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Tear of the Desert
Isn't our brain fant­ast­ic? In the even­ing, we lie down in bed and read a few lines un­til fa­tigue over­whelms us, and we can no longer fol­low the text. But as soon as we close our eyes and fall asleep, we be­come the main char­ac­ters in a movie that our brain has con­ceived just for us. We dive in­to a world that doesn't ex­ist. Some­times it is beau­ti­ful, some­times fright­en­ing. And every night, it is new.

It had been a long day in the work­shop where I star­ted work­ing as a mech­an­ic a few weeks ago. When it was fi­nally time to leave, and I was about to say good­bye, my boss called me over.

“Di­an, you've been work­ing long and hard these past few days. Don't you have a fam­ily, a wife and kids?”

I shook my head. “No, I'm single. Why, are you in­ter­ested?”

He laughed out loud. “You look tired, Di­an. The week­end is around the corner. Take a prop­er rest. I don't want to see you in the work­shop be­fore 10 AM on Monday!”

I grate­fully ac­cep­ted the of­fer. It had in­deed been a long week, and I was look­ing for­ward to noth­ing more than a huge ke­bab, a hot bath, some TV, and fi­nally fall­ing in­to bed. The plan al­most worked, but sat­ur­ated from the ke­bab and re­laxed from the hot bath, I didn't fall asleep in my bed but rather in front of the TV.

A pun­gent smell woke me from my slum­ber. The smell of old ur­ine and burnt wood. The room swayed gently to the sound of a steady clat­ter­ing. The whistle of a steam lo­co­mot­ive howled.

Grog­gily, I opened my eyes and found my­self sit­ting on a toi­let seat. Day­light streamed through a fros­ted win­dow in­to the nar­row, plain cab­in where I found my­self. The fur­nish­ings were com­pletely out of time. The walls were wood-paneled. Op­pos­ite the win­dow, a simple, stained mir­ror hung on the wall. Be­low it was a small, enameled sink. A white-painted pipe led from the ceil­ing past the mir­ror and ended at a small faucet. Hanging on a hook on the door was the white jack­et of a uni­form along with the match­ing cap.

“This must be a dream,” I muttered. How­ever, it didn't feel like one. My mind was clear, and I could see, hear, feel, and un­for­tu­nately even smell my sur­round­ings.

Someone poun­ded loudly on the door. “Lacombe, what's go­ing on? Did you fall asleep in there?” called an en­er­get­ic male voice from out­side. “We have guests wait­ing for you!”

“You must be mis­tak­ing me,” I replied.

“Don't get cheeky, Lacombe!” the voice snapped back. “I can hear it's you.”

The man didn't sound like he wanted to have a ra­tion­al dis­cus­sion with me about how I got here or why he was call­ing me Lacombe. He rattled the door handle. For­tu­nately, it was locked from the in­side. He then poun­ded even harder. The lock was crack­ing and about to give way. So, I de­cided to play along.

“Al­right, I'll be right out!” I called hast­ily. The man on the oth­er side of the door calmed down and muttered a few un­in­tel­li­gible words be­fore leav­ing.

I stood up, pulled up my pants, and flushed the toi­let. Some wa­ter gurgled from the tank above and flowed through the bowl. At the sink, I washed my hands and looked in the mir­ror. The man in the re­flec­tion was un­mis­tak­ably me with my brown hair, styled in­to a full side part, my hazel eyes, and my well-groomed three-day beard. How­ever, the per­fectly pressed and starched white shirt on my body couldn't pos­sibly be mine.

I took the jack­et off the hook and ex­amined it. It was also white and had a row of gold but­tons. The cut was not mod­ern, but the cloth­ing was new and of good qual­ity. A small brass name­plate with my false name was pinned to the lapel. I put on the jack­et and donned the cap, which bore the words “Wag­on Res­taur­ant” in shiny let­ters.

Cau­tiously, I opened the door. Be­hind it was the entry­way, lead­ing me to the next car­riage. There, an older, cor­pu­lent man in a dark blue uni­form was already wait­ing for me. His name­plate re­vealed that his name was Mon­sieur Mor­eau. A double row of but­tons and the shape of his peaked cap in­dic­ated that he held a high­er rank than I did. His choler­ic face was red with an­ger.

“There you are at last, Lacombe!” he thundered. “Guests are wait­ing for your ser­vice at the table. Hurry up!”

With his enorm­ous hands, he ushered me in­to a nar­row cor­ridor paneled with el­eg­ant teak wood. I walked through it and reached the din­ing area. It was just as old-fash­ioned as everything else in this train. Deep red cur­tains hung at the win­dows, in front of which were set tables with white table­cloths, fol­ded nap­kins, and small vases with col­or­ful flowers. Heavy chairs up­holstered in beige leath­er awaited guests.

At one of the tables sat a couple. He wore a clas­sic suit, she a white blouse and a hat that was el­eg­ant but old-fash­ioned. When the man saw me, he waved me over im­pa­tiently and ordered two cof­fees and the daily news­pa­per.

For­tu­nately, dur­ing my ap­pren­tice­ship as a mech­an­ic, I had taken a sum­mer job as a waiter in a café to boost my bank ac­count. So, I quickly found my way in­to my new role. I went to the kit­chen, ordered the re­ques­ted cof­fee from the cook, and asked for the daily news­pa­per.

