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Elodie's Curse
I was curi­ous wheth­er I would dream of Miray again the next night. In the even­ing, I went to bed very early and man­aged to fall asleep quickly. But I slept dream­lessly un­til morn­ing.

The even­ing after that, I re­cre­ated the situ­ation from back then. I de­voured a huge dön­er from my fa­vor­ite ke­bab shop, took a hot bath, and sat in front of the TV un­til I fell asleep. That night I dreamed that I was shar­ing my flat with a talk­ing goat. After that, I gave up try­ing.

In the fol­low­ing nights, I could only re­mem­ber my usu­al dreams. I was late for work. I was hungry, but all the food was spoiled. After two weeks, I real­ized that my ad­ven­ture with Miray was prob­ably an ex­cep­tion.

My boss had sent me and two col­leagues to a train­ing ses­sion. After a long day, my head and stom­ach were well-filled, and we were on the high­way head­ing home. Sat­is­fied and con­tent, I sat in the back seat of the com­pany car, listened to the steady sound of the wind rush­ing by, and watched the land­scape slowly dis­ap­pear in­to the twi­light through the win­dow. My eyes grew heavy, and since I had noth­ing else to do, I al­lowed my­self a nap.

The car sud­denly swerved sharply, and my head hit some­thing hard.

“Ow! Damn it!” cried a fa­mil­i­ar voice next to me.

“Miray?” I muttered sleepily, hold­ing my aching temple. I opened my eyes. It was broad day­light, and I was in the back seat of an old lim­ousine. The driver was about 30 years old, wear­ing chauf­feur clothes and short-cropped black hair. Next to me sat Miray with squin­ted eyes, rub­bing her head.

“Di­an?” she asked, dazed. “Fancy bump­ing in­to you! Where are we?”

I looked out­side. The sun was high in the blue sky, but in the dis­tance, clouds were already pil­ing up in­to an an­vil, an­noun­cing a storm. The car was driv­ing along a coun­try road that ran between a forest and a field. There was noth­ing dis­tinct­ive that could provide a more pre­cise clue about the loc­a­tion.

How­ever, I found an in­dic­a­tion. “I think we're in France in the late 1930s.”

She looked at me, puzzled, and I ex­plained my reas­on­ing. “The car is a beau­ti­ful Cit­roën Trac­tion Av­ant, a clas­sic that was pro­duced in France from 1934 if I'm not mis­taken. But this car looks al­most brand new. You can still smell the leath­er.”

My com­pan­ion tapped the chauf­feur on the shoulder. “Where are we go­ing?”

“To Ma­dame and Mon­sieur Vig­n­aud, Ma­demois­elle,” he replied emo­tion­lessly.

“And who are they?”

“Your aunt and uncle, Ma­demois­elle.”

She looked at me, sur­prised. “It seems I have re­l­at­ives here.”

We reached a long wall, drove through a large iron gate, and passed through a small forest. At the end of it, a man­sion could already be seen, with its or­nate facade and a tower on the side, look­ing more like a castle.

The closer we got, the more de­tails be­came vis­ible. In front of the house lay a large semi­cir­cu­lar square with a foun­tain in the middle, which was not in op­er­a­tion and looked neg­lected. Part of the house was covered with scaf­fold­ing, the rest of the facade was still wait­ing for res­tor­a­tion. I looked up at the roof and no­ticed a huge clock built in­to a dormer win­dow above the main en­trance, draw­ing all eyes to it. One would ex­pect a clock of this kind on a church or school, but it looked out of place on this house. Moreover, it was miss­ing its hands. Only twelve strokes for the hours and an ax­is in the middle in­dic­ated that it once showed the time.

Our hosts were already wait­ing for us at the main en­trance. A man and a wo­man in el­eg­ant cloth­ing, whom I es­tim­ated to be in their 40s, waved to us. Be­side them stood two teen­age boys, ob­vi­ously twins, nicely dressed in their best Sunday clothes. A but­ler and three maids were wait­ing aside.

As we got out, the lady of the house came run­ning to­wards us with open arms. “Miray, my fa­vor­ite niece!” she called, hug­ging her tightly and giv­ing her a hearty kiss on both cheeks. The host fol­lowed and greeted his niece a bit stiffly and dis­tantly.

“Hello, Auntie! Hello, Uncle!” Miray re­spon­ded, con­fused. For her, the people in this dream world were just as strange as they were to me, and I ad­mired how she tried to hide that fact.

“What joy­ful news you wrote us!” ex­claimed the aunt en­thu­si­ast­ic­ally.

Miray gave me a puzzled look. I shrugged cau­tiously.

The aunt scru­tin­ized me, then turned back to her niece. “He looks nice! Don't you want to fi­nally in­tro­duce us to your fiancé?”

Miray looked at me, sur­prised. I grinned back. There were worse fates, at least from my per­spect­ive.

My fiancée forced her­self to smile, ex­ten­ded her hand to me, and pulled me to her. “Of course! Where have I left my man­ners? This is Di­an, my fiancé!”

She looked at me and con­tin­ued, “Di­an, these are my aunt, Ma­dame Vig­n­aud, and my uncle, Mon­sieur Vig­n­aud.”

“Parbleu, please not so form­al!” pro­tested the aunt. “You may call us Zoé and Henri!” She hugged me and gave me a kiss on both cheeks, while her heavy per­fume al­most knocked me out. “After all, you will soon be part of the fam­ily.”

First, Zoé in­tro­duced me to her sons, named Éric and Frédéric. They shook our hands re­luct­antly. It was ob­vi­ous they had bet­ter things to do than greet their cous­in and her fiancé.

Next was the staff. The but­ler, who al­ways stood dis­creetly nearby wait­ing for in­struc­tions, was named Jérôme and was an older but still spry gen­tle­man. When Zoé in­tro­duced him, he nod­ded and greeted us form­ally. The three maids, who were cur­rently be­hind the Cit­roën strug­gling to un­load our lug­gage from the trunk, were named Ag­nès, Den­ise, and Paule. We had already met the chauf­feur, Laurent, dur­ing the ride. He leaned against the car, chew­ing on a tooth­pick, watch­ing the maids at work.

