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Chapter 1: The Compartment

The train left Vienna at 19:47, sliding out of the station with the soft reluctance of something that knows it has sixteen hours ahead and nowhere else to be. Rain streaked the windows in long silver threads, blurring the platform lights into watery smears. Inside compartment 11B of the Night jet sleeper, the air already carried the faint metallic taste of recycled warmth and the ghost of someone else's coffee. Elena Voss settled into the lower bunk first. 

She was thirty-four, tall enough that her knees would press uncomfortably against the opposite seat if she stretched, and she had chosen this journey precisely because it forced stillness. No signal in the high Alps, no easy way to check messages, no polite excuse to leave. She wore a charcoal sweater that looked expensive but wasn't, dark jeans, and boots she hadn't bothered to take off. Her single small suitcase sat zipped on the luggage rack above, contents arranged with military precision: three changes of clothes, a paperback she wouldn't read, a notebook she wouldn't open, and a slim black case containing things she hoped no one would ever see. 

She had requested a ladies-only compartment when booking. The attendant had nodded without comment and handed her the key card. When the door slid open ten minutes after departure and the second passenger appeared, Elena felt a flicker of something close to relief. The woman was smaller, softer around the edges, carrying a canvas tote and a paper bag that smelled faintly of warm bread. “Hi," the newcomer said, voice light but careful, the way people speak when they're gauging whether conversation is welcome. "I'm Mara. Looks like we're sharing.”

Elena offered a small smile, the kind that didn't reach her eyes but didn't invite rejection either. "Elena. Yes. Lower or upper?" Mara glanced at the bunks. The upper one required a small ladder that folded out from the wall; the lower had more space but felt more exposed. "I'll take the top if that's okay. “I like being able to see the door." Elena nodded once. Practical. She liked that. Mara climbed up with surprising ease for someone who looked like she might prefer libraries to gyms. She arranged her bag at the foot of the mattress, kicked off her sneakers-red canvas, scuffed at the toes-and let her socked feet dangle over the edge. 

The compartment was narrow: two bunks stacked, a tiny fold-down table between them, a single window now mostly reflecting their own faces back at them. The overhead light was a warm amber, kinder than fluorescent but still too bright for secrets. The train gathered speed. The rhythmic clack of wheels on track settled into something almost lullaby-like. Outside, the city thinned into dark fields punctuated by the occasional sodium glow of a distant farmhouse. Mara broke the silence first. "First time on a Nightjet?" "Second," Elena said. "Last one was years ago. Paris to Budapest. I slept the whole way." "Lucky. I never sleep on trains. Too many sounds. Too much... possibility." Mara laughed softly at herself. "That sounded dramatic. I just mean I overthink everything when I'm stuck in one place." 

Elena turned her head slightly. In the window reflection, Mara's face was half-shadowed, eyes bright. She had short auburn hair tucked behind her ears, a scattering of freckles across her nose, and the kind of mouth that looked used to smiling even when it wasn't. "What takes you to Bucharest?" Elena asked. Neutral territory. "Family stuff. My grandmother's turning ninety. Big party, lots of cousins I haven't seen since I was a kid. You?" "Work," Elena said. The word came out flat. She let it hang there a moment, then added, "Research. Archives mostly. Nothing exciting." Mara tilted her head. "Archives in Bucharest? That sounds secretly exciting. Old manuscripts? Spy files? Vampire folklore?" Elena allowed a real smile this time, small but genuine. "Something like that. Just... history no one wants to look at too closely." 

The train swayed through a tunnel. Darkness pressed against the glass, sudden and complete. Their reflections sharpened, two women staring at two women. Mara leaned forward, elbows on her knees, chin in her hands. "Do you ever get the feeling," she said, "that you're running toward something and away from it at the same time?" Elena felt the question land somewhere under her ribs. She looked down at her hands, fingers laced too tightly. "All the time." Mara nodded as if she'd expected the answer. "Me too. This trip... it's supposed to be a good thing. Family, cake, bad wine, stories about how I used to steal apples from the neighbor's tree. But I keep thinking about the things I didn't tell them last time I visited. The things I still haven't told anyone." 

The tunnel ended. Lights flickered past again-isolated houses, level crossings, the red blink of distant signals. Elena felt the weight of the black case above her head like a physical pressure. "What kind of things?" she asked quietly. Mara hesitated. Her fingers traced the seam of the mattress. "The kind that sound small until you say them out loud. Then they get big. And sharp." Elena knew that feeling. She knew it so well it had carved a permanent shape inside her chest. 

