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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?
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.
Deceptive Appearances
Some­thing shook me by my shoulder. The air was freez­ing cold and cut through my lungs, while my body was wrapped in heavy blankets that robbed me of move­ment.

When I fell asleep, it was still sum­mer, I thought idly. Mid­sum­mer even. The day was already un­bear­ably hot, and even a brief even­ing rain shower was not go­ing to cool me down. I had opened the win­dow wide and was ly­ing on my bed in my shorts, there was no oth­er way to sleep. Now it was sud­denly cold. My but­tocks and back ached from an un­com­fort­able wooden bench that I must have sat on a long time ago.

“Dom­nule,” a deep male voice spoke. “Wake up, Dom­nule Di­an. We have ar­rived.”

I opened my eyes and looked around. It was night. The full moon was high in the sky and il­lu­min­ated a bleak, moun­tain­ous, snow-covered land­scape. I was sit­ting in a horse-drawn car­riage, wrapped in thick furs that were already shim­mer­ing bright white from the frost. The horse in front of the car­riage was steam­ing in the cold as it cooled down from what had ob­vi­ously been a long trot.

The coach­man got down from his coach­man's seat. He was wear­ing a thick fur coat to pro­tect him from the cold. His fur cap was pulled low over his head and was as white as his full beard. Only his eyes, tanned by nature, were still vis­ible.

Our car­riage was parked next to an old, large house. The first floor was made of rough rubble stone, with an­oth­er floor of dark wood and an at­tic on top. The shut­ters were closed, but the warm light of a fire­place blazed through a few cracks. A muffled babble of voices em­an­ated from the in­teri­or.

A wolf howled in the dis­tance. The echo of the moun­tains made its song sound even lone­li­er.

“Dom­nule, please wake Doam­nă Miray,” the man urged. “You can warm up in the inn.”

On the seat op­pos­ite of me, I saw an­oth­er bundle of an­im­al skins, un­der which a per­son seemed to be ly­ing. I shook it care­fully.

“What's go­ing on?” mumbled a sleepy voice.

“A new ad­ven­ture, Miray. Come in, it's far too cold out here.”

Dazed, she rubbed her eyes and slug­gishly began to peel her­self out of the furs. I got out and walked around the car­riage to help her out.

“Will you carry me in?” she mumbled, sound­ing like she was about to doze off again.

I laughed. “What do you have two feet for?”

She looked down at her­self, as if she had only just no­ticed her legs, and rocked them back and forth a little. Then she looked at me. “Oh, it's you, Di­an.”

“You really did sleep deeply, didn't you?”

She nod­ded slowly, stood up, took my hand and got out. The man had picked up our suit­cases in the mean­time and went ahead. We fol­lowed him in­to the inn.

“Flo­r­ica!” the man shouted loudly. “Flo­r­ica, come here!”

He took off his thick fur hat and stroked his thin­ning hair.

“You have the two guest rooms un­der the roof,” he ex­plained, “the one on the left for the Dom­nule and the one on the right for the Doam­nă. I'll take your lug­gage up­stairs.”

The door to the tap­room opened and a young wo­man stepped out. She was wear­ing a light-colored blouse with the sleeves rolled up slightly, and over that an ap­ron in a subtle shade of brown, which, in ad­di­tion to em­broidered flor­al pat­terns, also had a few stains. Her oval face showed traces of a busy life, yet she was at­tract­ive. She had long au­burn hair that she had tied back in a plait, with a few cheeky curls fall­ing onto her face.

She looked at­tent­ively at the man who had called her.

“Take care of our new guests, Flo­r­ica,” he ordered. “They are freez­ing, give them some­thing to drink and a good hot meal.”

She nod­ded and glanced at Miray, who was still stand­ing next to the door, drowsy. When she no­ticed me, she smiled shyly and blushed for a mo­ment. She un­con­sciously ad­jus­ted her ap­ron and hast­ily ti­died her hair.

“Yes, Al­ex­an­dru!” she replied curtly, without tak­ing her eyes off me. Then she led us in­to the tap­room and took us to a free table near a large stove, in which a strong and warm­ing fire was blaz­ing.

At first, I was im­pressed by the hos­pit­able wel­come we were giv­en. But when I took a closer look, the façade crumbled. The oth­er guests in the tap­room gave us a sus­pi­cious look, star­ted whis­per­ing or fell si­lent al­to­geth­er.

Flo­r­ica didn't ap­pear to be troubled by any of this. After we had taken our seats, she dis­ap­peared in­to the kit­chen and re­turned a few mo­ments later with two mugs and two steam­ing bowls. She had put on a fresh ap­ron and re-tied her braid. The sleeves now reached to her wrists, but the top two but­tons of her blouse had un­done them­selves.

“This hot Cior­bă de Burtă will do you good,” she said and served us a steam­ing, milky yel­low broth that smelled aro­mat­ic. “In this cold weath­er, there's noth­ing like a hearty soup with fresh tripe, is there?”

She leaned over the table as she placed my mug in front of me and looked me shyly in the eye. “The warm mead will quickly drive the frost out of your limbs. There are still Sar­male that I will warm up for you right away.”

She con­tin­ued to stare at me word­lessly. Then she quickly looked to the side and went back to the counter.

Miray grinned broadly. “It looks like you've made quite an im­pres­sion on her.”

“You cer­tainly don't of­ten see strangers here,” I said sheep­ishly and shrugged my shoulders. I took a deep sip of the mead and looked at the starter. I had nev­er tasted tripe soup be­fore. It tasted creamy, in­tensely gar­licky and slightly spicy. And I could ac­tu­ally feel a pleas­ant warmth spread­ing from my stom­ach through my whole body.

Miray also ate a few spoon­fuls of the soup. Then she began to search her pock­ets, but they were empty.

“Do you have any clue why we're here?” she asked me.

I pat­ted down my clothes and found an ob­ject in the in­side pock­et of my vest. It was a let­ter, writ­ten on thick, old-fash­ioned hand­made pa­per. The sender had fol­ded it care­fully and sealed it with a thick red wax seal, which was now broken. Dog-ears and stains re­vealed that the doc­u­ment had suffered from the long jour­ney.

I waved the mes­sage hap­pily. Then I un­fol­ded it and quietly read the con­tents to Miray.


To Doam­nă Miray and Dom­nule Di­an,

Your repu­ta­tion as cap­able in­vest­ig­at­ors ex­tends far bey­ond the bor­ders of this coun­try and has also reached my ears. There are cer­tain cir­cum­stances, the nature of which I will not de­tail here, but which make it im­per­at­ive that I in­vite you to my humble es­tate, the ven­er­able castle of Castelul În­tun­ec­at.

Your help is of the ut­most ur­gency, for some truths can only be brought to light with the mind. I am firmly con­vinced that you alone are up to the task of deal­ing with this mat­ter with an un­clouded mind and the ne­ces­sary dis­cre­tion.

I en­treat you to ac­cept this in­vit­a­tion without delay and make the ar­du­ous jour­ney to me. Do not be misled by the ru­mors that may cir­cu­late in the vil­lage. Ap­pear­ances are of­ten de­cept­ive, and the truth lies bey­ond what the eye can see. You will soon un­der­stand why you are so ur­gently needed.