Our host­ess took us by the hand. “My niece is en­gaged, how ro­mantic!” she gushed. “You must tell us all about how you met dur­ing dîn­er!”

“Oh, it's ac­tu­ally a rather bor­ing story,” said Miray. Zoé ig­nored that and in­vited us in­to the house, where she left us with the but­ler.

Jérôme led us up the grand stair­case to the up­per floor and in­to a drab cor­ridor. Nu­mer­ous doors on both sides led to the bed­rooms of the res­id­ents and their guests. The sight re­minded me of a gov­ern­ment of­fice or a hotel, less of a man­sion.

We were first shown in­to Miray's room, where Ag­nès was already wait­ing with the suit­case. It met all the clichés one could have of a bed­room in a man­sion. The crim­son wall­pa­per and dark car­pet were al­most over­whelm­ing. On one side stood a four-poster bed, whose white cur­tain was dec­or­at­ively tied to its pil­lars. Op­pos­ite stood a heavy oak ward­robe next to a second door and a closed sec­ret­ary between the two win­dows. The room felt com­fort­able yet un­real, al­most like a stage set.

Jérôme poin­ted to the door to the ad­ja­cent room. “Ma­dame has in­struc­ted me to lock this door since Mon­sieur and Ma­demois­elle are not yet mar­ried,” he ex­plained. Then he cleared his throat and ad­ded dis­creetly, “I'm afraid, how­ever, that I am be­com­ing for­get­ful.”

For a brief mo­ment, he grinned smugly be­fore re­sum­ing his pos­ture and lead­ing me in­to the neigh­bor­ing room. It was al­most identic­ally fur­nished. Paule was already wait­ing for me. She curt­sied briefly and shyly when she saw me.

“Ag­nès and Paule will be at your dis­pos­al at any time,” ex­plained Jérôme. Then he ex­cused him­self and left us to take care of the dîn­er.

“Would you like me to help you un­pack, Mon­sieur?” Paule asked. I de­clined with thanks. I didn't know what would be in my suit­case and pre­ferred to find out alone. Paule curt­sied again, left the room, and quietly closed the door be­hind her.

Someone knocked on the oth­er door. “Di­an?” I heard my com­pan­ion's voice. I in­vited her in.

“Is your maid gone?”

“Yes. I pre­ferred to un­pack my things without her.”

“I also sent Ag­nès away. But there was noth­ing un­usu­al in my suit­case, just clothes and what one needs for such a trip. Hope­fully, we'll find a clue in yours as to why we're here.”

I opened my lug­gage but found only an el­eg­ant suit, night­wear, a robe, peri­od-ap­pro­pri­ate cas­u­al clothes, and toi­letries.

I looked at Miray ques­tion­ingly. “What task do you think we'll have to solve this time?”

She shrugged. “I'm sure we'll find out soon enough. What wor­ries me more right now is din­ner. Auntie will ask us about our en­gage­ment. We can hardly tell her we first met about 30 years ago on the Ori­ent Ex­press.”

“We'll surely come up with some­thing spon­tan­eous when the time comes,” I tried to re­as­sure her.

There was a knock on the room door. Be­fore we could an­swer, it was flung open and the twins stormed in.

“Maman says we should show your fiancé the house and the garden,” Éric called ex­citedly.

“Maybe you can also help us solve the case,” ad­ded Frédéric.

Miray had been wait­ing for that cue. “What case?” she asked eagerly.

“Three bags of ce­ment were stolen from the con­struc­tion site.”

“Ce­ment!” she sighed. “We're here to find miss­ing ce­ment bags.”

I had to laugh. “Then show us the crime scene.”

The twins led us to the back of the house. The build­ing looked even more dilap­id­ated from the rear. The plaster was par­tially miss­ing, re­veal­ing the bare brick wall. Part of it was scaf­fol­ded. Stones, ce­ment bags, and oth­er ma­ter­i­als lay nearby.

We looked around. The house bordered a park that seemed severely neg­lected. Parts were over­grown with bushes and weeds. Bey­ond that was a small forest that must have once been a pleas­ant place for walks. A thick­et of ivy, bushes, and dead wood now made that im­possible.

Between the forest and the house lay a large pond. A few ducks had strayed here and watched us sus­pi­ciously.

Be­hind a side wing of the build­ing, I no­ticed a se­cluded shed that had also seen bet­ter days.

“That used to be a stable for horses,” ex­plained Éric, who had no­ticed my curi­ous look. “Now our car is parked there.”

“Laurent also has a small work­shop there,” Frédéric ad­ded. “He is very skilled.”

Miray couldn't let go of the theft. “Who could be in­ter­ested in steal­ing ce­ment?” she asked the twins.

“No idea,” Frédéric replied, “maybe the dead girl?”

His broth­er gave him a nudge. “Maman says we shouldn't talk about her when we have guests.”

Now my curi­os­ity was piqued. “What dead girl?” I asked.

The twins hes­it­ated a bit un­til Frédéric fi­nally spoke up. “She drowned in the pond many years ago.”

“And now she's steal­ing ce­ment?” Miray asked. “Why would she do that?”

Frédéric looked down, em­bar­rassed. “Be­cause we stole her li­on.”

“Her li­on?”

Éric nod­ded. “A few weeks ago, we found a small, rusty li­on by the pond.”

“And where is it now?”

“We brought it to Laurent. He prom­ised to make it beau­ti­ful again.”

Jérôme ap­proached us. “Dîn­er will be­gin in two hours. The gen­tle­men and lady would surely like to freshen up first.”

That suited me well, as I was very hungry.

We re­turned to the house. Miray went to her room to pre­pare for the even­ing. I needed to use the re­stroom first, and Jérôme dir­ec­ted me to an in­con­spicu­ous door at the end of the cor­ridor.

The bath­room was as strange as the rest of the build­ing. I felt for the light switch and turned it on. A single large bulb on the ceil­ing bathed the room in a dim, warm light. Plain white tiles covered the win­dow­less room up to the ceil­ing. I no­ticed four sinks on one side and a proud six toi­let stalls on the oth­er. Be­hind a drawn cur­tain stood two bathtubs on old-fash­ioned feet. I would have ex­pec­ted such a wash­room in a youth hostel. In this man­sion, it seemed com­pletely out of place.