“We'll get them on board in Bel­grade,” he told me as he placed two cof­fee cups on a tray and poured the de­sired bever­age from a large pot.

“And when will we ar­rive there?”

“Around half past four.”

On my wrist, I found an old-fash­ioned, simple wrist­watch show­ing four twenty-five.

“That's in just five minutes!” I noted.

The cook looked at his watch in sur­prise and then laughed. “Lacombe, your watch is still set to East­ern European Time. You should have set it back an hour when we left Sofia.”

I car­ried the tray to the table, served the cof­fee, and in­formed the gen­tle­man that he would have to wait a good hour for his news­pa­per. He grunted briefly and, un­der the stern gaze of his wife, handed me a small coin as a tip.

The sun was already set­ting when the train pulled in­to Bel­grade. We had a ten-minute stop there. Pas­sen­gers got off and on, bag­gage and freight were loaded, and the lo­co­mot­ive was coupled to the oth­er end of the train to pull us back out of the ter­minus.

As we con­tin­ued our jour­ney, pre­par­a­tions for din­ner were already in full swing in the kit­chen. I was serving apéri­tifs to a group of trav­el­ers when two gen­tle­men in plain clothes ap­proached me and took me aside. They in­tro­duced them­selves as In­spect­or Reynaud from the French Sûreté and Lieu­ten­ant Barnes from Scot­land Yard and asked me to take them to the Chef de Bri­gade. I brought them to the kit­chen where Mor­eau was dis­cuss­ing with the cook.

When he saw me with the two gen­tle­men, he puffed up in front of me. “Pas­sen­gers have no busi­ness here, Lacombe!”

“These two gen­tle­men are from the po­lice and wish to see the Chef de Bri­gade,” I ex­plained. “Where can I find him?”

Mor­eau took a deep breath and struggled for words. “Lacombe,” he fi­nally shouted, “who do you think is stand­ing in front of you?”

In­spect­or Reynaud stepped for­ward, showed Mor­eau his badge, and in­tro­duced him­self and his col­league. “We sus­pect that there is a thief on this train who stole a valu­able aqua­mar­ine in Con­stantinople.”

I laughed out loud. “Con­stantinople? You mean Istan­bul!”

The oth­ers fell si­lent and stared at me in con­fu­sion. Then Mor­eau grabbed my arm tightly and dragged me aside. “I don't know what's got­ten in­to you today, Lacombe. But one more fool­ish­ness from you, and I will per­son­ally en­sure that this is your last ride for the Com­pag­nie.”

Reynaud cleared his throat and con­tin­ued his speech. “Un­for­tu­nately, it is not known what the thief looks like. We ask the staff to re­port any­thing sus­pi­cious im­me­di­ately and dis­creetly. The thief may be armed, so be care­ful and don't try to play the hero!”

Mor­eau prom­ised to in­form the rest of the staff. Reynaud thanked him, and I led the two po­lice­men to a free table in the res­taur­ant, where they could eas­ily over­see the car­riage.

My arm still hurt from Mor­eau's per­son­al ad­dress. I ini­tially found this dream amus­ing, but it had now las­ted for hours, and Mor­eau's mean­ness was be­com­ing in­creas­ingly un­bear­able. But no mat­ter how hard I tried, I couldn't wake up. I seemed to be a pris­on­er of this strange real­ity.

A man in the rail­way com­pany's uni­form ap­proached me. His name­plate re­vealed that he was Mon­sieur Char­pen­ti­er, and his cap in­dic­ated that he was the Con­duc­teur. His face was gaunt and deeply lined, and his broad gray mus­tache was care­fully groomed. He looked at me ser­i­ously, and it al­most seemed to me that this was his only fa­cial ex­pres­sion.

“Lacombe,” he spoke slowly, “in the rear bag­gage car are the news­pa­pers we re­ceived in Bel­grade. Please dis­trib­ute them to the pas­sen­gers in the com­part­ments and the res­taur­ant.”

I nod­ded and im­me­di­ately set to work.

The train con­sisted of a steam lo­co­mot­ive and five car­riages, as I found out. My jour­ney began in the bag­gage car, which was coupled to the lo­co­mot­ive in Bel­grade and thus be­came the front car­riage. It was fol­lowed by the res­taur­ant car and two sleep­ing cars be­fore the train ended with the rear bag­gage car. There, I in­deed found a stack of news­pa­pers care­fully tied in­to a bundle. I re­moved the band, took the news­pa­pers, and made my way to the com­part­ments.

Most pas­sen­gers were not in­ter­ested or did not re­spond to my knock­ing. In com­part­ment 10, I en­countered the couple from this af­ter­noon again.

“It's about time!” the man growled, snatch­ing a copy of the Daily Tele­graph from my hand.

“Darling,” his wife ad­mon­ished him, “the serveur can't be blamed if the news­pa­per doesn't reach the train un­til Bel­grade.”

He gave me a grim look, nod­ded briefly, and slammed the com­part­ment door in my face.

I fi­nally reached the oth­er sleep­ing car and knocked on the door of com­part­ment 3. A young wo­man opened it. She wore a simple yet el­eg­antly em­broidered blue blouse with long sleeves that ac­cen­tu­ated her fig­ure and transitioned in­to a wide, floor-length skirt. The small hat on her head matched the style of her out­fit. How­ever, her out­fit looked like a theat­er cos­tume to me, as her sil­very-gray hair with light blue streaks and her short, cheeky pix­ie cut didn't fit with it. She was trav­el­ing alone, and I couldn't help but won­der what had brought her to this part of the world.

