

He didn't want this evening to end.

"All right," he said. "You. I'm looking at you."

She smiled. It was the good smile, the one that required no performance. "There you are," she said.
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CHAPTER 3 Through the Channel Tunnel
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At 10:47 PM, the train entered the Channel Tunnel, and the world outside the windows became nothing.

Thomas was not asleep. He was sitting in the armchair in their suite, Elspeth curled in the other with her feet tucked under her and her book open, and he was watching the window as the world outside performed its profound absence. The walls of the tunnel rushed past at a distance of inches — he could see the lamp-studded darkness of the undersea bore, the occasional fluorescent maintenance light, the cable trays along the curved walls — and beneath everything, a change in the sound of the train. The open-air rush became a pressurized roar, the wheels on the rails producing a different register, enclosed and amplified, bouncing off concrete walls.

He felt it in his ears. A gentle equalizing pressure. They were beneath the sea.

"Do you know," he said, "I've crossed through this tunnel probably forty times in my career and I still find it distinctly peculiar."

Elspeth turned a page. "You say that every time."

"It is peculiar every time. We're in a tube beneath the English Channel at a hundred and eighty miles an hour."

"Sitting in armchairs drinking Cognac."

"Which makes it more peculiar, not less." He finished his Cognac and set down the glass. "Have you spoken to the children? The twins at dinner?"

"Briefly, while you were deciding between cheeses. Rosie and Sam. The girl is very sharp. She asked me what you did and I said you were a business consultant and she said—" Elspeth paused, smiling at her book, "—she said 'That's what people say when they do something interesting they're not meant to talk about.' Nine years old."

Thomas felt a pulse of professional kinship. "Did you correct her?"

"I told her you managed insurance claims. She looked at me exactly the way her mother probably looks at her when she's not convinced. Then she changed the subject very politely, which was worse."

The train ran on through its underwater dark. Twenty-two miles beneath the Channel, ten minutes of this null world. Thomas had read somewhere that the Channel Tunnel contained more steel than three Eiffel Towers. He found he believed it. There was a quality of absolute weight to the darkness outside, the weight of a sea above, the pressure of European geology on all sides.

He was thinking about the waiter Édouard.

The expression — that sub-surface relief, there and gone — had not been the expression of a waiter relieved that a difficult customer had left. It had been the expression of a waiter who had been waiting for a difficult customer to leave, which was different. The former was passive. The latter involved anticipation.

Thomas pinched the bridge of his nose. He was not going to think about this. There were forty-six passengers on this train. Some of them were difficult. Some of them made their waiters feel relieved. This was not his concern.

He picked up the small informational booklet that had been left on the suite's side table. The Gilt Express: A Brief History and Guide.

It had operated since 1923, he read. Originally a twice-weekly service from London to Venice, it had become weekly after the Second World War and had been relaunched in its current form in 2003 following a four-year restoration funded by a consortium of European railway enthusiasts and a single very wealthy Swiss hotelier named Gustav Hahn who had, according to the booklet's somewhat purple prose, dreamed of a train that would 'hold the spirit of the golden age of travel against the encroachments of a faster, louder, less gracious world.' Thomas thought Gustav Hahn might be a romantic, but he was apparently also a very good businessman, because The Gilt Express at current prices was fully booked fourteen months in advance.

He read the list of notable features. The library car (500 volumes, all first editions). The wine cellar (curated by a Burgundy négociant named Pierre Jobert). The chef, one Marco Bertelli, who had two Michelin stars at his previous restaurant. The carriages: the Venetian, the Florentine, the Alpine, the Paris, the Blue Salon.

He paused.

The Blue Salon car. Car number four. He'd walked through it to reach the dining car. It was a lounge car — deep armchairs, a bar, a small dance floor barely used in the modern age, a library alcove. Fitted out in 1962 following a carriage fire that had destroyed the original. Re-paneled, re-upholstered, the bar custom-made by a French craftsman.

He turned the page and read about the history of the route.

He stopped thinking about the Blue Salon.

He very nearly succeeded.