I quickly did my busi­ness and re­turned to my room to change. In my suit­case, I found an el­eg­ant suit that seemed ap­pro­pri­ate for din­ner. It fit as if tail­or-made.

When everything was in place, I knocked on my fiancée's door. “I'll be right there!” she called. A few mo­ments later, she opened the door and stood be­fore me. She wore an el­eg­ant mid­night blue even­ing gown that sparkled splen­didly. The sleeves reached her wrists, and a deep neck­line left room for a small dia­mond neck­lace. Her short hair was fest­ively styled, and her face dis­creetly made up. See­ing her like that, I re­gret­ted that we wer­en't really en­gaged. She looked beau­ti­ful.

“Will you ac­com­pany me to din­ner, mon cher?” she asked, gal­lantly hold­ing out her hand to me. I nod­ded, and she hooked her arm un­der mine. To­geth­er, we went down the grand stair­case and entered the din­ing room, where the Vig­n­aud fam­ily was already seated at the table. Their con­ver­sa­tion stopped as we entered. All eyes were on us.

Zoé fi­nally broke the si­lence. “You truly make a won­der­ful couple!” she ex­claimed, ap­plaud­ing. We thanked her and took our seats op­pos­ite her at the table.

The three maids served the first course, a de­li­ciously fra­grant onion soup, in the middle of which floated a slice of bread topped with a thick lay­er of cheese. While we hun­grily de­voured it, Jérôme filled our glasses with wine.

We began the table con­ver­sa­tion with small talk about the weath­er and our jour­ney, but Zoé watched us con­tinu­ously and curi­ously. It was ob­vi­ous that she would soon ask us the in­ev­it­able ques­tion. I had to beat her to the punch with a top­ic that forced our hosts in­to a lengthy mono­logue.

“Zoé, for­give my curi­os­ity, but I no­ticed that this man­sion is a bit un­usu­al.”

“In what way?”

“For ex­ample, there is this clock on the roof which is un­usu­al for a coun­try house. Or the cor­ridor with many bed­rooms and the huge bath­room at the end.”

“You've ob­served well, Di­an,” our host­ess praised me. “The build­ing was ori­gin­ally a board­ing school for girls from the up­per class.”

“Why was it closed?” Miray asked. “Does it have to do with the drowned girl?”

Zoé cast a grim look at her sons. “As I hear, two chat­ter­boxes couldn't keep their mouths shut.”

Then she con­tin­ued, “Yes, that's true! The girl had sneaked out of her room one night. The next morn­ing, she was found dead in the pond.”

Frédéric couldn't res­ist con­tinu­ing the story: “It was in all the news­pa­pers! The po­lice con­sidered it an ac­ci­dent. Yet, shortly there­after, the par­ents came by and picked up their daugh­ters.”

Zoé scowled at her loud­mouthed son, and he fell si­lent, em­bar­rassed. Now it was her hus­band Henri who con­tin­ued the story. “The school's repu­ta­tion nev­er re­covered. A few months later, it had to close. The build­ing stood empty for many years and slowly fell in­to dis­repair.”

“Henri bought it four years ago,” Zoé con­tin­ued proudly. “We christened it Manoir de Vig­n­aud and began restor­ing it. The roof had to be sealed. Some rooms have already been re­designed to be worthy of a Manoir. Cur­rently, we are hav­ing the facade and the rest of the up­per floor ren­ov­ated. But there is still so much to do, as you surely no­ticed.”

She sighed.

“It is said,” Éric ex­claimed ex­citedly, “that the ghost of the dead girl haunts this place.”

Zoé slammed her hand on the table. “Enough now, Éric, Frédéric! You're scar­ing your cous­in with such stor­ies.”

The first course was fin­ished. Ag­nès and Den­ise cleared the dirty dishes while Paule rolled in the next course on a serving cart.

“A spe­cialty of our cook,” Zoé an­nounced with pleas­ure, “homemade boud­in noir!”

Paule placed a plate in front of me with sev­er­al slices of dark-fried saus­age, a por­tion of mashed pota­toes with fried onions and car­a­mel­ized apple slices. I had nev­er eaten a dish like this be­fore, but it tasted so de­li­cious that Den­ise had to serve me an­oth­er por­tion.

Zoé took ad­vant­age of our mo­ment of in­at­ten­tion. “Miray, Di­an, you must fi­nally tell us how you met! And when the wed­ding will take place! I as­sume we are in­vited?”

Miray took a large sip of wine and looked around, em­bar­rassed. Then she cleared her throat and began. “We met in Lon­don, at…”

She gave me a help­less look. I un­der­stood the cue and con­tin­ued the story: “At a poker tour­na­ment. We won round after round against op­pon­ents from all over the world un­til fate brought us to­geth­er in the quarterfi­nals, where we had to com­pete against each oth­er. We had a hard duel, and at first, things went very well for Miray.”

“But then?” Zoé asked ex­citedly. She hung on our every word.

“Then,” said Miray, paus­ing dra­mat­ic­ally, “then I got reck­less, bet too high, and Di­an called.” She looked deeply in­to my eyes. “I lost everything. But what does money mean when I could win his heart that night?”

She smiled at me mis­chiev­ously. I al­most burst out laugh­ing, nearly ex­pos­ing the fairy tale we had so shame­lessly spun for our hosts. We looked at Zoé. She made a strange face, re­veal­ing both emo­tion and a cer­tain dis­be­lief. Fi­nally, she smiled con­ten­tedly.

“These are the stor­ies that only life can tell, aren't they, Henri?” she asked her hus­band. As he was about to re­spond, a sharp scream echoed through the house.

We looked at each oth­er, startled. “That was Paule!” Den­ise ex­claimed, dropped the dirty plates on her serving cart, and ran out. We jumped up from our seats and fol­lowed her.

Paule had col­lapsed by the win­dow of the salon. Her face had lost all col­or. When we ar­rived, Den­ise was already kneel­ing be­side her, fan­ning her with air.

Jérôme ap­proached the two maids. “What's the mean­ing of this drama?” he asked harshly.

Paule poin­ted out­side with a trem­bling hand. “The ghost!” she cried. “By the pond! The ghost of the dead girl!”