She looked at me ex­pect­antly. I real­ized I was star­ing at her and cleared my throat awk­wardly. “Would you like the Daily Tele­graph?”

“Is the news­pa­per from today?”

“That's a good ques­tion! What date is it?”

“It's March 16,” she replied, puzzled.

I looked for the date on the news­pa­per. It was from March 15, so from yes­ter­day.

Next to it, I found the year. In black let­ters, still shin­ing with fresh print­er's ink, was the num­ber 1909.

My legs sud­denly went weak and shaky. I would have col­lapsed, but the wo­man caught me just in time be­fore I sank to the floor. She sup­por­ted me with un­ex­pec­ted strength and led me to the seat in her com­part­ment.

“What happened?” she asked wor­riedly. “You look like you've seen a ghost!”

“The year,” I stammered, “this train… None of this makes any sense!”

She looked at me with wide eyes. No doubt she must have thought I was crazy. I quickly apo­lo­gized and tried to get up and leave the com­part­ment, but she grabbed my arm and pulled me back onto the seat.

“Please show me your left wrist!” she de­man­ded.

It was a strange re­quest, but what wasn't strange about this dream? I rolled up my sleeve and presen­ted my fore­arm to her. She reached for my wrist­watch and re­moved it. Un­der­neath were two par­al­lel lines tat­tooed on my wrist. I don't really wear tat­toos, but this one looked as if it had al­ways been there.

“What does this mean?” I asked her, be­wildered, as I un­suc­cess­fully tried to rub it off.

“You think this is a dream you can't wake up from, don't you?”

“How do you know that?”

She rolled up her left sleeve. The same lines were tat­tooed on her wrist.

“It's nice not to be alone this time,” she said with re­lief. “My name is Miray. And you? I as­sume Lacombe is not your real name.”

“Di­an,” I in­tro­duced my­self. “What do you mean by 'this time'? Have you had dreams like this be­fore?”

“Yes, a few. It star­ted a few months ago. But so far, I've al­ways been trav­el­ing alone.”

“How did you man­age to wake up?”

“Oh, that only be­came pos­sible after I solved a task.”

“A task? What kind of task?”

“It was dif­fer­ent each time. The clues were hid­den in the dreams. I had to find and piece them to­geth­er.”

I looked at my wrist. Two lines and two dream­ing people, there had to be a con­nec­tion.

“Maybe your task was to find me?”

Miray shook her head and poin­ted to her tat­too. “When the task is com­pleted, a green circle ap­pears.”

I looked out the win­dow. We were passing through a bar­ren, Medi­ter­ranean land­scape, al­tern­at­ing between fields, mead­ows, and small groves. The sun had already set be­hind a moun­tain range on the ho­ri­zon, cast­ing the clouds in the sky in a rich pink sun­set glow.

“Where are we, any­way?” I asked my new com­pan­ion.

“We are on a train of the Com­pag­nie In­ter­na­tionale des Wag­ons-Lit­s, bet­ter known as the Ori­ent Ex­press, on the way from Con­stantinople to Par­is. The last sta­tion was Zi­mony, be­fore that we stopped in Bel­grade. So, we must be trav­el­ing through the King­dom of Ser­bia right now.”

I was amazed. She was ob­vi­ously a good ob­serv­er.

When I asked how she knew the date, she opened her hand­bag and handed me a small piece of pa­per. It was a tick­et from the Com­pag­nie, val­id for a jour­ney from Sofia to Par­is and stamped on March 16, 1909.

She smirked. “Do you think I'm trav­el­ing without a tick­et?”

“And now?” I asked. “How do we find out what task we need to com­plete?”

“I was hop­ing to find a clue in the news­pa­per.”

Miray took a Daily Tele­graph from the stack and began skim­ming the head­lines. Then she held an art­icle up to my face.

“Fam­ous Aqua­mar­ine Stolen!” I read aloud. “In a spec­tac­u­lar heist, the le­gendary aqua­mar­ine Tear of the Deser­t was stolen from the highly se­cured Top­kapı Palace in Con­stantinople last Sunday. The thief is on the run to Lon­don, an in­ter­na­tion­al man­hunt is un­der­way. All routes out of the city are be­ing mon­itored by the po­lice.”

I nod­ded. “Right, two plain­clothes po­lice­men boarded in Bel­grade who are look­ing for the thief.”

“A thief on the run, un­der­cov­er po­lice­men on the train, there we have our ad­ven­ture! Do the po­lice­men have a photo or de­scrip­tion of him?”

“Un­for­tu­nately not. They said no one knows what he looks like.”

She sighed. “This won't be easy. The thief won't just re­veal him­self to us.”

We stared out the win­dow to­geth­er for a while. If we didn't want to be stuck here forever, we needed an idea, but I couldn't think of any­thing.

“I can't think on an empty stom­ach,” I growled.

“Same here,” she agreed. “Soon­er or later the thief will get hungry too. We could wait in the din­ing car un­til someone sus­pi­cious shows up!”

The plan soun­ded good. My sug­ges­tion was for us to pre­pare for it. Then I took the news­pa­pers and left the com­part­ment.

