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    Chapter 1: Sand in Their Shoes

    

    * * *

The International School bus rolled out of Dubai, past gleaming glass facades, rows of palm trees and streets that looked as smooth as if someone had ironed them every morning.

Tom Bennett sat at the window and watched the city slowly become flatter. Behind them the skyline rose into the sky. The desert began before them: golden, vast and so bright that you almost had to squint.

Beside him, Ali Al Mansoori fidgeted in his seat as if someone had installed a spring underneath him. His white kandura was perfectly neat despite the bus ride, his ghutra was firmly on his head with the black agal, and his tablet was on his lap.

“I have an important scientific question,” Ali said.

Tom looked at him. "Which?"

“How much sand can fit in a shoe before a person stops being polite?”

Tom looked at Ali's spotlessly clean sandals. “You don’t have any sand in your shoe yet.”

"I think ahead. That's what geniuses do."

“I thought geniuses charged their power banks before a desert trip.”

Ali froze. Then he opened his eyes, reached into his pocket and breathed a sigh of relief. "Three power banks. Please never doubt my honor again."

Tom grinned. He was ten years old, English, and had been living in Dubai for several years because his father was working here as a diplomat. At school, some kids called him Sherlock-Tom because he noticed things that others missed: a scratch on a pocket, a stain on a sleeve, a look that lingered somewhere for a second too long.

Ali was his best friend. Also ten, Emiratis, loud, fast, smart and surprisingly well connected throughout Dubai. His father worked in the government, and Ali always seemed to know someone who knew someone who knew something important.

Today they drove with their class to Desert Star Camp near Al Marmoom. A trip with camels, falcons, dates and, Ali hoped, at least three types of dessert.

When they arrived, the camp was between low dunes. There were palm frond roofs, carpets on the sand, a small camel stable, fireplaces and a falcon house made of light wood. In the distance, the lakes of Al Marmoom shimmered like silver pieces of heaven on earth.

“Wow,” Tom said quietly.

“Exactly,” said Ali. “And there’s probably Wi-Fi somewhere around here.”

A woman wearing a leather glove stepped in front of the group. On her hand sat a magnificent falcon with bright feathers and alert eyes.

“This is Sahab,” she explained. “He’s one of our best Falcons.”

“Sahab means cloud,” Ali whispered. "Good name. Looks like he can control the sky himself."

Tom noticed that the camp leader, Farid, was smiling nervously. Next to the van there was a wooden box wrapped with a yellow fabric ribbon. A man in driver's clothing hastily pulled off the tape and stuffed it into his pocket.

“Did you see that?” Tom murmured.

“Yellow ribbon,” Ali said. "Delivery box. Nervous driver. I'll put it in the Maybe important, maybe just Ali needs snack category."

Shortly afterwards, Mariam led the falcon back to the falcon house. The class was given dates and cold juice. Rashid, the camel trainer, grumbled to the children not to pull on the camel blankets.

Then a scream came from the falcon house.

Mariam stood in the doorway. Her face was pale.

“Sahab is gone.”

Tom and Ali ran over. There was a short piece of yellow cloth lying on the sand in front of the door.

Ali looked at Tom.

“I take it all back,” he said. “Snack can wait.”

The day had now taken on that special desert glow in which everything seemed calm and full of movement at the same time. The warm air shimmered over Al Marmoom and the golden dunes, and every sound seemed to carry further than the city. Tom noticed that the desert spoke differently than Dubai Mall or Burj Khalifa. She didn't blink. It didn't rustle. She simply put her clues in the sand and waited to see if anyone was smart enough to see them.

Ali adjusted his ghutra and looked over the dunes. “I think sand is unfair,” he said. "It looks harmless, but it gets everywhere. Shoes, bags, thoughts."

“Sand in your mind?” asked Tom.

"Yeah. You try to think, and all of a sudden you just think, Why does my foot itch?"

Tom smiled, but his eyes remained on the yellow ribbon. It wasn't much of a clue. Nothing that adults would immediately hold their breath for. That's exactly why Tom liked him. The most important things were often small. A thread. A trace. A look that went away too quickly.

“You look like that again,” Ali said.

"How?"

“As if you were about to have a serious conversation with a pebble.”

Tom pointed to the spot. “It doesn’t fit in with the rest.”

Ali leaned forward. “I see sand.”

“All you see is sand.”

“That’s not a bad start in the desert.”

A gust of wind ran across the ground, drawing fine lines across the surface. For a moment it looked as if invisible fingers were wiping away the traces. Tom didn't come any closer. He didn't want to destroy anything. He memorized the direction, the distance, the small differences.

Nearby, a group of children laughed because a camel refused to stand exactly where it was supposed to. Rashid grumbled something that was perhaps an order, and perhaps an insult. Ali grinned. “This camel understands more than we do.”

“Or it has a better lawyer,” said Tom.