We ran to the win­dows and stared out. In the moon­light, one could clearly see a fig­ure by the pond. It wore a tattered white dress and walked slowly along the shore. When it reached the trees, a cloud darkened the scene. A mo­ment later, the ap­par­i­tion was gone.

Henri was as pale as a sheet. “This can­not be!” he fi­nally stammered. Zoé also looked out in­to the garden in dis­be­lief.

The twins, on the oth­er hand, were vis­ibly de­lighted. “Didn't I tell you, Cous­in?” Éric tri­umphed, nudging Miray, while Frédéric kept his eyes on the pond, hop­ing for an en­core.

Then we saw the but­ler rush to the pond and look around. Fi­nally, he looked up at the house and threw his hands in the air in resig­na­tion be­fore re­turn­ing to us.

The rest of the even­ing we spent in si­lence. Every­one was lost in thought. Paule stood apathet­ic­ally in a corner of the din­ing room un­til Jérôme could no longer bear the sight and sent her to the kit­chen. He and the oth­er two maids quietly served the last course, a crème brûlée. The ten­sion in the room was palp­able. When I dropped my spoon, every­one flinched and looked at me re­proach­fully.

After we fin­ished eat­ing, we de­cided to end the even­ing. The fest­ive mood had left us all.

I lay in my bed and couldn't sleep. Dense clouds had covered the moon, plunging the room in­to total dark­ness. The house was un­fa­mil­i­ar and old, and its struc­ture creaked and cracked as it cooled down from the hot day. My thoughts circled around the ques­tion of what our task might be. Un­doubtedly, the haunt­ing by the pond was part of it. Was it really the ghost of the drowned girl that we had seen there?

For a while, I dozed off un­til I was awakened by a freshen­ing wind whist­ling through the win­dow cracks and rat­tling the panes. A deep rumble an­nounced the thun­der­storm that had been lurk­ing on the ho­ri­zon all day. It ap­proached quickly. In the bright light of a flash, I caught a glimpse of a sil­hou­ette in the room from the corner of my eye. My blood froze in my veins. Rooted to the spot, I stared in­to the corner un­til an­oth­er flash re­vealed that it was just my bath­robe.

“Pull your­self to­geth­er,” I scol­ded my­self. “You're act­ing like a little child afraid of thun­der­storms.”

I turned to the oth­er side and tried to fall asleep.

The large grand­fath­er clock in the salon struck one. A few seconds later, a loud, dull thud shook the whole house. I sat up in bed, my heart ra­cing wildly. More thuds fol­lowed in a slow, rough rhythm. They soun­ded like the steps of a gi­ant.

I turned on the bed­side light and jumped out of bed. My knees buckled, they were as weak as rub­ber. I sup­por­ted my­self on the night­stand, forced my­self back on my feet, and ran in­to the cor­ridor. Zoé was already stand­ing at her door, wear­ing her night­gown, and looked at me with wide-open eyes. Be­hind her stood Henri, just pulling his robe over his night­wear.

The door next to me opened, and Miray looked around. “Someone knocked?” she tried to joke.

The next dull thud shook the struc­ture and echoed deeply through the whole house.

Éric and Frédéric ap­peared at their room doors. “What's that noise?” one of them asked sleepily.

“Are you be­hind this?” Zoé in­ter­rog­ated her sons. They shook their heads vig­or­ously.

An­oth­er thud jol­ted the house.

Now we heard foot­steps com­ing to­wards us. It was the three maids, fol­lowed by a pant­ing but­ler and the chauf­feur. They must have left their at­tic rooms in pan­ic, as they all wore their nightclothes.

“What is it?” Zoé asked around.

“I don't know, Ma­dame,” Jérôme replied anxiously.

“The noise seems to come from every­where, Ma­dame,” Laurent ad­ded. “You can hear it through­out the house.”

“It's surely the ghost!” Frédéric ex­claimed ex­citedly. Paule screamed at the thought and fell in­to Den­ise's arms, who held her com­fort­ingly and gave the boy a re­proach­ful look.

Miray and I went to the grand stair­case, fol­lowed by Jérôme and Laurent. We waited there for the next tremor, which promptly came.

“It seems louder here,” Miray noted. “Let's split up. Jérôme and Laurent, you go down­stairs! We'll search this floor.” They nod­ded and hur­ried down the stairs.

We opened a make­shift lat­tice door and entered the part of the build­ing un­der renov­a­tion. Miray felt for a light switch. When she found it and turned it on, a few dim light bulbs hanging from simple wires il­lu­min­ated the con­struc­tion site. The work­ers had stripped the old plaster from the walls, ex­pos­ing the un­der­ly­ing brick­work. The floor was bare wooden boards, covered in a thick lay­er of dust and rubble. An­oth­er tremor shook the house, caus­ing some plaster to fall. I got goose­bumps.

Cau­tiously, we moved through the con­struc­tion site. The noise seemed louder the closer we got to the tower. Then there was one last tremor be­fore si­lence re­turned. In the dis­tance, one could hear the rum­bling of the de­part­ing storm.

We waited a while to see if the haunt­ing was really over. Then we re­turned to the Vig­n­auds, who were already wait­ing for us with wor­ried faces. The but­ler and chauf­feur fol­lowed shortly after.

“There was noth­ing down­stairs, Ma­demois­elle,” Laurent re­por­ted. “How about you?”

“Noth­ing here either,” Miray re­por­ted, puzzled. “We should try to get some sleep. To­mor­row we will get to the bot­tom of this.”

We re­turned to our rooms. I lay in my bed, turned off the light, and stared at the can­opy. After this eer­ie event, sleep was out of the ques­tion. When I turned my head to the side, I saw through the gap un­der the ad­join­ing door that the light in Miray's room was still on. I knocked quietly and was in­vited in.

Miray sat in her bed and looked at me. She had thrown her robe over the chair of the sec­ret­ary. Now she wore a white night­gown. For the first time, I saw her in short sleeves, and I im­me­di­ately no­ticed her strong arm muscles. I also saw a scar on her left up­per arm from an old in­jury.

“Di­an, I guess this is not the right time for a hanky-panky between fiancés,” she said with a cheeky grin.