It was around eight o'clock when the Ex­press left the sta­tion in Su­bot­ica and shortly af­ter­ward crossed the bor­der in­to Hun­gary. Our next stop would be Bud­apest, which we would reach in just over three hours. There was noth­ing for the pas­sen­gers to do, so they en­joyed the lux­ury on board. The few trav­el­ers who had boarded at the last stop settled in­to their com­part­ments, while oth­ers en­joyed an apéri­tif in the din­ing car salon or went to din­ner.

Miray had dressed up for the even­ing and had taken a seat in a corner at a table for two.

I was tasked with dis­creetly es­cort­ing gen­tle­men who were trav­el­ing alone and could po­ten­tially be the thief to sit with her. Miray would then try to learn more about them through small talk. As it turned out, the gen­tle­men needed no ex­cuse to keep her com­pany. One even took me aside and dis­creetly stuffed a bill in­to my lapel pock­et so I would bring him to her table.

I con­tin­ued my work, tak­ing or­ders and serving food and drinks. I al­most for­got the strange situ­ation I was in. In­stead, I no­ticed a great ad­vant­age of my role. Most guests ig­nored the ser­vice staff and con­tin­ued talk­ing freely while I stood by their table, pre­tend­ing not to listen.

After serving cof­fee to the two po­lice­men, I re­mained at a dis­creet dis­tance and eaves­dropped on their con­ver­sa­tion. They dis­cussed the heist. The thief had taken ad­vant­age of con­struc­tion work in the palace. He had bribed one of the guards to get in un­noticed. He did set off an alarm when he stole the gem­stone, but when the guards ar­rived, they found noth­ing more than a smashed dis­play case con­tain­ing a fox-red right vel­vet glove in­stead of the stone. It was the trade­mark of the no­tori­ous Eng­lish mas­ter thief Vel­vet Fox, who was already up to mis­chief in sev­er­al ma­jor European cit­ies and now seemed to be ex­pand­ing his ra­di­us to the Ori­ent. Scot­land Yard had been try­ing to catch him for a long time, so far without suc­cess.

Two older ladies ap­proached me and asked me to bring sand­wiches to their com­part­ment. I served the re­ques­ted snack. On my way back to the din­ing car, I ran in­to Miray in the cor­ridor. She looked tired.

“How did it go with your three gen­tle­men?” I asked curi­ously.

She sighed. “Not well. The first was a banker. He stinks of money and ex­pens­ive ci­gars and cer­tainly doesn't need to steal gem­stones. Then I had a rep­res­ent­at­ive for ma­chine parts at my table, who was on busi­ness in Bel­grade and told me all about his pat­en­ted cam­shafts. I don't think he's in­ter­ested in any­thing else.”

“And the third?”

“He ex­pects me to join him for an in­tim­ate tête-à-tête in his com­part­ment later. It looks like he's already plan­ning our wed­ding.”

“Well, con­grat­u­la­tions,” I re­marked sar­castic­ally.

She smirked cheekily. “I can in­tro­duce him to you if you like! Maybe he has a sis­ter who is just as ugly as he is.”

With that, she left me stand­ing there.

Around ten o'clock, an older but ath­let­ic man with thick horn-rimmed glasses and a mus­tache entered the res­taur­ant. He was huge and had to tilt his head slightly to fit through the door. I greeted him and wanted to bring him to Miray's table, but he in­sisted on sit­ting alone. So, I led him to a single table and handed him the even­ing menu. He briefly glanced at it and nod­ded word­lessly.

I served him a con­som­mé as the first course. As I was about to leave, I stepped on an ob­ject on the floor. It was a com­part­ment key.

I picked it up and showed it to the guest. “Is this your key, Mon­sieur?”

He thanked me with a si­lent nod, took the key, and pock­eted it. Then he looked at me. “Is there any­thing else?” he growled quietly. I shook my head, apo­lo­gized, and wished him a good ap­pet­ite.

On my way back to the kit­chen, I stopped briefly at my com­pan­ion's table.

“What a rude guy,” I com­plained in a hushed voice, while pre­tend­ing to take her or­der.

She dis­creetly scanned the oth­er tables. “The man at the oth­er end of the car?”

“Yes. He's ir­rit­able and not very talk­at­ive. Also, his glasses both­er me. They look like he's try­ing to hide his face be­hind them.”

Miray took a longer look at the man. “That could in­deed be our thief! We should take the op­por­tun­ity to look in­to his com­part­ment while he's eat­ing. Can you find out the num­ber?”

I grinned. “It's com­part­ment 14. He dropped his key at the table.”

She looked at me ex­citedly and held out her hand.

“Of course, I re­turned it to him.”

“Too bad! And you don't have ac­cess to the com­part­ments?”

“I'm just a simple serveur, Ma­demois­elle,” I played in­dig­nantly. “But I know who can let us in. Let's meet in the rear sleep­ing car!”

I quietly left the res­taur­ant. At the en­trance to the rear sleep­ing car, I waited for Miray, who fol­lowed a few seconds later. I poin­ted to Char­pen­ti­er, who was sit­ting on a fold­ing seat at the oth­er end of the cor­ridor, star­ing out the win­dow in bore­dom.

“Char­pen­ti­er is the con­duc­teur of the train,” I whispered to her. “He can un­lock all the com­part­ments.”

“But he'll hardly do it without a good reas­on,” she whispered back.