In an­ti­cip­a­tion of your im­min­ent ar­rival,

Count Bezos



I gave Miray the let­ter. She skimmed it and turned it over in her hands once, as if she was ex­pect­ing more text on the back. Then she handed it back to me. “It won't get us much fur­ther,” she said. “Let's pay the Count a vis­it to­mor­row. Hope­fully we'll find out what our task is there.”

Flo­r­ica came to our table and served us sev­er­al cab­bage rolls and a corn por­ridge on the side, which was so yel­low that it seemed to glow. She wished us a good ap­pet­ite and ad­ded, look­ing at me: “I think Sar­male taste even more hand­some when warmed up.” She paused. “Uh, de­li­cious. They taste even more de­li­cious when warmed up.”

Miray cleared her throat. “Flo­r­ica, would it be pos­sible for the innkeep­er to take us on the car­riage to an ap­point­ment to­mor­row?”

“Al­ex­an­dru? I sup­pose that's pos­sible, Doam­nă,” Flo­r­ica replied, “but Stânca În­tun­ec­ată is a small vil­lage. You can reach everything you need on foot.”

“How far is it to the Castelul În­tun­ec­at?”

A log cracked loudly in the stove, caus­ing the flames to flare up. Flo­r­ica's shad­ow deepened for a mo­ment and danced ghostly on the wall. Her rosy col­or com­pletely van­ished from her face. Startled, she stared at Miray.

“To the Dark Castle? By the Almighty, what do you want there?”

“We have an in­vit­a­tion from the Count,” I ex­plained, hold­ing up the let­ter.

She backed away as if the pa­per would burn her. Then she looked at me in hor­ror and tried des­per­ately to keep her com­pos­ure.

“No one in their right mind would take you any­where near the castle,” she mur­mured at last. “And you shouldn't go there your­self! Just burn the let­ter! Al­ex­an­dru will drive you back to town to­mor­row.”

Miray shook her head. “I'm afraid we can't re­fuse the Count's in­vit­a­tion.”

She was right. The task that awaited us in this place was ob­vi­ous. We would not be able to wake up un­til we had paid the Count the de­sired vis­it and listened to his re­quest.

Flo­r­ica nod­ded si­lently and went to the bar. She leaned to­wards the innkeep­er and whispered some­thing to him. He froze. A beer mug slipped out of his hand and smashed on the floor. He cursed quietly. Then he looked at our table, ad­jus­ted his vest and came to­wards us with de­term­ined steps.

“So you want to go to the Castelul În­tun­ecat?” he asked im­pa­tiently, his words like thun­der. He was startled by the power of his voice and looked around furt­ively. Al­most whis­per­ing, he con­tin­ued, “You must be crazy. But all right, so be it. I'll take you to the foot of the moun­tain to­mor­row, but you'll have to make your own way up to the castle. It is treach­er­ous, es­pe­cially in winter, and who knows what you will en­counter on your march there. God be with you.”

With these words, he turned around and re­turned to the bar.

“Well, this prom­ises to be an ex­cit­ing ad­ven­ture,” Miray mur­mured and looked after him.

Time passed and the tap­room gradu­ally emp­tied. When we had warmed up and fin­ished our gen­er­ous por­tions, Flo­r­ica came and brought three cups to the table.

“This is a hot spiced wine,” she ex­plained, “pre­pared by the innkeep­er's wife, Alina, ac­cord­ing to an old fam­ily re­cipe. One last drink, won­der­ful for a good night's sleep. It's on me.”

With a wry smile, she put the glasses down, sat down next to us and clinked glasses with us. Then she poin­ted to the empty plates and bowls. “Did you like the Sar­male, Dom­nule Di­an?”

“They were de­li­cious,” I replied. “Did you pre­pare them?”

She laughed briefly and shook her head. “No, that was Alina, too. She can't walk very well any­more, so she's not much help in the tap­room, but she's an ex­cel­lent cook.”

“You're a fant­ast­ic wait­ress for that! You didn't seem to mind that it was so busy.”

Her eyes lit up as if a fire had just been lit in­side her. “It's nice that you no­ticed!” she replied sheep­ishly. “I'm try­ing really hard to make you feel at home here.”

I nod­ded. “It's clear that not only the culin­ary well-be­ing of your guests is im­port­ant to you.”

“Es­pe­cially the male ones,” Miray grumbled quietly.

Flo­r­ica sipped her wine, but her eyes kept on me. Then she leaned over to­wards me and sighed softly. “I have rarely met someone like you! So at­tent­ive and gentle.” Ab­sent-mindedly, she turned her cup around on the table. “I like that. I like it very much!”

Miray cleared her throat. “Di­an, we still have to pre­pare for the vis­it to the Count be­fore we…”

“Oh yes, your trip to the castle!” Flo­r­ica in­ter­rup­ted her. “Are you still de­term­ined to pay a vis­it to the Count? It would be such a shame for you if some­thing happened to you!” She clasped my hand, gently at first, then dug her fin­ger­nails in­to my skin. Her voice purred like a cat on my lap. “Just leave to­mor­row. And to­night you will spend a nice night at the inn… With me.”

Miray placed her hands on the table and slowly leaned on them. “It looks like I'm su­per­flu­ous here,” she said with a forced smile. “A good night to you both. Have fun with your new girl­friend, Di­an.”

She stood up and left the tap­room with pur­pose­ful steps. But the con­trolled, al­most tense cas­u­al­ness with which she moved be­trayed her true feel­ings.

Flo­r­ica stared at me in hor­ror. “I'm sorry, Dom­nule Di­an,” she said in a hoarse voice and lowered her gaze. “I didn't know that you and the Doam­nă…”

I looked after Miray as she closed the door be­hind her without look­ing back.

“What, Miray?” I asked in dis­be­lief. “Do you really think so?”

Flo­r­ica sighed softly. “If you are wise, Dom­nule, then you had bet­ter fol­low her be­fore it is too late.”

I real­ized that Flo­r­ica was right. When I stood up and looked at her, her eyes were dis­tant, empty, as if she had just woken up from a beau­ti­ful dream. “Now go!” she fi­nally said, turn­ing me out with her hands.

The wood-burn­ing stove in the tap­room provided a cozy warmth, but it also con­sumed the oxy­gen, leav­ing a stuffy, stale at­mo­sphere. When I reached the hall­way, I took a deep breath of the freez­ing, fresh air. Then I slowly went up the steep wooden stair­case, think­ing about how I would best start the con­ver­sa­tion.

When I reached her room, I still had no plan. I took a chance and knocked tent­at­ively. “Miray?” I asked quietly. “Can we talk?”

Noth­ing moved. Had she not gone to her room at all, but left the house? She was un­doubtedly able to take good care of her­self, but it was dark and freez­ing out­side. And then there were the wolves, whose eer­ie howl­ing could be heard in the dis­tance.

I was get­ting wor­ried about her and wanted to hurry down the stairs to look for her when the door opened a crack and Miray looked at me.

“What do you want?” she asked quietly.

“Let me in, please.”

She opened the door and ushered me in­to her room with an overly in­vit­ing ges­ture. There she looked at me im­pa­tiently.

“What was that all about?” I asked her cau­tiously.

“Noth­ing, why?” She shrugged her shoulders in­no­cently, but her ten­sion was clearly no­tice­able. “Go back down to Flo­r­ica! She'll have all the time for you when the inn closes. I'll see you in the morn­ing.”

Sur­prised, I stared at Miray. I could hardly be­lieve that Flo­r­ica's as­sump­tion was cor­rect.