I agreed with her. “What do you think that was?”

“No idea! But there must be a ra­tion­al ex­plan­a­tion. Or do you be­lieve in ghosts?”

“Not really, but these dream worlds have noth­ing ra­tion­al about them.”

Miray nod­ded and yawned heart­ily. “Hope­fully, the witch­ing hour is over now. I'm dead tired. Let's con­tin­ue to­mor­row.”

Em­bar­rassed, I looked at her bed. I was afraid to sleep alone, but I couldn't pos­sibly ask my com­pan­ion if she would let me crawl un­der her blanket. So I wished her good­night, went back to my room, and quietly closed the door. From the bed, I stared at the light gap for a while un­til it went out. Shortly after, I fell asleep.

The next morn­ing, the sun shone in­to my room, mak­ing the events of the pre­vi­ous night feel like the memory of a bad dream. I looked out my win­dow and saw that my fiancée was already awake and jog­ging in the garden in im­pro­vised sportswear. She re­peatedly had to dodge the large puddles left by the night­time thun­der­storm.

My stom­ach growled, so I freshened up and went down­stairs for break­fast. In the salon, I met Jérôme, who looked at me with dark circles un­der his eyes. “Break­fast is served on the ter­race, Mon­sieur,” he said, point­ing to an open ver­anda door. There, Henri and Zoé were already seated at the table and greeted me with scratchy voices. Paule curt­sied awk­wardly and helped me to my chair while Den­ise took a cof­fee pot from a serving cart. As she did so, she knocked over a cup, which fell and shattered. Ag­nès looked at her re­proach­fully and went to get a dust­pan.

A few minutes later, Miray entered the ter­race and sat down next to me. “I hope you've left me some­thing,” she said cheer­fully, tak­ing a crois­sant. Of all of us, she seemed to have sur­vived the night the best, per­haps apart from the twins, who were still sleep­ing.

Laurent came run­ning from the side wing. “Mon­sieur! Ma­dame!” he called ex­citedly. “Come quickly! You must see this!”

We jumped up and fol­lowed him. He led us to the far side of the wing. There, he poin­ted to the wall of the house. In large, red let­ters, the name ELOD­IE was smeared on the plaster.

Henri turned pale. “Is this sup­posed to be a bad joke?” he shouted an­grily and stomped back in­to the house.

“Is that the name of the dead girl?” Miray asked.

Zoé looked wor­riedly after her hus­band. Then she shook her head. “No, the dead girl was named Claire. Elod­ie means noth­ing to me.”

We re­turned to the break­fast table and ate our food thought­fully. After that, Miray and I went to my room, where she si­lently looked out the win­dow.

“What an ad­ven­ture,” I sighed. “We have a ghost by the pond, this bone-chilling thump­ing in the night, and now this name on the wall.”

“The wrong name, not the girl who drowned in the pond. None of this makes any sense!”

She flopped onto my bed, and I sat be­side her. To­geth­er, we stared in­to space.

“Miray?” I fi­nally asked. “What will hap­pen if we fail to solve the task? Will we be trapped in this dream forever?”

She looked at me with her icy blue eyes and seemed to care­fully con­sider her an­swer. Then she sud­denly jumped up. “We're not there yet, Di­an! I'm sure we'll find an ex­plan­a­tion for this haunt­ing.”

We went down the grand stair­case to the en­trance hall when the door­bell rang. Ag­nès hur­ried over and opened the door to a man, about 40 years old, well-dressed, of sturdy build, with a puffy red face. He took his ci­gar out of his mouth and blew a cloud of smoke in­to the maid's face.

“You took your sweet time, girl!” he growled. “Come on, take me to your mas­ter, he's ex­pect­ing me.”

“Who shall I an­nounce?”

“Who shall you an­nounce? My name is Farges!”

Ag­nès curt­sied and led the vis­it­or in­to the salon be­fore leav­ing. We went down the stairs and watched him from a safe dis­tance. He strut­ted around the room like a roost­er in a hen house.

When Paule entered, he rudely ordered her to bring him a cognac and gave her a slap on the rear. She curt­sied obed­i­ently and hur­ried off. “And bring the good stuff,” Farges called after her, “not that swill Henri serves his guests!”

Then he no­ticed us. When he saw Miray, he grinned broadly, laid his ci­gar in an ash­tray, and smoothed his thin­ning hair.

“I don't think we've had the pleas­ure yet!” he ex­claimed de­lightedly, walk­ing to­wards her. “Ant­oine Farges, broker, but you may call me Ant­oine. And what is your charm­ing name, Ma­demois­elle?”

“Miray,” she in­tro­duced her­self un­enthu­si­ast­ic­ally, “I am the niece of Ma­dame and Mon­sieur Vig­n­aud.”

“En­chanté,” he purred, grabbing her hand and giv­ing it a mock kiss. He then gave me a short, dis­dain­ful look. “That's your broth­er, I as­sume?”

“No, that's Di­an, my fiancé.”

The oily grin in­stantly fell from his face.

At that mo­ment, Paule re­turned with a tray hold­ing a well-filled cognac snifter. Farges took it, sipped it, and grumbled, “Well, it's ac­cept­able.”

The maid curt­sied and stood dis­creetly in a corner, wait­ing for new in­struc­tions.

Farges took an­oth­er sip and looked me up and down. “Your fiancé, huh? He looks like a pau­per, Ma­demois­elle Miray. Don't waste your­self on such a good-for-noth­ing! You de­serve bet­ter.”

“You're prob­ably think­ing of your­self?”

Farges nod­ded pat­ron­iz­ingly. “Why should you settle for less?”

“What a gen­er­ous of­fer,” Miray thanked him, tak­ing a step to­wards Farges. “But there's a prob­lem. I don't as­so­ci­ate with bul­lies who lack re­spect, in­tel­li­gence, and good man­ners.”

That hit the mark. Farges's face turned red with an­ger. He raised his hand threat­en­ingly, but Miray didn't move and looked him straight in the eye. She seemed to al­most hope that he would slap her. His hand trembled, then he ca­pit­u­lated, downed the cognac, and shouted at Paule, “Is there noth­ing to drink in this damn house? Girl, fetch me the whole bottle!”

