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The Great Trampera
There was no turn­ing back for Jonath­an Steele. He leapt over the edge of the cliff and plunged in­to the abyss.

Dead si­lence in the theat­er. I reached in­to my buck­et of pop­corn, only to find the bot­tom. How could my buddy have per­suaded me to join him for this bor­ing movie?

On the screen, Steele's para­chute opened. Ac­com­pan­ied by epic or­ches­tral mu­sic, he glided el­eg­antly in­to the val­ley, while on the moun­tain, the radar sta­tion of the vil­lain Al­bertus Frost ex­ploded in a gi­gant­ic fire­ball.

I yawned and closed my eyes for a mo­ment. I used to love spy movies. But that was be­fore I had chased a jew­el thief on the Ori­ent Ex­press and vis­ited a real count in his vam­pire castle. And be­fore I had a real dream wo­man as a sidekick – just like Steele had his Steele-Girl.

Next to me, I heard loud snor­ing. Someone else must be bored, I thought, and opened my eyes.

The glar­ing sun­light blinded me un­til I got used to the bright­ness. I was no longer sit­ting in the hard movie seat but was stretched out on a com­fort­able sun loun­ger. Clad only in red swim trunks, I looked through sunglasses at a per­fectly blue sky.

I sat up and looked around. My loun­ger was at the edge of a large swim­ming pool. It was mod­ern and un­adorned, a rect­an­gu­lar basin set in­to a large, con­crete-tiled ter­race. The azure wa­ter sparkled in the sun and in­vited a re­fresh­ing dip in the per­ceived 95-de­gree heat.

A large garden bordered the ter­race, with trees, shrubs and palms, lov­ingly and lav­ishly ten­ded. At the end of the garden was an un­adorned but lux­uri­ous cube-shaped house. It had two floors and a white­washed façade with large win­dow panes.

On the op­pos­ite side, the prop­erty ended at a bal­us­trade made of ar­mored glass pan­els. Bey­ond lay noth­ing but a fant­ast­ic pan­or­amic view in­to the dis­tance over end­less and bar­ren hilly land­scapes. On the ho­ri­zon, sev­er­al sky­scrapers rose in­to the sky like stalag­mites. I re­cog­nized the sky­line im­me­di­ately. It be­longed to Los Angeles.

Again, I heard the snor­ing. It came from the sun loun­ger next to me. There, Miray was asleep in a light blue bikini and with large sil­ver sunglasses re­flect­ing the sky. Her reddened skin re­vealed she'd been roast­ing in the sun a bit too long, and her hun­gov­er face sug­ges­ted her last night must have been quite short.

Between our loun­gers stood a small table, with two drink glasses on a sil­ver tray, filled with an or­ange li­quid. I picked up my glass and took a sip. It was ice-cold, freshly squeezed or­ange juice. De­li­cious!

The strong voice of a wo­man soun­ded from the house. “Di­an!”, she called. “Di­an, where are you?”

The wo­man ap­peared on the ter­race. She had gentle wrinkles on her face, which she clev­erly at­temp­ted to soften with makeup. Her el­eg­ant, light out­fit showed her sense of taste­ful fash­ion. When she no­ticed me, she waved me over. “Di­an! Wake your good-for-noth­ing sis­ter and come in­side! Your moth­er needs help.”

With those words, she turned and walked res­ol­utely back in­to the house.

“Who is that wo­man?” Miray grumbled sleepily. “And why is she shout­ing like that?”

She sat up and looked around. Then she spot­ted her glass, sniffed at it cau­tiously, grinned pain­fully, and drank it greed­ily in large gulps.

“What's up with you?” I asked gently.

“I have a ter­rible head­ache,” she croaked with a hoarse voice. “I must have partied hard last night. And I don't usu­ally drink. Where are we?”

“In Los Angeles, at our mom's place. She wants to see us.”

Miray pushed her sunglasses down to the tip of her nose and squin­ted at me with nar­rowed eyes. “Our mom?”

“Yes, our mom, sweet sis­ter.”

With an an­noyed snort, she put her glasses back on. “Don't ever call me that again!”

I helped Miray off the loun­ger and led her through a wide ver­anda door in­to the house.

We entered a large, open kit­chen with white lacquered cab­in­ets. A bright red es­presso ma­chine stood out on a light marble counter. A long break­fast bar sep­ar­ated the kit­chen area from the liv­ing room, where a soft car­pet and a com­fort­able leath­er sofa provided a touch of co­zi­ness.

Our moth­er was rum­ma­ging in the fridge and fi­nally pulled out a car­ton of milk. When she turned around, she spot­ted us.

“There you are at last!” she said with a hurt tone. She poured a splash of milk in­to a large cup of cof­fee. Then she tossed in two sug­ar cubes.

“What an af­front! What an in­sult!” she com­plained.

A third sug­ar cube fol­lowed.

I couldn't help but grin. This moth­er re­minded me a little of my own. “What has got­ten you so up­set?” I asked.

She slammed her fist on the counter. “You think you know a col­league, are good friends with him – and then this! Simply un­be­liev­able!”

Two more cubes fell in­to the drink be­fore she stirred it with a loud clat­ter.

“Which col­league, Mom?”

“Johnny Trampera!” she ex­claimed, as if I should have known who she was talk­ing about. “The Johnny who starred along­side me in ‘A Kiss After Mid­night.’ The Johnny who gave an im­promptu speech for me when I won the golden Cinéli­que. The Johnny who was al­ways so charm­ing, a per­fect gen­tle­man!” She threw her hands in the air. “And now this!”