Then France rose up around them — the first visible lights of Calais, orange and municipal and absolutely nothing like the warmth of England's home lights but still a specific relief, the announcement of arrival on a continent — and the roar of the tunnel became the open air again, and the train was running through France in the night.

"We're through," Elspeth said.

"We're through."

"Doesn't it feel different? Being on the other side?"

He considered. The train's rhythm had changed again — subtler now, the French rails slightly narrower in their gauge, the junctions spaced differently, a different percussion to the carriages. Even the darkness was different: flatter countryside, the occasional luminous cross of a church steeple, the motorway's moving necklace of headlights running parallel for a mile then veering away.

"It feels like somewhere else," he said. "Which is what I wanted."

She reached over and turned off his reading light.

"Bed," she said. "We have Paris at breakfast."

— ✦ —

He didn't sleep immediately. He lay in the narrow berth in the dark — the sleeping area, cleverly partitioned from the sitting room by the folded mahogany screen, was actually quite comfortable, the berth wider than he'd expected, the linens cool and ironed-smooth against his face — and he listened to the train.

It was something he had done on trains since childhood, this listening. His father had driven goods lorries for thirty years and had considered trains a form of holiday even before he was on them, and had communicated this regard to Thomas at an age young enough to make it permanent. On trains, his father had said, the journey is the point. You don't hurry a train. You listen to it.

So he listened.

The base note: the motor, constant, the controlled roar of something very powerful moving at controlled speed. Above it, the percussion of the rails — not the regular clatter of ordinary trains but the syncopated music of a high-speed line, jointed sections of specific length producing a rhythm that could almost be counted. Occasional harmonics: the creak of the carriage body settling, the crystalline ring of a glass shifted by a tiny fluctuation of the track, something in the wall of the suite that tapped twice and stopped.

He was very nearly asleep when he heard something else.

Not a train sound. A human sound, muffled by carriages and distance but unmistakable: a voice, not raised but urgent, carrying an urgency that compressed it into something almost like a cry. Then silence. Then the train, its endless patient music.

Thomas lay very still, listening.

Nothing more.

He breathed out. He closed his eyes.

In the morning, he told himself, France. Paris. Elspeth. Twelve days of somewhere that was not the Yard.

He slept.
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CHAPTER 4 The Boy with the Hot Chocolate
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Before the scream, before the body, before any of it — there had been an entirely ordinary morning aboard The Gilt Express, and Thomas found himself thinking back to it often in the weeks that followed, the way you return to the last unmarked moments before a life-altering event, searching them for some sign you might have missed, some warning the universe had offered and you'd failed to read.

There had been none. That was, he eventually decided, both the comfort and the horror of it — that catastrophe so often arrived without prologue, indifferent to whether you'd been paying attention.

He had woken at six, as was his habit even on holiday, and lain in the narrow berth listening to Elspeth's breathing slow and deepen beside him, the particular rhythm of someone fully, peacefully asleep. He had not moved. He had simply lain there in the grey pre-dawn light filtering through the compartment's heavy curtain, listening to the train's endless rolling music, and felt something close to perfect contentment.

Twenty-four years of marriage had taught him the precise weight of these unremarkable moments — not the dramatic anniversaries or significant occasions, but the small accumulating Tuesdays and Wednesdays of shared life, the quiet mornings that, strung together across decades, actually constituted the substance of love rather than its performance. He had learned, slowly and at some cost, to recognize these moments as they happened rather than only in retrospect, and this particular morning, this particular grey light and particular breathing beside him, had felt like exactly such a moment worth recognizing.

He had risen eventually, careful not to wake her, and gone to the dining car alone for an early coffee, finding it nearly empty at that hour save for a single early riser: Sam Beaumont, nine years old, sitting at the family's usual table with a cup of hot chocolate and an expression of fierce concentration directed at the window.

"You're up early," Thomas had observed, settling at the adjacent table with his coffee.

"I always wake up early on trains. Rosie says it's because I get excited about moving so fast while pretending to be still. She read that somewhere, about the physics of it."

"Your sister sounds like an interesting person."

"She's annoying," Sam said, with the particular fond exasperation of younger siblings everywhere, "but she's right about most things. It's very annoying."