“Tell me, could it be that you're jeal­ous?” I asked freely. “I can put your mind at rest, Miray. Flo­r­ica is nice, but she's not the wo­man of my dreams. That's you!”

“Me?” she ex­claimed in amazement. “You only know me from your dreams! What do you know about the real Miray?”

“I can't ima­gine she's that dif­fer­ent from the dream Miray stand­ing in front of me right now.”

She looked at me without say­ing a word. Her eyes jumped nervously back and forth un­til a tear ran down her face. I sighed deeply and em­braced her. She hes­it­ated for a mo­ment be­fore she too wrapped her arms around me and held me tightly.

“This is not fair,” she mur­mured quietly.

I brushed a strand out of her face. “What's not fair, Miray?”

She swal­lowed. “Oh, nev­er mind!”

Re­luct­antly, she let go of me and looked at me sheep­ishly. Then a broad grin crept across her face be­fore she threw me over onto her bed and jumped onto my lap. Her eyes sparkled as she took off her knit­ted sweat­er and then star­ted to un­but­ton the but­tons on my vest. I slipped my hands un­der the lin­en shirt she was wear­ing and felt the warm, soft skin of her waist against my fin­gers.

Sud­denly she stopped, hor­ri­fied. “Tell me, what are we do­ing here?”

“Would you like me to ex­plain it to you?” I asked sar­castic­ally.

She gave me a nudge on my shoulder. “That's not what I mean, dum­bass!”

Then she got out of bed and stood next to me.

“I mean, how are we sup­posed to go on? In the worst kind of long-dis­tance re­la­tion­ship, where we can't even de­cide when we see each oth­er? Can we even be sure that this isn't our last dream to­geth­er?”

“Isn't that why we should make the most of the time we have to­geth­er?”

She shook her head vehe­mently. “No! I mustn't… I won't fall in love with you. Not un­der these cir­cum­stances!”

I nod­ded sym­path­et­ic­ally, wiped my face with my hand and stood up. “So to­mor­row, bright and early?”

She nod­ded back in re­lief. “To­mor­row, bright and early, Di­an!”

When I was back in the cold hall­way, I could hear the sounds from the tap­room be­low. The mur­mur of con­ver­sa­tions, the clat­ter of plates and glasses, a loud laugh – per­haps Flo­r­ica's? I could just go back down the stairs and go through the door. My place by the stove would surely still be free. But I knew I wouldn't find what I was really look­ing for there. Be­sides, I had lost my ap­pet­ite for the even­ing.

I re­tired to my room, which was right across the hall. It was a little smal­ler than Miray's and also only fur­nished with a bed, a ward­robe and a wash­bowl. A thick com­fort­er lay spread out on the bed, un­der which I snuggled up be­fore turn­ing off the light.

The moon shone coldly through a small gable win­dow. In the dis­tance, the hoarse bark­ing of a lone fox could be heard. I turned on my side and thought of the Count, who had in­vited us so po­litely to his home and asked us not to pay at­ten­tion to the gos­sip in the vil­lage. Then there were Flo­r­ica and Al­ex­an­dru, who warned us so ur­gently not to vis­it the castle. Who was right? What would await us to­mor­row?

At some point I fell asleep. I dreamt of Miray. She was sit­ting far away on the crum­bling wall of a castle ru­in, wav­ing to me in pan­ic. “Help me, Di­an,” she called in a ghostly voice, “help me, I don't have two feet!” She demon­strat­ively raised her legs, which ended in goat hooves. I tried to rush to her side, but a dense, thorny thick­et of dead un­der­growth blocked my way. Be­hind Miray's shoulder, a claw-like hand with long fin­gers sud­denly ap­peared. I tried to scream and warn her, but my voice failed me.

After that, I sat at a table in the castle that seemed to stretch end­lessly in both dir­ec­tions in­to the dark depths of the walls. The Count, an old, pale, gaunt man with thin gray hair, was sit­ting across from me. He nod­ded at me kindly and raised his glass, which was filled with blood-red wine. Then he smiled and bared his set of fangs.

The sound of foot­steps startled me. I opened the door to my room and looked out in­to the hall­way, but there was no one there. The inn was closed by now and all its res­id­ents had re­tired for the night. There was deathly si­lence in the house.

“It's go­ing to be a long night,” I sighed and crawled back in­to bed. There I dozed half asleep un­til it got light out­side.

I freshened up at the wash­bowl with the ice-cold wa­ter and went in­to the din­ing room. Miray was already sit­ting at the table, warm­ing her hands on a cup of fra­grant herb­al tea. Em­bar­rassed, I sat down next to her. I felt guilty and didn't even know why.

She looked at me briefly and said, “You look like you've had a busy night.”

“Not what you think. I had night­mares.”

Miray smirked briefly. “So much for Flo­r­ica's won­der­ful bed­time drink!”

She blew the steam from her cup and took a sip.

“Did you hear foot­steps in the night too?” I asked.

She shook her head. “You should eat a bite. Al­ex­an­dru is already hitch­ing the car­riage, we're leav­ing for the castle in a few minutes.”

Flo­r­ica came out of the kit­chen with an­oth­er cup of tea. When she saw me, she stopped for a mo­ment, took a deep breath and walked slowly to our table. She put the cup down in front of me with a blank ex­pres­sion and held the handle for a while, as if she could delay our de­par­ture.

“Do you really have to go to the castle?” she asked me in a trem­bling voice.

“I'm afraid we have no oth­er choice, Flo­r­ica.”

Her mouth opened and pre­pared to say some­thing. But she knew there were no words that would change our de­cision. Sud­denly she turned around and ran back in­to the kit­chen.

Shortly after, Al­ex­an­dru entered the room. “Dom­nule Di­an, Doam­nă Miray, we should leave now.”

I hast­ily took a deep gulp from my mug and grabbed a thick slice of bread be­fore we threw on our coats and left the inn.

A blanket of clouds had settled over the vil­lage overnight, mak­ing the dreary snow land­scape ap­pear even more des­ol­ate in the dim light of day. The moun­tains and hills sur­roun­ded us like a cauldron. In the dis­tance, at the top of a high rock and sur­roun­ded by dense forest, the castle rose up, a dark co­los­sus of stone.

The vehicle that had brought us here dur­ing the night was parked in front of the house. Only now did I no­tice the large run­ners on which it res­ted. It was a sleigh! The horse that was har­nessed to it snorted and pranced rest­lessly on the spot.

Al­ex­an­dru swung him­self wear­ily onto the coach­man's seat, reached in­to his pock­et and pulled out a braid of gar­lic. He threw it onto the seat next to him and shook his head. “You've got your­self in­to a mess, pros­tule!” he grumbled to him­self.

After we had taken our seats in the back, Al­ex­an­dru crossed him­self. Then he spurred the horse on with a short com­mand and the sledge set off with a jerk.

We glided si­lently through the snow. We passed a few houses and a small church be­fore leav­ing the vil­lage and driv­ing along a road that only Al­ex­an­dru seemed to re­cog­nize un­der the thick blanket of snow. After a while, we passed an old barn, after which the castle lay alone in the dis­tance in front of us.

After we had gone a long way from the vil­lage, the horse sud­denly shied and stopped ab­ruptly. “From here, you have to go on alone. Can you see the path back there?” Al­ex­an­dru poin­ted in­to the dis­tance to a small open­ing between two con­spicu­ously large spruce trees at the edge of a forest. “That will lead you to the castle.”