At that mo­ment, Ag­nès entered the salon and led Farges in­to Henri's study. We looked at each oth­er, sur­prised by the scene that had just un­fol­ded be­fore us.

“That was very brave of you, Ma­demois­elle,” Paule whispered from her corner. She was trem­bling all over. “It seemed as if you wer­en't afraid of Mon­sieur at all!”

Miray chuckled briefly. “Afraid of that blow­hard, Paule? His au­thor­ity is all he has. Get­ting back­talk was surely a new ex­per­i­ence for him.”

We went in­to the garden to search for clues. We star­ted with the pond. It looked as neg­lected as the rest of the es­tate. The wa­ter was murky and largely over­grown with reeds and bul­rushes. A nar­row foot­path, com­pletely over­grown, ran along the shore.

“If there were any tracks, they've been washed away by the thun­der­storm,” Miray noted resign­edly. “We're get­ting nowhere here. Let's ex­am­ine the house wall.”

On the side wing, the name was still smeared on the wall in large let­ters. The writ­ing, which seemed deep red in the morn­ing, now had a brown­ish hue. My com­pan­ion moistened her fin­ger and wiped it through the col­or. Then she looked at the res­ult and fi­nally mur­mured, “This doesn't really help us either.”

I had a dif­fer­ent opin­ion. Miray had be­come so fix­ated on her search for clues that she had ap­par­ently missed an im­port­ant trait of our un­pleas­ant vis­it­or. “It can only be Farges,” I voiced my sus­pi­cion aloud.

“Farges? How do you fig­ure?”

“He said earli­er he's a broker. He surely has an in­ter­ested buy­er for the house and is try­ing to drive the price down with the haunt­ing. Maybe he even wants it for him­self.”

“You think he played the ghost by the pond?”

I nod­ded. “And he smeared a ran­dom name on the wall. It did not fail to have an ef­fect.”

“The name was writ­ten with an­im­al blood, I sus­pect. That could only have come from the kit­chen.”

“From the kit­chen? Why do you think that?”

“The homemade boud­in noir last night, re­mem­ber?”

“Yes, what about it?”

“That's fried blood saus­age!”

“Yuck!” I ex­claimed, look­ing at her in hor­ror. “You let me eat that?”

“It seemed to taste ex­cel­lent to you, the way you wolfed it down and even asked for seconds.”

She poun­ded her fist against the wall, but it was com­pletely un­im­pressed. “What about the tremors? They def­in­itely came from in­side the house.”

“We'll fig­ure that out too.”

When we searched for the source of the thump­ing last night, we had the im­pres­sion it got louder the closer we got to the tower. So we de­cided to start our search there. In­side the tower was a stone spir­al stair­case. We climbed it and found an old wooden lad­der at its end, lead­ing to the top.

Miray sud­denly turned pale and stared fear­fully at the hatch at the top. “Di­an,” she said in a trem­bling voice, “please be kind and go up the lad­der alone. Will you do that?”

I looked at her, sur­prised. Where had the brave Miray gone who had just con­fron­ted a strong man?

“You're afraid of heights?” I asked, con­cerned.

She nod­ded, em­bar­rassed.

“Then let me handle this.”

I climbed the lad­der and reached a cir­cu­lar, un­used room un­der the open beams of the con­ic­al roof. A row of win­dows provided a pan­or­amic view of the pond and the park. Some panes were weathered and broken. Shards and drop­pings from pi­geons and bats lay on the floor. The in­tense smell of ex­cre­ment and dust al­most took my breath away.

“Nobody has been up here for a long time,” I called down, cough­ing. “Let's get out of here.”

I climbed back down the lad­der. Next to it was an old wooden door that creaked and groaned open, re­veal­ing the at­tic. We searched for a light switch, but the at­tic wasn't elec­tri­fied. A bit of light filtered through a few oval dormer win­dows with foggy panes. Old, rusty bed frames, black­boards, school desks, and oth­er fur­niture from the school days were stored there. We could faintly hear the tick­ing of the roof clock's mech­an­ism, slow and steady.

“There's noth­ing here but junk,” Miray ob­served. “Maybe the tremors came from the cel­lar.”

We closed the door and des­cen­ded the spir­al stair­case to the cel­lar. It was a labyrinth of cor­ridors and cham­bers filled with sup­plies and wine bottles. Cables and pipes ran along the walls and ceil­ings like veins. But we found noth­ing that could have caused the night's noise.

Through an iron door that could only be opened from the in­side, we reached the garden on a re­mote side of the build­ing. Frus­trated, we sat on the edge of the foun­tain.

“We're get­ting nowhere,” Miray sighed.

I nod­ded. “Do you think Jérôme could bring us some cof­fee and cake for re­fresh­ment?”

“Don't tell me you're hungry again!”

She looked at the roof clock, then grumbled, “That stu­pid clock without hands is driv­ing me crazy.”

Sud­denly, she jumped up and stared at the roof.

“Damn it! We're such idi­ots!” she ex­claimed. “Who goes to the trouble of wind­ing a clock that has no hands?”

We hur­ried back up the tower, entered the at­tic, and found the clock mech­an­ism in a dark corner. It was an open met­al frame with nu­mer­ous gears that moved al­most im­per­cept­ibly slowly. A long pen­du­lum swung back and forth, and a small dial showed the time.

Next to the clock was a make­shift wooden frame equipped with boards that looked like flaps at the top. On the boards lay large chunks of ce­ment. Each flap was held by a latch. Gears and chains con­nec­ted these latches to the clock.

“There's our ghost!” I cheered. “The clock­work was tampered with. It op­er­ates the flaps, and the weights fall one by one.”

“And everything is already pre­pared for an­oth­er ghostly hour to­night,” Miray ad­ded. “Now look there!”

She poin­ted to a corner next to the clock­work. Someone had left an old, tattered dress, a brush in a bowl of dried blood, and a few empty ce­ment bags.

“Looks like we found our ghost's hideout, Di­an. Can you dis­able the mech­an­ism some­how?”

I poin­ted to a small lever on the clock. “I could just turn off the chimes, that should do it.”

“It would be bet­ter if our ghost doesn't find out that we dis­covered his secret.”