“Let me handle this,” I said and mo­tioned for Miray to wait here. Then I ap­proached Char­pen­ti­er. When he no­ticed me, he sat up straight and ad­jus­ted his cap.

“What do you want, Lacombe?” he asked me an­noyed.

“The Mon­sieur from num­ber 14 left his wal­let in the com­part­ment and asked me to fetch it for him. Can you open the door for me?”

Char­pen­ti­er took a small note­book from his pock­et and looked in­side. “That's Mon­sieur Martens' com­part­ment,” he noted. “Didn't he give you his key?”

“No. And Mon­sieur Martens is not in a good mood. I don't want to re­turn empty-handed and have to ask for it.”

Char­pen­ti­er groaned and got up from his seat. He un­locked the com­part­ment and let me in, but stayed at the door. I looked around. A trench coat was hanging on a coat hook and there was a small briefcase on the couch. There was noth­ing more to be found at first glance, but with the con­duc­teur next to me, I couldn't search the com­part­ment more thor­oughly.

“How much longer will you need, Lacombe?” he urged.

“Strange! The Mon­sieur said his wal­let would be on the table, but it's not.”

“Then he prob­ably has it with him after all. Now come along!”

I had to find a way to get rid of my watch­dog, but I couldn't think of any­thing.

Sud­denly, Miray ap­peared in the door­way. “Ex­cuse me,” she ad­dressed Char­pen­ti­er, “could you check the toi­let at the back? The light isn't work­ing.”

“This will have to wait,” he tried to dis­miss her.

“It can't wait,” she pro­tested in­dig­nantly.

“You see that I'm busy!”

Miray shrugged her shoulders. “Well, then I'll have to both­er the Chef de Bri­gade with this little mis­hap.”

Char­pen­ti­er sighed. “Close the door when you're done, Lacombe,” he said an­noyed and raised his in­dex fin­ger in warn­ing be­fore leav­ing.

She watched him as he walked down the cor­ridor. When he dis­ap­peared at the oth­er end, she jumped in­to the com­part­ment with me and quickly closed the door.

“He'll be back any mo­ment,” I urged nervously.

Miray grinned. “I don't think so.” She took a handker­chief from her hand­bag and showed me a light bulb wrapped in it. “Hope­fully, it will keep him busy for a while to find a re­place­ment. Still, we should hurry.”

While she searched the pock­ets of his coat, I took Martens' bag­gage. He had a small brown leath­er suit­case with three buckles. The out­er ones were easy to open, but the middle lock was firmly se­cured.

“Strange,” I heard my com­pan­ion say, “there was noth­ing in his coat ex­cept a single glove in the in­ner pock­et.”

My ears perked up. “Is it a fox-red vel­vet glove? Per­haps even a left one?”

“How did you know that?” she asked, as­ton­ished, and handed me the find.

“Gotcha!” I ex­claimed tri­umphantly. “That's his call­ing card! The po­lice­men said the oth­er glove of the Vel­vet Fox was found in the dis­play case.”

“So, Martens is in­deed our thief!” Miray re­joiced. “The aqua­mar­ine might be in his suit­case. Can you open it?”

“Un­for­tu­nately not. It's locked, and the lock is very sturdy.”

“We'll need help,” she said in frus­tra­tion. “Please bring the two po­lice­men. I'll con­tin­ue search­ing the com­part­ment in the mean­time.”

When I re­turned to the din­ing car, Martens was still sit­ting at his place, eat­ing un­sus­pect­ingly. I went to the table of the two po­lice­men. “We've found the thief,” I whispered proudly to them and poin­ted in­con­spicu­ously at the pas­sen­ger. “It's that man over there.”

Lieu­ten­ant Barnes laughed dis­missively. “How do you know that?”

I took the evid­ence from my pock­et and placed it on the table. In­spect­or Reynaud picked it up and looked at it with wide eyes. “How do you know about the vel­vet glove? This in­form­a­tion wasn't re­leased to the press!”

“I over­heard you at the table earli­er when you were dis­cuss­ing the case,” I ad­mit­ted, em­bar­rassed.

Reynaud and Barnes looked at each oth­er. Then Barnes took over. “To the kit­chen,” he com­manded, “now!”

The po­lice­men stood up and es­cor­ted me to the rear of the din­ing car. Mor­eau was already wait­ing for me there. “Where have you been, Lacombe?” he barked at me. “Have you for­got­ten that guests are wait­ing for you?”

The po­lice­men ig­nored him. They had more im­port­ant ques­tions. “How the hell did you get this glove?” Barnes barked.

I had ex­pec­ted more grat­it­ude and real­ized at that mo­ment that the con­ver­sa­tion was about to take an un­pleas­ant turn. I swal­lowed.

“The man seemed sus­pi­cious to us. So, we gained ac­cess to his com­part­ment and searched his be­long­ings.”

Mor­eau slammed his fist on the sink, mak­ing the dishes clat­ter. His face had taken on an un­healthy, purplish hue. “What did you do, Lacombe? You broke in­to his com­part­ment?” he roared at the top of his lungs. “Have you com­pletely lost your mind?”

Reynaud tried to calm Mor­eau. “We'll deal with this trans­gres­sion later,” he sug­ges­ted. “But why do you say ‘we’? Who are you work­ing with?”

“With the wo­man from com­part­ment 3.”

“A pas­sen­ger?” Reynaud marveled. “How do you know the Ma­dame?”