“When are you com­ing to pick us up?” Miray asked after we got out of the car.

“Pick you up?” Al­ex­an­dru shouted, laugh­ing dis­par­agingly. “Doam­nă Miray, it was bold enough to bring you here. Only a fool would tempt fate a second time.”

“Then how do we get back to the vil­lage?”

“Well, you just need to fol­low that creek, it flows that way. Provided you can make it away from the castle.”

He pulled his cap over his ears, nod­ded good­bye to us once more, then spurred his horse on and drove off.

Miray put her hands on her hips and watched the sled dis­ap­pear. “Maybe we should have dis­cussed this bet­ter be­fore we left,” she re­marked dryly.

Stunned, I stared at her. “How can you stay so calm?” I ex­claimed in hor­ror. “We're stuck here, in the middle of nowhere, in the snow and cold, without food! What are we sup­posed to do now?”

“Now?” Miray poin­ted to the castle at the top of the hill, whose bat­tle­ments stood out like shad­ows from the tree­tops. “Now we pay the Count a vis­it.”

The path led us in­to a forest. After a few meters, it took a sharp turn and then began to wind steeply up­wards. The dense trees swal­lowed up the already sparse day­light, but they also held back some of the snow, so that the path was re­l­at­ively easy to see and walk on.

When we had already gained a little height, the forest cleared for a mo­ment and re­vealed a view of the snow-covered val­ley. The vil­lage lay at a re­spect­ful dis­tance from the castle. You could clearly make out the barn in front of it, the church tower and a few houses with smoking chim­neys. From this per­spect­ive, you could also make out the creek that led away from the moun­tain and past the barn in­to the vil­lage.

We stopped to take a break and get our bear­ings. Even Miray, who was more ath­let­ic than me, had to catch her breath.

“Tell me, Di­an,” she asked ab­ruptly, “do you really ex­ist? Or are you just a fig­ment of my ima­gin­a­tion?”

I looked at her in sur­prise. “I could ask you the same thing,” I replied in­dig­nantly. How could she doubt my ex­ist­ence?

“Of course you are con­vinced that you ex­ist, just as I am with my­self. But how can we be sure about each oth­er?”

“That's easy to find out. You give me your phone num­ber and when we wake up from this dream, I'll call you. Then we'll know.”

Startled by our con­ver­sa­tion, a crow flew away with a loud protest, mak­ing us jump in fright.

Miray paused for a mo­ment, then waved her hand. “Oh, it's not really im­port­ant. Let's move on!”

After half an hour's walk, the gradi­ent fi­nally eased. The path led us around a slope. The first loose frag­ments of a former wall ap­peared, in­dic­at­ing that we were ap­proach­ing the castle. We reached a plat­eau. Shortly after, we left the forest and entered a clear­ing.

The Dark Castle now lay dir­ectly in front of us. It was a huge struc­ture that must have been a fort­ress of enorm­ous pro­por­tions in its hey­day. How­ever, a large part of it lay in ru­ins. The thick wall that once pro­tec­ted it had been des­troyed. All that was left of many parts of the build­ing was the sub­struc­ture, from which de­cayed and charred wooden beams pro­truded like the broken teeth of a dragon.

Only one house was still in­tact. It was a stone build­ing with sev­er­al floors and a high tower on the side, the bat­tle­ments of which we had seen at the foot of the moun­tain. The smoking chim­ney on the roof re­vealed that our host must be at home.

We reached the portal, a huge, heavy oak door. Hanging from its wings were door knock­ers, large rings of wrought iron held by massive wolf heads.

“Are you ready?” Miray asked me. I nod­ded. She was just about to reach for the door knock­er when the gate opened with a loud creak and groan. An old, gaunt man with a bony skull looked at us with his sunken, life­less eyes.

“Count Bezos?” I asked cau­tiously. “You had in­vited us to your place.”

He just growled and waved us in.

We stepped in­to a once mag­ni­fi­cent en­trance hall, which now looked dark and very neg­lected. A gray run­ner stretched through the cross vault up to a large stair­case. There was dust every­where and cob­webs hung from the ceil­ing like cloths. A musty smell crept through the room with the draft.

The stair­case led us up the icy cold stone steps and ended in front of a heavy wooden door with wrought iron fit­tings. Be­hind it was the knight's hall. On the left, a fire blazed in a huge fire­place. Hunt­ing trophies hung on the walls – strangely shaped antlers, over­sized boar heads and the head of a wolf, whose gaze stared al­most re­proach­fully in my dir­ec­tion. Be­low them were paint­ings from a gal­lery of an­cest­ors whose canvases, blackened by time, only al­lowed the eyes of the people por­trayed to shine through. Through the nar­row but tall win­dows on the op­pos­ite side, the dull day­light was re­luct­ant to enter.

The cen­ter of the hall was dom­in­ated by a long table made of al­most black oak wood, sur­roun­ded by chairs with high back­rests carved with wolves' heads. The fig­ure ges­tured quietly for us to take a seat. Without a word, he slipped out and closed the door be­hind him.

“The Count doesn't seem to be very talk­at­ive,” I grumbled as I sank in­to one of the heavy, un­com­fort­able chairs. “How are we sup­posed to get him to tell us what our task is?”

Im­pa­tiently, I drummed my fin­gers on the gnarled wood of the old table. My gaze wandered to Miray, who was walk­ing slowly through the hall. She stopped in front of one of the paint­ings and looked at it as if there was ac­tu­ally some­thing to see.

The door opened and a lean, bald­ing, middle-aged man walked in. His suit would have looked al­most regal if a few hungry moths hadn't already at­tacked the fab­ric. The last time he had worn this fine piece seemed to be dec­ades ago.

He gal­lantly greeted my com­pan­ion with a kiss on the hand. “Doam­nă Miray, Dom­nule Di­an, I, Count Bezos, wel­come you to my humble castle. I am honored that you ac­cep­ted my in­vit­a­tion and were able to ar­range a vis­it. I hope my ser­vant Egor has not frightened you. We rarely ex­pect vis­it­ors here.”

He moved Miray's chair closer, then took a seat op­pos­ite us, cleared his throat and began to ex­plain the reas­on for his in­vit­a­tion.

“I do not wish to take up your pre­cious time un­ne­ces­sar­ily, Doam­nă Miray, Dom­nule Di­an. But there is an ur­gent mat­ter that has promp­ted me to sum­mon you here. The Bezos fam­ily has lived in this castle for gen­er­a­tions. And for just as long, the slight­est whis­per of mis­for­tune has turned the sus­pi­cious eyes of the vil­la­gers to­wards us. Be it a bad har­vest, a vi­ol­ent storm, even a lun­ar ec­lipse was once enough to drive them out­side the gates with torches. There is no room for reas­on in these val­leys when fear and su­per­sti­tion reign.”

“And now it's that time again?” asked Miray.

The Count nod­ded thought­fully. “I have learned that a cer­tain Mari­ana, the black­smith's daugh­ter, has dis­ap­peared in the vil­lage without a trace. I fear that the vil­la­gers will once again con­jure up their old su­per­sti­tions and turn their wrath against me. Should they storm these walls again, I will not have the means to re­build the castle a fur­ther time.”

He looked at us with a plead­ing ex­pres­sion, and I sud­denly felt sorry for him.