Thomas had smiled into his coffee, watching the French countryside assemble itself in the strengthening dawn light beyond the window — vineyards, the occasional church spire, the long flat fields of Burgundy still dark with dew.

"Mr. Carver," Sam had said, after a comfortable silence. "Do you think the train ever gets tired? Going so fast for so long?"

It was, Thomas reflected later, exactly the kind of question only a nine-year-old's unguarded mind could produce — entirely sincere, entirely without irony, genuinely curious about the emotional interior life of a machine.

"I think," he'd said carefully, considering the question with the seriousness it deserved, "that the train was built specifically for this. Built to love moving fast for long distances. I don't think it gets tired the way you or I would. I think it's doing exactly what it was made to do, and there's a particular kind of happiness in that."

Sam had considered this with evident satisfaction. "Like Dad with bridges. He says bridges are happiest when people are using them properly. Not just standing there empty."

"Your father sounds like a wise man."

"He's mostly just an engineer," Sam said, with the particular literal-mindedness of his age, "but I think that's basically the same thing."

They had sat together for a while longer, two early risers sharing the particular companionable silence of strangers who'd found unexpected common ground, until Patrick Beaumont himself had arrived, slightly bleary, in search of coffee and his wandering son, and the morning had continued its unremarkable course — breakfast, conversation, the gradual assembly of the day's passengers into the dining car's social choreography.

Thomas thought of this conversation often, afterward. Not because it had contained any clue to what followed — it hadn't, not remotely — but because it represented, he came to understand, the precise quality of attention and presence that the rest of the day would demand of him in considerably higher stakes: the capacity to take a child's question seriously, to find genuine meaning in small unremarkable exchanges, to remain fully present in each moment rather than rushing ahead toward whatever came next.

It was, in its way, good practice for everything that followed.

Elspeth had emerged from their compartment forty minutes later, finding him still in the dining car, now joined by a second coffee and the morning newspaper that had been left, with the particular thoughtful efficiency of The Gilt Express's service staff, folded beside his place setting.

"You let me sleep," she said, settling into the seat across from him with the particular soft-focused contentment of someone genuinely well-rested.

"You needed it. You've been exhausted for months, Elspeth, and I don't think either of us has properly acknowledged that."

She considered this, accepting the coffee he'd already ordered for her — the small domestic telepathy of long marriage, anticipating needs before they were voiced. "The Hendricks case took more out of me than I realized. Six months of trying to get that family the support they actually needed, fighting the system every step of the way, and then watching it fall apart regardless because the resources simply weren't there. I don't think I fully processed how much that cost me until I finally stopped, here, on this train, with nothing urgent requiring my attention."

"I'm sorry. I should have noticed sooner."

"You're not solely responsible for noticing everything about me, Thomas. I'm allowed to simply be tired sometimes without it being a failure of attention on your part." She smiled, softening the words. "Though I appreciate the impulse."

They had sat together in the brightening dining car, the conversation drifting through the comfortable, unhurried topics of people with nowhere urgent to be — books they'd been meaning to read, a potential kitchen renovation they'd discussed intermittently for two years without ever committing to actual builders, Elspeth's sister's complicated romantic situation that had been providing reliable entertainment for the better part of a year.

It had been, Thomas thought later, a perfect morning. The kind of morning that holidays were specifically designed to produce and so rarely actually delivered, given how reliably ordinary stress simply relocated itself rather than genuinely dissolving.

They had not known, sitting there with their coffee and unhurried conversation, that less than three hours remained before a scream would tear through the carriages and transform their holiday into something else entirely. They had not known, and Thomas found himself grateful, in retrospect, for that particular mercy of ignorance — that they had been given this one perfect, unmarked morning before everything else began.

Some things, he had come to understand across twenty-six years of marriage and twenty years of investigating the worst things people did to each other, were genuinely precious precisely because they couldn't be preserved indefinitely. The perfect ordinary morning. The unguarded conversation with a child about whether trains got tired. The simple pleasure of watching his wife slowly wake into full contentment over coffee she hadn't had to ask for.

He held onto that morning, in the weeks and months that followed, as something separate from everything else the crossing had contained — not erased or diminished by what came after, but standing apart
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