I thought for a mo­ment. “I could take the chain off the gear. Then it looks like it slipped off.”

Miray nod­ded. “Very good! Looks like we have a plan. To­night, we'll pre­pare everything and then lie in wait.”

I wasn't thrilled about the idea of spend­ing the night in the dark at­tic, but it was in­deed the simplest way to catch the per­son be­hind the haunt­ing.

After dîn­er, we re­treated to our rooms early on the pre­text of be­ing tired from the pre­vi­ous night which had been far too short, and un­der Aunt Zoé's smug grin, who didn't buy this ex­cuse.

Un­for­tu­nately, we had no flash­light in our lug­gage. So we used the twi­light to sneak through the con­struc­tion site to the tower and then to the at­tic.

In the poor light con­di­tions, it wasn't easy to dis­able the mech­an­ism. I took the chain off the gear and ar­ranged it to look like a de­fect. Mean­while, Miray had pushed an old bed frame in­to a corner, placed a mat­tress on it, and cam­ou­flaged it with two school desks.

“Now we wait,” she said, brush­ing the dust from her clothes. We took off our shoes and lay down side by side on the creak­ing bed.

The sun had already set, and only a little pale moon­light came through the oval dormer win­dows. The steady tick­ing of the clock­work had an al­most hyp­not­ic ef­fect on me. Oc­ca­sion­ally, I heard the faint scratch­ing and scur­ry­ing of a mouse.

As the night pro­gressed, the at­tic grew colder. We cuddled to­geth­er to keep each oth­er warm. It gave me a cozy feel­ing of se­cur­ity to feel Miray so close to me. As eer­ie as the situ­ation we were in was, I still hoped it wouldn't end too soon.

Fi­nally, at one o'clock, the clock­work star­ted to rattle loudly. The mech­an­ism with the weights re­mained mo­tion­less.

“No haunt­ing to­night,” Miray whispered to me.

“Yeah, our ghost won't like that,” I whispered back. “I'm curi­ous to see who will come to check.”

But no one came. At some point, I heard Miray snor­ing softly. I de­cided to let her sleep un­til I heard some­thing. Then I too fell in­to a dream­less sleep.

A shak­ing woke me, and I opened my eyes. The soft light of dawn filtered through the win­dows in­to the dusty air of the at­tic.

“Wake up, Di­an!” my com­pan­ion whispered. “I don't think our ghost will come now. Let's go back down­stairs.”

I got up, stretched, and went to the clock­work. The chain still lay next to the gear, and the weights were on the wooden frame. Who­ever had con­struc­ted this had un­doubtedly mech­an­ic­al skills and crafts­man­ship.

On my way back to the bed, I stepped on some­thing sharp and screamed loudly.

“What's wrong?” Miray asked, startled.

“It was fool­ish of me to walk around here in socks,” I scol­ded and pulled a small, round splinter of wood from my foot. “Luck­ily, it wasn't a rusty nail.”

“Let me see that,” she asked. I gave her the splinter, and she ex­amined it closely. Then she grinned broadly. “You just found the miss­ing piece of the puzzle. Now I know who our ghost is.”

“Be­cause of the splinter?”

“That's no splinter! It's a broken tooth­pick that was chewed on.”

“It's Laurent!” I ex­claimed, sur­prised. “He was chew­ing on a tooth­pick while the maids were un­load­ing our lug­gage.”

“Right! He wasn't present when the ghost ap­peared by the pond. He has ac­cess to the tower and the kit­chen without arous­ing sus­pi­cion. And he is strong and skilled enough to build such an in­fernal ma­chine.”

“Fi­nally, we have a hot lead! What do we do now?”

“Now we take ad­vant­age of the early hour and search the old stable be­fore Laurent shows up. Maybe we'll find more clues.”

We left the at­tic and reached the garden through the cel­lar. As we ap­proached the stable, we no­ticed the door was open. It led to a small work­shop. Next to a massive bench drill that drew the eye, tools hung neatly ar­ranged on the wall. Vari­ous woods, stones, and oth­er ma­ter­i­als were stored on a shelf. Across from it, a desk stood by a win­dow, and Laurent sat at the desk, asleep.

His head res­ted on the desktop. Then I no­ticed the bloody stone next to him. A red puddle slowly spread out and dripped from the desk.

“The secret seems big­ger than I thought,” Miray sighed. She briefly ex­amined the life­less chauf­feur be­fore open­ing a draw­er in the desk, rum­ma­ging through it, and pulling out a small neck­lace with a medal­lion. In­side the lock­et were two pho­tos, on the left a pic­ture of Laurent and on the right a young wo­man. The ini­tials EC were en­graved on the out­side.

Next, she took out a small met­al fig­ure and ex­amined it from all sides.

“That's prob­ably the li­on the twins found by the pond. What do you think?”

She handed me the fig­ure. It was a small li­on made of cast iron, stand­ing on a met­al plate and roar­ing. I im­me­di­ately re­cog­nized what it was.

“That's the hood or­na­ment of an old Peugeot! What a beau­ti­ful piece. Un­for­tu­nately, it's badly ox­id­ized, and the left front paw is broken off.”

In the mean­time, Miray had found a folder with news­pa­per clip­pings in the draw­er and read the first snip­pet. She showed it to me and poin­ted to a photo.

“Do you re­cog­nize her? That's the young wo­man from the lock­et. She was hit by a car and killed, and the driver fled. Now guess what her name was!”

“Elod­ie?”

“Bingo! She was Elod­ie Col­lard. She must have been very close to Laurent.”

“We can no longer ask him who she was.”

Miray nod­ded be­fore con­tinu­ing. “An­oth­er art­icle states that Henri's Peugeot was stolen the same even­ing while he was at a souper with friends. The po­lice sus­pect a con­nec­tion between the ac­ci­dent and the theft and ask wit­nesses to come for­ward.”

She looked sadly at the mo­tion­less vic­tim.

“That he is now ly­ing here is surely no co­in­cid­ence. Laurent had prob­ably sus­pec­ted from the start that Henri was the driver in the ac­ci­dent. But sus­pi­cion wasn't enough, so he took the job as chauf­feur to find evid­ence.”

“And then the twins brought him the hood or­na­ment!”