“I as­sure you that I am in­no­cent, just as my an­cest­ors al­ways were. That is why I im­plore you for your help. Prove my in­no­cence and find the girl! You are the only ones who will act with a cool head and an open mind.”

Miray nod­ded in un­der­stand­ing. “But how can we be sure that the Mari­ana we're look­ing for isn't hid­den here in the castle?”

For a mo­ment, the Count frowned and his eyes nar­rowed in­to slits, be­fore he re­gained his com­pos­ure. “As much as I am of­fen­ded by your ques­tion, Doam­nă Miray, I un­der­stand that you have to ask it. You see for your­self the de­plor­able state of these once-proud walls. There is just enough space for my loy­al ser­vant and me. In winter, pro­vi­sions are already scarce for the two of us, let alone for an­oth­er res­id­ent. And what would I do with a young, pos­sibly even lively wo­man? I ap­pre­ci­ate the peace and solitude of these walls.”

Miray thought for a mo­ment, then nod­ded. We rose and she thanked the Count. “I think we should re­turn to the vil­lage and be­gin the search.”

She had barely uttered the sen­tence when the door opened and Egor entered. Without a word, he led us down the stairs and through the vault back to the portal. When we emerged from the dark­ness, we were blinded by the day­light. It was only after a few steps that I no­ticed it had star­ted snow­ing.

We crossed the clear­ing and looked back at the castle one last time.

“You know,” I said quietly, “I would have ex­pec­ted any­thing, but not this friendly wel­come and a Count who al­most served us tea and cook­ies.”

Miray nod­ded. “The Count wrote that ap­pear­ances are of­ten de­cept­ive.”

We entered the forest and began our des­cent in­to the val­ley. It was quiet, that spe­cial, cot­ton-wool-like si­lence that one only per­ceives when snow is fall­ing. The calm al­lowed my thoughts to wander. How iron­ic, I thought, at the castle that every­one feared so much, we were giv­en a friend­li­er re­cep­tion than in the vil­lage to which we were now to re­turn.

When we reached the val­ley and stepped out of the forest, the snow had in­creased. We re­turned to the spot where Al­ex­an­dru had dropped us off. The tracks of his sledge were only faint in­dent­a­tions in the fresh white, and it wouldn't be long be­fore they had dis­ap­peared com­pletely. If we fol­lowed them, we would get hope­lessly lost in this wil­der­ness.

So we set off in search of the creek and made our way back from there.

The snow­fall turned in­to a ver­it­able storm that robbed us of our vis­ib­il­ity. I was freez­ing. The cold crept un­der my clothes and the damp­ness clung to my skin.

“Just think­ing that it's sum­mer at home…” I grumbled.

Miray nod­ded. Then she poin­ted to a box-shaped ob­ject that could be dimly seen in the dis­tance. “That's prob­ably the old barn! We can shel­ter there and wait un­til the weath­er im­proves.”

We trudged through the deep snow for an­oth­er half hour un­til we reached our shel­ter. The barn was a simple wooden house with a porch that had already par­tially col­lapsed. The gate was closed but not locked. Miray pushed it open a bit and we went in­side.

The build­ing ap­peared to have been aban­doned for some time. Day­light fell through milky, cloudy win­dows, but also through the cracks in the rough wall con­struc­tion. In one corner was a large pile of hay. Two hay carts were parked, one of which had a broken wheel. It smelled of old grass and mouse drop­pings. At least the roof was tight and kept the in­teri­or dry and free of snow.

“And now?” I asked Miray as we looked around. “How are we sup­posed to find Mari­ana? We don't even know what she looks like yet.”

“We could find out who saw her last. But the vil­la­gers prob­ably won't tell us much, sus­pi­cious as they are.”

I nod­ded. “What else can we do? I mean, Mari­ana is hardly go­ing to stumble across our path and wave at us.”

My foot got caught on some­thing in the hay. I stumbled and fell in­to the heap. When I looked back, I saw an arm stick­ing out of the hay. Pan­icked, I called for Miray. She rushed over and im­me­di­ately began to un­cov­er the rest of the body. Then she paused.

“It seems that Mari­ana has just done that.”

A young wo­man lay in front of us. Her dead body was already frozen from the cold. She was wear­ing a thick fur coat and a col­or­ful dress un­der­neath. Miray searched her pock­ets and found a note, which she handed to me.

“Dearest Mari­ana, meet me at the barn this af­ter­noon. R,” I read aloud. “Who is ‘R’?”

“Maybe her mur­der­er,” Miray replied. “It cer­tainly doesn't look like an ac­ci­dent to me. Take a look here!”

She had pushed the col­lar of the coat to one side and poin­ted to Mari­ana's neck. There were two holes on the ca­rot­id artery that looked like bite marks. She held her in­dex fin­ger next to them be­fore ex­amin­ing the area thor­oughly.

“I knew it!” I shouted. “The Count led us by the nose! He lured Mari­ana in­to a trap and at­tacked her. Then he brought us in so that we would clear his name. He prob­ably hoped we'd nev­er find her here.”

Miray laughed out loud. “Don't tell me you think the Count is a vam­pire!”

I poin­ted to the wound on the vic­tim's neck. “Isn't that proof enough? We should call the po­lice im­me­di­ately!”

She waved it off. “What would that look like? Two strangers ar­rive in the vil­lage, pay a vis­it to the Count, and a little later find the miss­ing wo­man dead with bite marks on her neck in an aban­doned barn, well hid­den in a hay­stack.”

“But if it is the truth?”

“They wouldn't be­lieve us, but would think we were ac­com­plices of the Count and lock us up. I don't know about you, but I don't plan on spend­ing the rest of my life here in jail, hav­ing to put up with your lovey-dovey be­ha­vi­or with Flo­r­ica when she brings us food.”

Even if the side blow was un­ne­ces­sary, I real­ized that Miray was right.

“And now?”

Miray thought about it. “As soon as the weath­er im­proves a bit, we'll go to the vil­lage and tell the black­smith that we found his daugh­ter. Then we'll fig­ure out what to do next.”

We found some old horse blankets and put them around us. Snuggled up warmly, we sat down on one of the hay wag­ons and waited. The snow fell in­cess­antly, thick flakes against a gray, im­pen­et­rable wall.

Miray was lost in thought while I played with the hem of my blanket. Sud­denly, she held out her in­dex fin­ger to me.

“Bite it,” she said. Her tone was ser­i­ous, which only made her re­quest more pe­cu­li­ar.

I looked at her, con­fused.

“Come on! Last night you still wanted to nibble on me.”

Hes­it­antly, I bit her fin­ger gently. I looked at her like a dog that had just stolen a piece of meat from a plate.

“I knew it!” she said, nod­ding with sat­is­fac­tion.

“Knew what?” I mumbled.

She pulled her fin­ger out of my mouth and let her arm dis­ap­pear un­der the blanket again.

“You're not a vam­pire!” she said with a laugh.

Then she looked out­side again, as if noth­ing had happened. I stared at her, wor­ried. Had the cold af­fected her so badly?

At some point, the snow­fall sub­sided. We left the barn and could see the church tower of the vil­lage in the dis­tance.

“It's time,” said Miray, “let's move on!”

On the out­skirts of the vil­lage, we came across a wo­man strug­gling through the snow. In her thick fur coat and with a huge hat on her head, she looked like a bear at first. Miray stopped her and asked for the black­smith.