“We met on the train today,” I answered truth­fully. It was only at that mo­ment that I real­ized how na­ive and reck­less my story must have soun­ded.

“You'll have to ex­plain that to me in de­tail later,” Reynaud an­nounced. “The glove is in­deed a strong piece of evid­ence. We should fol­low the trail and search the com­part­ment.”

To­geth­er, we made our way, but when we entered the din­ing car, Martens was no longer at his place. His food was still there, and it looked like he had left the table in a hurry.

“He's gone!” I shouted in pan­ic. “Miray is wait­ing for us in his com­part­ment. He'll sur­prise her!”

We rushed to the rear sleep­ing car, where Char­pen­ti­er was stand­ing in front of com­part­ment 14, wav­ing us over ex­citedly as he saw us com­ing.

“The door was open, and a suit­case is miss­ing. That must have been that Ma­demois­elle who lured me away after I had to un­lock Mon­sieur Martens' com­part­ment for Lacombe,” he spec­u­lated.

Mor­eau used the po­lice­men's dis­trac­tion to grab me by my col­lar and pull me to him. “You helped a stranger break in­to this com­part­ment, and now a suit­case is miss­ing?” he roared at me, and I was sur­prised that he could still in­crease his volume. “That's enough, Lacombe! You've caused enough trouble; it's over. You're fired! Pack your things, you'll leave the train in Bud­apest. I don't want to see you again.”

In­spect­or Reynaud took Mor­eau aside. “We must find his ac­com­plice first! She must still be on the train, so she'll have fled to the rear bag­gage car. Oth­er­wise, we would have met her.”

“Also, the sus­pect is miss­ing,” ad­ded Lieu­ten­ant Barnes, “he's prob­ably with her.”

Mor­eau nod­ded re­luct­antly and let go of me.

“When will we reach Bud­apest?” Barnes asked.

Mor­eau looked at his watch. “In about 30 minutes.”

“We must catch them by then! If they get off there, we'll lose their trail.”

Barnes twis­ted my arm pain­fully be­hind my back and forced me to come along. We were just cross­ing over to the rear bag­gage car when the train passed a switch and threw us to the side. A mo­ment later, we heard a shot.

“Miray!” I shouted in hor­ror.

Reynaud im­me­di­ately drew his ser­vice weapon and stormed in­to the bag­gage car. I broke free from Barnes and ran after him, the oth­ers fol­low­ing us. In the bag­gage com­part­ment, Martens lay un­con­scious on the floor, hold­ing a small re­volver in his right hand. His glasses were ly­ing next to him, in­stead a gash on his left temple was bleed­ing pro­fusely. My com­pan­ion stood about two meters away from him, clutch­ing his suit­case.

When Reynaud saw that she posed no threat, he lowered his gun. Then he took the op­por­tun­ity, while the sus­pect was un­con­scious on the floor, to take his weapon.

“What happened here?” Barnes asked Miray.

“I asked Di­an, I mean Lacombe, to call you for help,” she ex­plained. “Then I saw Martens in the cor­ridor, so I grabbed the suit­case and ran. He pulled his gun and chased me. Here, he in­ten­ded to get rid of me. Luck­ily, the train made a sud­den move­ment. He stumbled and hit his head on a crate, caus­ing the gun to fire.”

“She's ly­ing,” Martens groaned, dazed. He sat up, rubbed the wound on his head, and stared at the blood on his hand. “I ran after her be­cause she stole my suit­case. She am­bushed me be­hind the door and knocked me out.”

Reynaud looked around. “With what did Ma­demois­elle knock you out?” he fi­nally asked. “I don't see any­thing suit­able.”

“I don't know,” Martens replied sul­lenly as he sat on the crate and retied his high-heeled black leath­er shoes. Then he stood up and brushed the dirt off his clothes. “Maybe with the suit­case or her fists.”

Barnes looked at Miray. Then he looked at the man, who was clearly lar­ger and had a strong build. “The Miss doesn't ex­actly look like a prize­fight­er to me,” he noted and laughed out loud.

Martens glared at the po­lice­men and growled, “Who are you any­way?”

“Sûreté,” Reynaud replied briefly, show­ing his badge. Then he took out the vel­vet glove and turned to Miray. “Is it true that you found the glove, Ma­demois­elle?”

“Yes, it was in his coat pock­et,” she ex­plained.

“I have nev­er seen this glove be­fore,” Martens pro­tested vehe­mently. “The lady is try­ing to frame me!”

Lieu­ten­ant Barnes turned to me. “Can you con­firm that the glove was in his coat?”

I looked at Miray in hor­ror. I was busy with the suit­case when she searched the trench coat. Sud­denly she was hold­ing the evid­ence in her hand. I as­sumed she had found it there, but I hadn't seen it.

“No,” I ad­mit­ted, “it's also pos­sible that it be­longs to her.”

Miray wasn't de­terred. “The aqua­mar­ine is in the suit­case, right?”

“That's easy to check,” said Reynaud. “Would you be so kind as to open it, Mon­sieur Martens?”

The man groaned in an­noy­ance. He took a small key from his pock­et, un­locked the suit­case, and handed it to Reynaud. The in­spect­or placed the bag­gage on the crate and searched it, but found noth­ing but clothes, a toi­letry bag with travel utensils, and an old news­pa­per. There was no secret com­part­ment or false bot­tom. Noth­ing suit­able for hid­ing a large dia­mond.