“Yes. Laurent must have re­cog­nized it im­me­di­ately, just as you did. Now he had the proof that the Peugeot wasn't stolen but dis­posed of in the pond.”

It all made sense.

“Why did Laurent stage the haunt­ing?” I asked.

“Maybe to make Henri nervous. He walked around the pond as a ghost to show that he knew where the Peugeot was. He smeared Elod­ie's name on the wall be­cause he knew Henri would un­der­stand the mes­sage. With the loud thump­ing in the night, he wanted to in­crease the pres­sure on him.”

“And his goal? Did he want Henri to turn him­self in to the po­lice?”

“No,” boomed a power­ful voice be­hind us, “the bas­tard wanted to black­mail him.”

We turned around and saw Farges. He stood in the door, point­ing a gun at us. Be­hind him was Henri, pale and in­tim­id­ated.

“What's your role in this story, Mon­sieur Farges?” Miray asked. But then she un­der­stood. “I as­sume Henri let you go for a drunk­en joyride in his Peugeot. You were the one driv­ing when Elod­ie was killed! You then threatened Henri. If he didn't help you, you would tell the po­lice he was the driver. So you in­ven­ted the story of the stolen car and gave each oth­er an alibi, say­ing you were at the souper the whole time.”

“You're a smart girl,” Farges nod­ded. “After the haunted night, Henri called me over. He found a black­mail let­ter on his desk and asked for my help. Well, I took care of it, just as I will take care of this prob­lem here.”

“What are you plan­ning?” Henri asked anxiously.

“I knew these two would only cause trouble! We'll tie them up and gag them. Then I'll set fire to the stable. By the time the fire de­part­ment ar­rives, everything that could in­crim­in­ate us will be a pile of ashes.”

Farges poin­ted his gun at Miray. “Come on, take a rope and tie up your fiancé. It will be my pleas­ure to tie you up per­son­ally.”

“Give it up, Farges,” Miray said calmly. “I don't want to hurt you.”

Farges laughed loudly. “You mis­un­der­stand the situ­ation, Ma­demois­elle. I'm the one with the gun.”

Then everything happened very quickly. With a swift move, Miray grabbed Farges's arm and pushed it aside so that the gun was no longer poin­ted at us. A shot was fired, shat­ter­ing a win­dow. She then twis­ted in­to her op­pon­ent and dis­armed him. The gun fell to the floor, and she kicked it to me. Next, she threw Farges with a hip throw, send­ing him crash­ing loudly to the ground in front of her. She kept his arm twis­ted and pinned his body with her foot. Help­lessly, Farges writhed un­der her con­trol. He tried to break free, but she twis­ted his arm un­til he fi­nally gave up.

“And what good is your gun now, Mon­sieur Farges?” Miray asked her de­feated op­pon­ent, who lay mo­tion­less be­fore her.

I picked up the re­volver and poin­ted it at Farges while Miray helped him up. We then led him and Henri to the house, where Jérôme, aler­ted by the shot, came run­ning to­wards us. He was sur­prised by the sight but im­me­di­ately re­turned to call the po­lice.

As we reached the house and Zoé saw her hus­band, she ran to him, hugged him, and asked what this was all about. He re­mained si­lent un­til the po­lice ar­rived. Then he con­fessed the whole story of Elod­ie, Farges, and the chauf­feur. He and Farges were ar­res­ted and taken away.

“With that, Elod­ie's curse should have come to an end,” Miray noted, point­ing to the green circle on her wrist. “Let's pack. I think our pres­ence is neither re­quired nor de­sired any­more. After all, I just handed my uncle over to the po­lice.”

“Though it wasn't him who drove the car,” I noted as we went to our rooms.

She nod­ded. “That's true. I hope he can prove that in court. Farges will try every trick in the book to save his own neck.”

After I packed my things, I stood with my suit­case in Miray's room, watch­ing her pack her last items. Some­thing was both­er­ing me, and fi­nally, I found the cour­age to ask her.

“How did you deal with Farges? It looked like mar­tial arts.”

She nod­ded, em­bar­rassed. “It was. Just don't ask me which kind.”

Even though I had no­ticed that Miray was strong and kept her­self fit, this new side of her sur­prised me.

“That's why you wer­en't afraid of Farges in the salon yes­ter­day when he wanted to hit you.”

“I al­most wished he had,” she said sadly. “Then I would have broken his bones yes­ter­day, and Laurent might still be alive now.”

“In any case, I find it very im­press­ive!”

“Do you? Ac­tu­ally, I de­test vi­ol­ence.”

The con­tra­dic­tion puzzled me. “Then why did you learn it?” I asked her.

She made a ser­i­ous face. “I didn't ask for it. Two dreams be­fore we met, I found my­self as the only wo­man in a mar­tial arts school some­where deep in Asia. The school was in total se­clu­sion, like a mon­as­tery in the middle of a vast waste­land. My task was to de­feat the mas­ter in com­bat. I was stuck in that night­mare for al­most ten months un­til I fi­nally suc­ceeded.”

I was shocked. So far, the dreams had las­ted at most a few days and were mostly fun. That they could last for months was un­ex­pec­ted.

“What about your scar on your up­per arm?”

“Looks like someone's been look­ing at me very closely,” she re­marked, and I blushed.

Then she smiled briefly and nod­ded. “The scar is from a fight at that school. My op­pon­ent had a torch and burned me there. I've had it in my dream jour­neys ever since.”

“Does that mean if a shot from Farge's weapon had hit us, we could have died?” I asked, hor­ri­fied.

She shrugged. “Let me know when you find out.”

As Ag­nès and Paule car­ried our lug­gage to the car, we said good­bye to Aunt Zoé and the twins. We then shook hands with the maids be­fore Jérôme opened the door of the Cit­roën for us. “I'm afraid our chauf­feur is cur­rently in­dis­posed,” he said form­ally, “so you will have to make do with me.”

As the car star­ted, we looked back one last time and waved good­bye un­til the house dis­ap­peared be­hind the trees. The car passed through the large gate and turned onto the coun­try road.

“Are you ready?” Miray asked, ex­tend­ing her arm.

I nod­ded. “Un­til the next dream, Miray.”

Then we touched our wrists, and everything went black.
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