“To Con­stantin?” she replied curtly and showed us the way with a quick wave of her hand.

A few minutes later, we reached the smithy. It was im­possible to miss. The dull clanging of met­al on met­al guided us through the nar­row streets like a beacon. We entered the court­yard and went in­to the work­shop.

The fire in the forge heated the small room and provided a little light. A tall, strong man was stand­ing at an an­vil, work­ing on a horse­shoe that was glow­ing or­ange-red. When he saw us com­ing, he nod­ded to us. He then fin­ished his work, held the iron briefly in the em­bers once more, and fi­nally threw it in­to a buck­et of wa­ter, where it cooled with a loud hiss­ing sound.

He put the ham­mer aside and came to­wards us. His face was dark with soot and the heat, and his ex­pres­sion was marked by worry and far too little sleep.

He eyed us sus­pi­ciously. “What do you want?” he fi­nally growled.

“You're Con­stantin the black­smith, aren't you?” Miray asked.

The man looked around. “Do you see any­one else here who might be?”

Miray closed her eyes for a mo­ment and tapped the tip of her nose sev­er­al times with her in­dex fin­ger. Then she looked at Con­stantin.

“I'm afraid we have some bad news! We found your daugh­ter out­side in the barn. She's dead.”

Con­stantin sat down on a stool, but he re­mained sur­pris­ingly com­posed. “Dead, you say? I was afraid of that. No one could sur­vive alone in the wil­der­ness for days at this time of year. Very well, I'll see to it that Mari­ana is brought to the vil­lage.”

He shook his head in dis­be­lief. “In the old barn! What on earth made her go to this deser­ted place?”

“We found this mes­sage with her.”

Miray handed the note to Con­stantin. He read it and mur­mured the in­di­vidu­al words to him­self slowly, as if he were read­ing it to him­self. When he had fin­ished, his face turned red with rage.

“The note must be from Radu, the innkeep­er's use­less brat!” He crumpled the note in his fist and threw it at our feet. “Oh, I swear to God, if that skirt-chaser was in­volved with my daugh­ter… I'll kill him!”

“Maybe it wasn't Radu at all,” I quickly in­ter­jec­ted. “We found bite marks on your daugh­ter's neck!”

Miray kicked me in the shin and gave me a fierce look.

“I knew it!” Con­stantin shouted, be­fore fi­nally burst­ing in­to tears. “The Count! First the Almighty took my wife, and now this spawn of the dev­il is tak­ing my only child!”

He slumped down com­pletely. Miray hur­riedly picked up the note, then grabbed my arm and pulled me out­side.

“The ref­er­ence to the bite was un­ne­ces­sary, don't you think?” she grumbled as we stood out­side the door again.

“What was I sup­posed to do?” I pro­tested. “He was about to run off and kill someone!”

“You're just fan­ning the flames of su­per­sti­tion! We're sup­posed to ex­on­er­ate the Count. In­stead, you're put­ting him to the sword.”

She took a deep breath to calm her­self down.

“Let's go back to the inn,” she fi­nally said. “At least we fi­nally have a hot lead!”

This time we reached the inn from the back. An eld­erly wo­man was lock­ing the door of a small out­build­ing that was al­most com­pletely bur­ied un­der a blanket of snow. Then she slipped the key in­to her pock­et, grabbed a bas­ket and, lean­ing on her stick, made her way back to the inn. When she no­ticed us, she gave us a friendly nod.

“You must be Alina,” greeted Miray.

She nod­ded again and said in a hoarse voice: “And you must be the strangers who wanted to see the Count. The Lord has blessed you, you have re­turned safely!”

“That's how it looks,” Miray replied. “Can you tell me where we can find your son?”

“Radu?” Alina poin­ted to a win­dow on the first floor. “He's in his room. He hasn't been well since the black­smith's daugh­ter dis­ap­peared. Al­ex­an­dru doesn't think much of the black­smith, but Mari­ana is a good girl. Hope­fully she'll re­turn soon.”

Miray sighed. “I'm afraid she won't be. We found her dead in the old barn.”

Alina dropped the bas­ket and hast­ily crossed her­self. “Dead, you say? It was the Count, wasn't it?”

She ges­tured to the sol­id oak door of the out­build­ing, which she had just locked.

“Just the oth­er day he broke in­to our stor­age shed and bit in­to a pig's head. And now poor Mari­ana! The loneli­ness in his castle must have fi­nally driv­en him out of his mind!”

“Every­one has their own the­ory on that, it seems,” Miray growled and looked at me re­proach­fully.

We went in­to the house and knocked on Radu's cham­ber door. A young man's voice in­vited us in. The room was fur­nished in the same way as our guest rooms, and prob­ably served as such on busy days. Radu sat on the bed, tired and hag­gard with worry, and looked at us ques­tion­ingly. Miray in­tro­duced us and sat next to him on the edge of the bed.

“Radu, we've found Mari­ana,” she began.

His face brightened for a mo­ment and he looked at her with hope in his eyes. When she didn't make a face, he sus­pec­ted that his hope was in vain.

“She's dead?” he asked, his voice quiv­er­ing.

Miray kept her calm com­pos­ure. “I'm sorry, Radu,” she said quietly, paus­ing as if to give him a mo­ment to pro­cess the news. “You loved her, didn't you?”

He nod­ded. “But no one must know about this, be­cause of this old feud between my fath­er and the black­smith. Mari­ana's moth­er died when she was born. Later, Mari­ana took care of her fath­er. She came to the inn al­most every day to get food. That's how we got to know each oth­er. Since she dis­ap­peared a few days ago, I've been wor­ried sick. What has happened?”

“I'm afraid she was murdered.”

Radu's eyes widened. “Murdered? Was it the Count?”

Miray dropped her shoulders for a mo­ment be­fore she took out the mes­sage and held it out to him. “We found this on Mari­ana.”

He read the note, then shook his head and looked at us in ir­rit­a­tion.

“I don't un­der­stand. The mes­sage is not from me!”

“My son has noth­ing to do with it!” Al­ex­an­dru's voice thundered be­hind us. He must have been over­hear­ing us for a while. “So Mari­ana is dead? That's just what that Con­stantin de­serves! And if the Count is be­hind her death, it's bet­ter that this poor soul is now at peace. But my Radu has noth­ing to do with it!”

“How would you know?” Miray re­tor­ted.

“On the day Mari­ana dis­ap­peared, Radu and I were in town to buy meat and sup­plies. We didn't come back un­til after sun­set, when there was already a lot of com­mo­tion in the vil­lage. If you don't be­lieve me, ask the mer­chant in town!”

He looked at us with fierce eyes. “And now get out! We have wel­comed you kindly in­to our home, and you have shame­lessly ab­used this right of hos­pit­al­ity by ac­cus­ing my son.”

Miray stood up in front of Al­ex­an­dru. Her gaze could have cut steel. She clenched her fists, ready to strike. But then she grabbed my hand. She pulled me out of the room without say­ing a word.

The res­taur­ant was deser­ted and the stove that had provided warmth that morn­ing was ex­tin­guished. We col­lapsed in­to the chairs at our table. Miray res­ted her head on her arms, closed her eyes and was lost in thought. “It seems our hot lead was a dead end,” she grumbled softly and sighed deeply.

I shook my head. “Maybe Radu was ly­ing when he said he didn't write the note.”