Ali looked at him in surprise. “That was a joke.”

"Yes."

"From you."

"Yes."

"I'll note this. Historic moment."

Still, the tension remained beneath the surface. Farid seems too friendly. It wasn't enough for an accusation. Not even enough for a correct guess. But Tom knew how cases began: not with a ready answer, but with a small feeling that something was wrong.

Later, as they walked along the edge of the camp, Ali stopped and photographed the skyline in the distance. Dubai was like another world out there: glass towers, streets full of lights, air-conditioned rooms and fast elevators. Out here there was only sand, sky, and the question of why anyone would make a hawk disappear.

“You know what I find strange?” Ali asked.

“Just one?”

"Very funny. I mean: If someone wanted to steal Sahab, why so many tracks? Why yellow tape, strange prints, false clues? It's like a thief carrying a sign: Please look this way."

Tom nodded slowly. “Maybe that’s exactly what we should do.”

“Look where?”

“In the wrong direction.”

Ali became quiet. That didn't happen often. When Ali became silent, it was usually because a thought was faster than his words.

“Then maybe Sahab isn’t the target,” he finally said.

Tom looked back across the sand to the camp. Farid stood there, talking to two employees and laughing too loudly. That laughter didn't match the worry in the camp. It didn't match Mariam's pale face. It didn't fit a missing hawk.

“Perhaps Sahab is the curtain,” said Tom.

Ali frowned. “And behind that?”

Tom didn't answer immediately. He looked at the dunes, at the tracks, at the little piece of Dubai history that might be hidden somewhere beneath the sand.

“That,” he said quietly, “is the real trick.”

While the adults tried to keep everything looking calm, the mood in the camp became increasingly tense. The children first noticed it in the little things: Mariam spoke less, Rashid stroked Layla's neck more often, and Farid always appeared exactly where Tom wanted to take a closer look.

“He moves like a person who wants to prevent other people from moving,” Tom murmured.

Ali watched Farid go. “That’s a very complicated sentence for: He’s annoying.”

“Sometimes complicated is more accurate.”

“Sometimes annoying is more accurate.”

They walked off to the side, just far enough to see the camp as a whole. The tents, the palm trees, the van, the camel stable and the low dunes were no longer a mess. For Tom, it slowly became a map. Not a paper map, but one made of paths, views and things that weren't where they should be.

Ali held up his tablet and took a photo. “If you immediately say the solution is in the pattern, I want to be prepared.”

“The solution is almost never in just one pattern.”

“That sounds tiring.”

Tom pointed to the area at Al Marmoom and the golden dunes. “But when several small things tell the same story, you should listen.”

“Even if one of the little things is sand?”

“Especially then.”

Farid stayed a few meters away, looking too friendly. For a moment it looked as if the person was looking over at them. Then she turned away. Not fast enough to go unnoticed. Not slow enough to seem relaxed.

Ali lowered his voice. “I don’t like that look.”

“Which one?”

“The I-saw-something-and-hope-you-haven’t-seen-it look.”

Tom looked at yellow fabric ribbon again. It was amazing how so much could come from so little. A piece of cloth tape could indicate a box. Dark sand could show where someone had really been. Round prints could reveal that it was not an animal but a device or frame that had been used.

“If Sahab is just the pretext,” said Tom, “then the perpetrator needs time.”

“Time for what?”

"To get something. Or take something away."

Ali looked at the dunes. “You can hide a lot in the desert.”

“Yes,” said Tom. “But you also have to find your way back.”

That comment stuck between them. Find your way again. An old well, a marker, a map, a sign that only made sense if you knew the story behind it.

At the edge of the camp, Salem was telling some younger children how people used to follow the stars when the paths disappeared into the sand. His voice was calm, almost singing. Tom only heard a few sentences, but they fit her case strangely well.

“The desert erases traces,” Salem said. “But it doesn’t delete everything.”

Ali looked at Tom. “It was definitely for us.”

“He talked to the kids.”

"Still. Very dramatic. Very useful."

A gust of wind lifted sand across the ground. For a moment the lines blurred. Then some traces reappeared, fainter but still there. Tom thought: That's exactly how it was with lies. At first they seemed smooth. But if you looked long enough, there was always an edge somewhere.

“We need Inspector Hassan,” Ali said.

Tom nodded. "Soon."

“Soon like after the next clue or soon like before someone tells us everything is under control?”

“The second one.”

Ali breathed a sigh of relief. "Good. I don't trust sentences with everything under control. They're the cousins ​​of technical problem."

Tom had to laugh, but only briefly. Because at that moment something moved in the van. A hand pushed a box deeper under a tarp. There was a scrap of yellow fabric ribbon around the box.

Ali saw it too.

His smile disappeared.

"Tom?"

"I know."

The case got bigger. Not louder, not faster. Bigger. Like a shadow that grew longer as the sun got lower.

  