Barnes had mean­while searched the man's pock­ets, but there was no stolen goods to be found there either.

“I think that settles the mat­ter,” Martens de­clared, glar­ing at Miray be­fore tak­ing his suit­case. “May I also have my weapon back?”

Reynaud shook his head. “You can col­lect the weapon from me once you leave the train. Just as a pre­cau­tion.”

“Very well. Gen­tle­men, Madam,” Martens bid farewell in an­noy­ance and left the bag­gage car.

In­spect­or Reynaud looked at us si­lently for a long time be­fore quietly con­sult­ing with his col­league. He then an­nounced his ver­dict. “Ma­demois­elle Miray, Mon­sieur Lacombe, we don't know what roles you play in this mat­ter, but your be­ha­vi­or seems very sus­pi­cious to us. We will lock you in the Ma­demois­elle's com­part­ment un­til we reach Par­is. There, I will take you to the Sûreté for ques­tion­ing.”

It would be point­less to res­ist armed po­lice­men, so we let them es­cort us to the com­part­ment, where Reynaud took the key and locked the door from the out­side.

As soon as we were alone, Miray roughly pushed me onto the seat, leaned over me, and looked at me an­grily. “You really stabbed me in the back there! Do you hon­estly be­lieve I'm a thief?”

“I don't know what to be­lieve,” I ad­mit­ted awk­wardly. “Barnes un­settled me. I didn't ac­tu­ally see if you found the glove in the coat pock­et or brought it your­self.”

“Why, you're a loy­al com­pan­ion to me. I hope it will be a dog next time. A dog wouldn't let me down.”

“I just want to fi­nally wake up from this damn dream and be home again,” I burst out. “You can keep this whole ad­ven­ture. I'm so done with it.”

We sat sulk­ing next to each oth­er and stared out of the win­dow. I really couldn't tell which side Miray was on. Did she want to catch the Vel­vet Fox, or was she try­ing to di­vert at­ten­tion from her­self? Did her jour­ney really start in Sofia, or was she just cov­er­ing her tracks? I didn't know.

But I did know that she had the same strange tat­too. Also, she was the one who re­cog­nized me as a dream trav­el­er. She un­doubtedly didn't be­long in this place any more than I did.

“Miray,” I spoke cau­tiously, “I real­ize that we can only make it out of this dream to­geth­er. Let's be friends again and work as a team.”

She nod­ded, still hurt. For a while, she stared at the air thought­fully. Then she said, “I don't get it. It must be Martens, but we searched his things thor­oughly and found no aqua­mar­ine.”

“Maybe he hid the stone some­where on the train?”

“I don't think so. If I were the thief, I would al­ways carry the gem with me. There's too much risk that someone will find it, or that you won't be able to get to it un­noticed later.”

She got up and paced ex­citedly. “We must un­mask Martens be­fore we reach Par­is. Oth­er­wise, he'll be gone, and we'll be in real trouble. In­stead, we're stuck in this cursed com­part­ment.”

It was al­most mid­night when we stopped at Bud­apest West Sta­tion. Dur­ing our stay, Lieu­ten­ant Barnes po­si­tioned him­self on the plat­form in front of our win­dow to en­sure we didn't es­cape. Right on time at one o'clock, we con­tin­ued our jour­ney. Ac­cord­ing to the sched­ule, the next stop was Brat­is­lava, where we would ar­rive at five thirty-nine. We had a long, un­event­ful night ahead.

“I can't keep my eyes open,” I told my com­pan­ion. “I'll get some sleep. We can't do any­thing any­way.”

“If you hope to fall asleep here and wake up at home,” she guessed my thoughts, “I must dis­ap­point you. That won't hap­pen.”

Grumbling, I took off my shoes and lay down on my couch. “This feels good,” I moaned si­lently. “These old-fash­ioned leath­er shoes are really un­com­fort­able.”

“That's it!” Miray sud­denly ex­claimed, jump­ing up. “Di­an, we must get out of this com­part­ment! Come on, pre­tend to be un­con­scious!”

I closed my eyes and lay my head to the side, mo­tion­less.

“Good, don't move!” she said and began pound­ing loudly on the door. After a while, Char­pen­ti­er re­spon­ded from the oth­er side, ask­ing what was go­ing on.

“Come quickly,” she shouted, “Lacombe is un­well!”

“I'd bet­ter get one of the po­lice­men,” he replied through the door.

“Then it'll be too late! Come on, you must help him!”

Sev­er­al seconds passed be­fore Char­pen­ti­er un­locked the door and entered. He came to me and shook me.

At that mo­ment, the trap snapped shut. Miray closed the com­part­ment door, fixed the gaunt old man from be­hind, and covered his mouth. He had no chance against her.

“If you don't res­ist, noth­ing will hap­pen to you,” she whispered to him. “But un­for­tu­nately, we need to catch a thief be­fore we reach Par­is, and we can't waste any time.”

She asked me to take the cur­tain cords from the win­dow. We tied his arms and legs with the strings. Then she gagged him with a handker­chief from her hand­bag and took his key ring.

“Oh, I al­most for­got,” she fi­nally said, tak­ing the light bulb from her bag and pla­cing it on the table in front of Char­pen­ti­er's eyes. “I think this is yours.”

After mak­ing sure no one was in the cor­ridor, we sneaked to Martens' com­part­ment.