They were both quiet for a while. The train hummed. Rain tapped the window in irregular Morse. Eventually Mara spoke again, softer. "You don't have to tell me anything. I just... I don't know. It's a long night. Sometimes it's easier to talk to someone you'll never see again." Elena looked up. Mara's eyes were steady, curious, not pressing. There was no judgment there, only a kind of gentle recognition. "I killed someone," Elena said. The words slipped out before she could catch them-quiet, matter-of-fact, like admitting she'd forgotten her umbrella. Mara didn't flinch. Didn't gasp. She simply waited. "Not on purpose," Elena continued, staring at the fold-down table as though it might offer absolution. "But the law doesn't care about intent when the result is the same. It was three years ago. A car. Rain. Too fast. He was crossing where he shouldn't have been, but I was the one behind the wheel. 

They called it manslaughter. Suspended sentence. Community service. But the look on his wife's face in the courtroom... that never goes away." The compartment felt smaller now, the air thicker. Mara exhaled slowly. "I'm sorry." Elena shrugged, the motion brittle. "People say that. I don't know what else there is to say." Mara slid down the ladder, bare feet silent on the rungs, and sat on the edge of the lower bunk, close enough that their knees almost touched but not quite. 

"I have a secret too," she said. "Not the same. Not as heavy, maybe. But it keeps me awake. I... I left someone. Not just left. Disappeared. Changed my name, my city, everything. He wasn't violent. Not at first. But he was... consuming. And one day I realized if I stayed, there wouldn't be any me left to leave. So I took a train. Like this one. Didn't tell anyone where I was going. Not even my sister. She's still looking, I think. Or maybe she's given up. I don't know which is worse."

Elena studied her. The freckles. The red sneakers on the floor. The way her hands stayed very still now, as though movement might shatter something. "Why tell me?" Elena asked. "Because you told first," Mara said simply. "And because this train is going to keep moving whether we talk or not. Might as well not be alone with it."

Outside, the landscape had turned to black hills and scattered pines. The rain had eased to a fine mist. Somewhere ahead, the border waited. Elena felt something loosen in her chest-not forgiveness, not yet, but the possibility that the weight might be carried differently for a few hours. "Want some tea?" she asked. "I have a thermos. It's probably still warm." Mara smiled, small and real. "I'd like that." Elena reached into her bag. The black case stayed where it was, silent above them. The train rolled on into the night.

Chapter 2: Midnight Bread

The thermos tea was chamomile, weak from sitting too long, but neither woman minded. Elena poured it into the two plastic cups the Nightjet provided - small, white, faintly chemical-smelling-and handed one up to Mara, who had climbed back to the upper bunk after the confession. The act of passing the cup felt strangely intimate: fingers brushing, steam curling between them like a shared breath. Mara took a sip, made a small appreciative sound. “Tastes like calm-down-in-a-cup. Thank you.“ 

Elena settled against the pillows of the lower bunk, legs stretched out, back to the window. The train’s motion rocked her gently. “I have more than tea,” she said. “If you’re hungry.” Mara’s head appeared over the edge, eyes bright. “Starving, actually. I only had that sad airport pretzel.” 

Elena reached into her suitcase-careful not to disturb the black case-and pulled out a paper bag she’d bought at the Vienna station: a small rye loaf still warm when she’d purchased it, a wedge of smoked cheese wrapped in wax paper, two firm pears, and a bar of dark chocolate she hadn’t planned to share. She spread everything on the fold-down table like an offering. Mara slid down the ladder again, this time slower, deliberate. She sat cross-legged on the lower bunk beside Elena, close enough that their shoulders almost touched. 

The compartment light caught the faint gold in her auburn hair. “Feast,” Mara declared, tearing off a piece of rye. She offered half to Elena. Their fingers met again-longer this time, lingering just a second past necessity. They ate in companionable quiet at first. The bread was dense, nutty, perfect with the salty cheese. The pear juice ran down Mara’s chin; she laughed and wiped it with the back of her hand, unselfconscious. Elena watched the motion, the quick flash of tongue catching the drop, and felt something shift low in her stomach.

“So,” Mara said around a mouthful, “we’re both running. You from guilt. Me from... disappearance. Do you ever wonder what would happen if we just stopped running? Stayed still long enough for the past to catch up?” Elena broke off a square of chocolate, let it melt slowly on her tongue. “I tried that once. Stayed in the same apartment for six months after the trial. Thought
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