“I think he's telling the truth. Why would he kill the wo­man he loves? Be­sides, he wasn't even in the vil­lage the day Mari­ana dis­ap­peared.”

“That's what his fath­er says!” I pro­tested. “Of course he wants to pro­tect his son. And he knows we can't get in­to the town to ask the mer­chant without his help.”

“We have to man­age to check the alibi. Un­til then, we should be more care­ful and not give any­thing away. People are already sus­pi­cious enough.”

“Don't you think we should look for new tracks out­side?” I asked.

“The only thing we'll get out­side is a cold.” She shook her head. “No, I be­lieve we have al­most all the pieces of the puzzle. We just haven't put them to­geth­er prop­erly yet.”

I sighed and drummed my fin­gers on the table. “So we're just go­ing to sit here?”

“Sit and think!” she cor­rec­ted me.

Sit­ting around was per­haps in Miray's nature, but cer­tainly not in mine.

“Can't we at least play cards?” I whined.

She laughed briefly. “You'd lose any­way.”

Miray leaned back, crossed her arms be­hind her head and stared in­to space. I watched her for a while, un­til my eyes fell shut.

“Just what I needed,” Miray mur­mured sud­denly. Her face twis­ted as if she had bit­ten in­to a lem­on.

I turned around and saw a broadly grin­ning Flo­r­ica com­ing to­wards us with three jugs in her hands.

“Maybe she's come at just the right time,” I whispered to Miray. “Trust me!”

When Flo­r­ica reached our table, she put down the jugs and sat down with us.

“You've re­turned safe and sound!” she ex­claimed de­lightedly. “So you thought bet­ter of it and didn't pay the Count a vis­it?”

“Oh yes, we were at the castle,” I replied.

Flo­r­ica looked at us, puzzled. “So the Count wasn't there?”

“He even wel­comed us!”

Flo­r­ica grabbed my hand and squeezed it tightly. “I knew it! If any­one man­ages to re­turn from the castle alive, it's you. What was his re­quest?”

“The Count simply asked us for a fa­vor, noth­ing more,” I replied evas­ively.

Flo­r­ica took my hint. “I'm too curi­ous. For­give me, please.”

She clinked glasses with us and we took a sip. Then Flo­r­ica gave me her un­di­vided at­ten­tion again.

“I envy you,” she purred. “You must be trav­el­ing a lot and ex­per­i­en­cing ex­cit­ing things while I'm stuck here in the vil­lage.”

I smiled at Flo­r­ica and looked her deep in the eyes. “Oh, Flo­r­ica, it's not that ex­cit­ing. And I'm sure it's not that bor­ing in the vil­lage either. I heard that just the oth­er day a young wo­man dis­ap­peared without a trace. I'm sure every­one was in a tizzy!”

Flo­r­ica rolled her eyes dra­mat­ic­ally and sighed. “Oh yes. That day was a real com­mo­tion. Half the vil­lage was here, gathered and dis­cuss­ing eagerly.”

“Of course,” I agreed and took an­oth­er sip. “But I can ima­gine, as hard-work­ing and skill­ful as you are, it was no prob­lem for you to serve the many guests. Be­sides, I'm sure you had help from the innkeep­er and his son.”

Flo­r­ica looked sheep­ishly in­to her cup. “You won't be­lieve it, Dom­nule Di­an, but they were in town that very day. I had to serve the guests all by my­self!”

I nod­ded ap­pre­ci­at­ively. “I knew you could do it, Flo­r­ica!”

At that mo­ment, the door to the tap­room opened. The innkeep­er and the black­smith entered, talk­ing in loud, agit­ated voices. They were fol­lowed by Alina and Radu, and be­hind them a man we didn't know. The group sat down at the large table next to ours, pay­ing no at­ten­tion to us.

“Look, we have a dis­tin­guished vis­it­or!” Flo­r­ica whispered to us. “Even the may­or has come. And Al­ex­an­dru to­geth­er with Con­stantin, without them go­ing at each oth­er's throats! Some­thing im­port­ant must have happened.”

She apo­lo­gized, had a quick chat with Al­ex­an­dru and then dis­ap­peared in­to the kit­chen.

Miray grabbed my hand, and I flinched in­vol­un­tar­ily, bra­cing my­self for a scold­ing. But in­stead of a rep­rim­and, she gave me a sat­is­fied smile and whispered: “You did well, Di­an! Maybe even a little too well. You have Flo­r­ica wrapped around your little fin­ger us­ing every trick in the book. You're a real Cas­anova!”

I grinned proudly. “And just like that, the alibi is con­firmed! So it could only have been the Count.”

Miray shook her head. “The pig is the key, I've been con­vinced of that all along. And now everything is fall­ing in­to place.”

The sparkle in her eyes was all too fa­mil­i­ar: she had cracked the case. I looked at her curi­ously. She thought about it for a mo­ment and was about to ex­plain, but then she hes­it­ated. “Not now!” she said quietly.

Flo­r­ica brought jugs to the neigh­bor­ing table and served plat­ters of cheese and smoked saus­ages. Then she sat down with us again.

“The miss­ing wo­man was Mari­ana, the daugh­ter of Con­stantin,” she whispered to us. “He has now found her. Dead, with a bite on her neck. Such marks… they are un­holy signs! The Count will soon re­ceive his de­served pun­ish­ment!”

Miray cleared his throat and spoke loud enough for the neigh­bor­ing table to hear: “That's very in­ter­est­ing that the black­smith claims to have found Mari­ana.”

Al­ex­an­dru fell si­lent and looked at her an­grily. Then he stood up and shouted: “Dom­nule Di­an, Doam­nă Miray, this is a mat­ter for the vil­lage. Your pres­ence is no longer wanted here. Go to your rooms and pack your things! I will take you to the town and the train sta­tion today.”

Miray also stood up and replied: “You for­get that we are not here at your re­quest, but at the Count's in­vit­a­tion. And I am con­vinced that the Count is in­no­cent.”

Al­ex­an­dru laughed mock­ingly. “What non­sense! You are the Count's hench­men, noth­ing more. But the signs are all too clear. Poor Mari­ana had two marks on her neck! Su­per­nat­ur­al powers are at play here.”

Miray crossed her arms, her eyes fixed on the innkeep­er. “There was al­most no blood on the wounds! That means they were in­flic­ted on Mari­ana after she died. What's more, they were in­flic­ted by hand, not by a bite.”

“Non­sense!” scol­ded Al­ex­an­dru. “How do you know that?”

“The dis­tance is not right! The punc­ture marks are two fin­ger joints apart. I meas­ured it my­self.”

She pressed her in­dex fin­ger against her teeth.

“Do you see? That's way too far apart for the canines of a hu­man bite! Only a needle, guided by the mur­der­er's hand, could make these punc­tures.”

Stunned, I stared at Miray. In­deed, the canines were closer to­geth­er. She must have no­ticed that in the barn. She let me bite her fin­ger to con­firm her sus­pi­cion.

“No, the Count is in­no­cent,” she pleaded. “Poor Mari­ana's mur­der­er is here among us. And I know who it is, too.”

The innkeep­er's face turned a deep red. “Are you still ac­cus­ing my son Radu? Don't fall for this writ­ten non­sense, it's only meant to de­ceive you.” He raised his fist and swung it. “Shut up, it's none of your busi­ness!”