“What are you plan­ning?” I asked Miray.

“Steal­ing his shoes,” she replied curtly.

She took Char­pen­ti­er's key ring. The first key didn't fit in­to the lock. The second key did, though. She quietly un­locked the door and opened it care­fully.

In the com­part­ment, Martens was sleep­ing on his couch, which had been con­ver­ted in­to a bed. He had taken off his shoes and placed them near the win­dow. Miray knelt on the floor, crawled on all fours to the shoes, and took them. As she made her way back, Martens sud­denly sprang up, knocked her over, and pressed her neck to the floor with his strong hands.

“There they are!” I heard Char­pen­ti­er's voice at that mo­ment. He had freed him­self and was run­ning to­wards us with In­spect­or Reynaud and Lieu­ten­ant Barnes.

“This is enough!” Barnes shouted an­grily. “You've just got­ten your­self in­to a lot of trouble.” He grabbed me roughly and pinned me against the wall.

“How much more do I have to put up with these lun­at­ics?” Martens pro­tested loudly. He pressed Miray to the floor with his knee on her back, try­ing to take his shoes from her. But she lay on them and clutched them tightly.

“Let her stand up,” Reynaud in­struc­ted the man. “We'll take care of her.”

“Good,” he shouted, “but this time, do your job prop­erly!” He then re­leased her. She jumped to her feet, hold­ing his shoes in her hands, and looked at him threat­en­ingly.

“Give me back my shoes,” Martens ordered.

“You'll have to come and get them,” she chal­lenged, “but this time, you won't catch me off guard.”

“What is this non­sense?” Reynaud asked, an­noyed.

She turned the shoes up­side down. “Isn't it strange that a gi­ant like Mon­sieur Martens wears high heels?”

Reynaud's eyes widened. Then he took the shoes and ex­amined them. In­deed, he found a small, hid­den latch on the right sole. When he flipped it, the heel slid aside.

The in­spect­or reached in­side in as­ton­ish­ment, pulled out a blue gem­stone, and held it up to the light. It was un­doubtedly the Tear of the Deser­t.

“Ar­rest Mon­sieur Martens, Lieu­ten­ant!” he in­struc­ted his col­league.

“With pleas­ure, In­spect­or!” he replied.

While Barnes took the cap­tured sus­pect away, Reynaud thanked us pro­fusely. “The Vel­vet Fox's jour­ney will end in Par­is, and the stone will find its way back to the palace. A hand­some re­ward awaits you.”

Miray waved it off. “What would I do with it?” she asked the be­wildered in­spect­or. We left him stand­ing and re­turned to her com­part­ment.

“That was brave of you to con­front Martens,” I re­marked.

She shrugged. “Do you think so? That had little to do with cour­age.”

I was about to ask what she meant by that, but she poin­ted to her wrist. A green circle en­closed the two lines.

I took off my wrist­watch and found a circle be­neath it as well.

“Does that mean we can fi­nally wake up?” I asked.

She nod­ded. “It does. Provided you're ready to part with your ex­cit­ing job as a ser­vice staff.”

“That is passé. Mor­eau fired me.”

“He doesn't ap­pre­ci­ate her­oes,” she re­marked dryly. “Maybe you'd have more suc­cess as a port­er at the Gare de l'Es­t.”

“I like my ac­tu­al job as a mech­an­ic,” I waved off. Then I held out a hand­ful of coins to her. “At least I col­lec­ted plenty of tips. These could be worth a for­tune as col­lect­ibles back home.”

“This is a dream,” Miray re­minded me. “I'm afraid you won't be able to take any­thing ma­ter­i­al with you.”

She was right, and that ex­plained why she had so gen­er­ously re­fused the re­ward.

Sadly, I put my col­lec­tion back in my pock­et and asked, “Do you think we'll meet again?”

“I don't know. This is the first time I've had the com­pany of an­oth­er dream trav­el­er.”

I felt a lump in my throat. I wasn't sad about fi­nally be­ing able to leave this dream. But I would miss my smart and con­fid­ent com­pan­ion. “Take care, Miray,” I bid her farewell.

I stretched out my arms. She hes­it­ated for a mo­ment, then we hugged each oth­er good­bye.

“Are you ready?” she asked. I nod­ded.

She placed her hand on her tat­too. Noth­ing happened.

“It looks like we need to do this to­geth­er,” she in­struc­ted me.

I looked at her one last time be­fore pla­cing my hand on my tat­too. At the same mo­ment, everything around me went black, and I fell in­to an end­less void be­fore los­ing con­scious­ness.

The sound of ma­chine guns startled me. Was I still dream­ing? I opened my eyes wide. A tank rolled through the im­age on my TV. I was ly­ing on the couch, covered in a pile of potato chips from an over­turned bag.

I quickly turned off the TV, freed my­self from the chips, and made my way to the bath­room to brush my teeth and spend the rest of the night in my bed.

Was it really just a dream that I had ex­per­i­enced? It seemed so, but I could re­mem­ber it as vividly as a jour­ney from which I had re­cently re­turned. I still heard the clat­ter­ing of the train in my ears, and the smell of the lo­co­mot­ive seemed to linger in my liv­ing room.

Was it all a product of my brain, an il­lu­sion? Or was there some­where else in the world a wo­man who had just woken up from a strange dream that also wouldn't end?
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