The may­or pulled Al­ex­an­dru's raised arm down. “No, the Doam­nă should be al­lowed to speak. What she says is hard to dis­pute.” Then he turned to Miray. “Do you mean that someone from the vil­lage murdered Mari­ana and is try­ing to pin the crime on Radu?”

“It couldn't have been Radu either. He and Al­ex­an­dru were in town the day Mari­ana dis­ap­peared. Good Flo­r­ica has just con­firmed that. They're out of the ques­tion as sus­pects.”

Al­ex­an­dru stared at Miray, speech­less. He hadn't ex­pec­ted her to ex­on­er­ate his son. But then who was it? Sud­denly his eyes widened. In a flash he reached across the table and grabbed Con­stantin's throat. “You dev­il! You even sac­ri­fice your own daugh­ter to take my Radu from me!” he roared.

Con­stantin pushed him away. “Are you out of your mind? I would nev­er do that!”

“It wasn't Con­stantin either!” Miray shouted. “I'll get to that. Alina men­tioned that a few days ago a pig had sim­il­ar bite marks. I only now un­der­stand the con­nec­tion. It means the cul­prit had ac­cess to the stor­age shed. He must be­long to the inn.”

Al­ex­an­dru laughed out loud. “You're talk­ing non­sense again! Who could it have been, my dear Alina?”

Miray shook his head. “No. Alina de­pends on her cane. In this snow, she would hardly have made it to the barn, let alone fin­ish off a young and healthy wo­man there.”

Radu real­ized that Miray had ruled out every per­son present as a per­pet­rat­or. All but one. “You!” he gasped, jump­ing up and point­ing at Flo­r­ica with a trem­bling hand. “You killed my Mari­ana! Why? Why on earth?”

Flo­r­ica burst in­to tears. “You whispered sweet words in my ear. Tender words. You swore your un­dy­ing love for me! But then your at­ten­tion waned. I saw you secretly passing notes to Mari­ana when she brought food for Con­stantin. One day I fol­lowed you to the old barn where you met in secret.”

Miray con­tin­ued: “And so you made a plan to get rid of your rival. You were able to enter the stor­age shed without arous­ing sus­pi­cion. There you prac­ticed mak­ing the bite marks on the pig's head with a needle. When Al­ex­an­dru and Radu went in­to town, you took the op­por­tun­ity. You slipped the false mes­sage to Mari­ana, lur­ing her to the barn. There you smothered her and stabbed her in the neck with the needle. You knew that every­one in the vil­lage would im­me­di­ately as­sume that the Count had done away with her. But you made two mis­takes! You for­got to get rid of the pig's head, and you didn't take the mes­sage back from her.”

Si­lence reigned. Every­one stared at Flo­r­ica in hor­ror.

Sud­denly she jumped up and tried to run to the door, but the may­or re­acted im­me­di­ately and held her down. She col­lapsed in des­pair.

“Let them work out the rest between them­selves,” Miray whispered to me. She poin­ted to the green circle on her wrist. “It's time we got out of here.”

We slipped out of the bar and quietly closed the door be­hind us.

“What an ad­ven­ture!” she said as we climbed the creak­ing stairs to the at­tic. “I'm sorry I had to con­vict your girl­friend, though.”

“She's not my girl­friend,” I snorted quietly. “But how did you come up with Flo­r­ica in the first place?”

Miray gave me a quick glance. “Ac­tu­ally, you gave me the idea. After you flir­ted with Flo­r­ica to con­firm the alibi, I called you a Cas­anova. Then I re­membered that Con­stantin had called Radu a skirt-chaser and wondered: Could Radu have been in­volved with Flo­r­ica be­fore he turned his at­ten­tion to Mari­ana? All of a sud­den, all the pieces of the puzzle fell per­fectly in­to place.”

I had to laugh briefly. The ex­plan­a­tion was so simple that I was an­noyed not to have thought of it my­self. “But why did Flo­r­ica flirt with me then, if she was still in love with Radu?”

Miray shrugged. “Maybe she felt re­jec­ted, and you gave her the at­ten­tion she so des­per­ately needed.”

We reached the top floor and Miray opened the door to her room. She stood frozen.

“What's that?” she stammered, point­ing to her bed. There lay a let­ter, writ­ten on thick hand­made pa­per, care­fully fol­ded and sealed with a thick red wax seal.

She took the let­ter and turned it care­fully in her hands. Then she broke the seal and read the mes­sage to me.


Doam­nă Miray, Dom­nule Di­an,

I am pleased to say that the repu­ta­tion that pre­ceded you was fully jus­ti­fied. You have brought the light of truth in­to the dark­ness, un­masked the true cul­prit and freed me from the dev­ast­at­ing ac­cus­a­tions that weighed so heav­ily upon me.

I would like to ex­press my deep­est grat­it­ude for this ser­vice! You are al­ways wel­come as es­teemed guests at my castle.

I wish you a safe and pleas­ant jour­ney, wherever your com­mon path may lead you.

Count Bezos



We stared at each oth­er. Even Miray, who al­ways had a sharp re­mark ready, stood there with her mouth hanging open for a mo­ment.

“How can that be?” I fi­nally asked. “We only solved the case a few minutes ago! How could the Count find out, put the let­ter on your bed and then dis­ap­pear from here without meet­ing us on the stairs?”

Miray shrugged her shoulders and poin­ted to her wrist. “We can wake up, so let's just leave it at that.”

She smiled, took a step to­wards me and threw her arms around my shoulders. Her icy blue eyes looked deep in­to mine.

“Tell me, Di­an, did you mean it when you said I was the wo­man of your dreams?”

I nod­ded sheep­ishly.

“Then give me your cell phone num­ber. I'll call you as soon as I wake up.”

With a sat­is­fied grin, I gave her my num­ber. She mur­mured the se­quence of di­gits softly to her­self sev­er­al times be­fore fi­nally nod­ding.

“Are you ready?” she asked me.

I placed my hand over my tat­too. Then I cast a brief, sug­gest­ive glance at the bed. “Last chance?”

She gave me a sly grin. “Barely has your girl­friend landed be­hind bars, and I’m next? You sure don’t waste time, Di­an!”

Be­fore I could say any­thing back, she gave me a quick wink and placed her hand on her tat­too. The end­less noth­ing­ness wrapped it­self around me like a black cloak and stole my con­scious­ness.

The bang of a back­fire startled me. I lay bathed in sweat in my bed in the much too warm room. I got up, went wear­ily to the open win­dow and looked out at the street. An old mo­tor­bike drove off with a loudly rat­tling en­gine.

I looked at my cell phone. It was half past three and – more im­port­antly – I hadn't missed a call. “How am I sup­posed to get back to sleep?” I moaned quietly and threw my­self onto my bed.

I tossed and turned rest­lessly on the mat­tress all night. But it wasn't the heat that kept me awake. It was the worry that I would fall asleep and miss her call.

But the call nev­er came.

I didn't take my eyes off my cell phone all morn­ing. Maybe she lived in a dif­fer­ent time zone and wouldn't wake up un­til a few hours later, I tried to re­as­sure my­self.

By even­ing, I had ac­cep­ted that she would not call back. I was an­noyed with my­self for not ask­ing for her num­ber as well. That would have doubled our chances in case one of us got the num­ber wrong. I re­solved that if I had an­oth­er op­por­tun­ity, I would fol­low up.
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