“And now… what?”

“Johnny has a new lux­ury villa in Malibu. A massive man­sion on Pa­cific Crest Drive, with all the bells and whistles. It's un­miss­able, as os­ten­ta­tious as it looks. Celeste just told me. He's throw­ing a huge house­warm­ing party on Sunday. Of course, she's in­vited, along with many oth­er friends.”

“And he for­got you?”

She nod­ded ex­citedly. “For­got! Me! Can you ima­gine that? All of Hol­ly­wood will be there. But ap­par­ently I'm not im­port­ant enough for him! Celeste didn't hold back with her mock­ing, the stu­pid cow.”

She took a sip of her cof­fee and grim­aced in dis­gust. An­oth­er sug­ar cube fol­lowed, shar­ing the fate of its pre­de­cessors.

Miray leaned against the counter, rub­bing her temples. The dra­mat­ic dis­play of this wo­man seemed to do noth­ing to ease her hangover. “Can't you just ask him to in­vite you?” she grumbled. “Surely it was just an hon­est mis­take.”

Our moth­er let out a sharp cry of in­dig­na­tion. “I would nev­er beg for an in­vit­a­tion, as sure as my name is Aman­da Brown!”

She looked at us ex­pect­antly, wait­ing for a re­ac­tion.

“And what are we sup­posed to do now?” I asked cau­tiously.

“I don't care!” thundered Aman­da. “What do I feed you spoiled brats for? Come up with some­thing and help your moth­er!”

Frus­trated, she poured the cof­fee down the sink, left the kit­chen, and marched up the stairs. Once up­stairs, she dis­ap­peared in­to a room and slammed the door be­hind her.

“Fi­nally, some peace,” groaned Miray.

I looked at her sym­path­et­ic­ally. “At least this time it's pretty clear what our task is.”

“You think so? Look at this!”

She held up her wrist and showed me her tat­too. Startled, I looked at my own, but it looked the same.

“Three lines?”

Miray nod­ded. “There's a third per­son! We'll have to find them, or we won't be able to leave.”

I looked up­stairs. “Maybe mom?”

“Did you get the im­pres­sion that Aman­da doesn't be­long in this world?” She sighed. “And please stop call­ing her ‘mom’! It's driv­ing me crazy.”

She was right, of course. En­ter­ing a new dream al­ways re­quired a bit of time to get ori­ented and ad­just to one's role. How­ever, Aman­da seemed any­thing but un­cer­tain. It was ob­vi­ous that this was her world.

We entered the liv­ing room. The fire­place on the wall im­me­di­ately caught our at­ten­tion. In keep­ing with the rest of the house, it was a wide, geo­met­ric, un­adorned white box.

Its man­tel held a small golden statue, a grace­ful, fem­in­ine fig­ure that seemed al­most to dance. It was prob­ably the Cinéli­que film award Aman­da had won. It was po­si­tioned so skill­fully that it drew at­ten­tion without seem­ing to.

I picked it up from the man­tel and looked at the plaque moun­ted on a pol­ished marble base. “Scar­let Sum­mers, 1989,” I read aloud. “Does that mean any­thing to you?”

Miray shook her head. “Sounds like the title of a ter­ribly ro­mantic love story! Not really my thing.”

I care­fully placed the statue back and nod­ded. “Yeah, not my thing either. I'm more in­to ac­tion movies.”

To the left of the fire­place, pic­tures hung on the wall. Curi­ously, we glanced at them. They were pho­tos of Aman­da, some in col­or, some in black and white, framed in black wooden frames with white mats. Most were taken on film sets. She must have had a long and ex­cit­ing ca­reer as an act­ress.

“Wow!” Miray sud­denly ex­claimed, tak­ing a pic­ture off the wall. “You have to see this!”

It was a photo of Aman­da in her young­er years. She stood on a play­ground, hold­ing two chil­dren by their hands, a boy on her left and a girl on her right. When I saw the boy, I was shocked.

“That's me!” I ex­claimed in sur­prise. “That's a child­hood photo of me!”

I looked at the girl. Her long, light blonde hair was tied in­to braids. She was grin­ning. A grin I would re­cog­nize among thou­sands.

Miray nod­ded. “Yeah, that's me.”

“How could this photo have been taken?” I asked, puzzled. “I would re­mem­ber if we knew each oth­er as kids. And the mo­ment it was taken.”

“I have no idea,” Miray replied. “I've nev­er really thought about it either. I as­sumed we just ap­pear and dis­ap­pear in these dreams. But ap­par­ently, our al­ter egos have their own pasts, and we bor­row their bod­ies for a while.”

She hung the pic­ture back in its place. Then she closed her eyes and tapped her nose thought­fully sev­er­al times.

“I don't think we're get­ting any­where here,” she fi­nally said. “Let's go see this Trampera. If we tell him what's go­ing on, he'll def­in­itely put Aman­da on the guest list.”

I tugged at the waist­band of my swim trunks. “In this out­fit, he won't take us very ser­i­ously.”

Miray agreed. “Our rooms must be some­where in the house. We'll surely find some­thing to wear there.”

In­deed, we found our rooms on the up­per floor. They were large, with pan­or­amic win­dows over­look­ing the pool, and even had their own bath­rooms.

The first room was ob­vi­ously Miray's. It was im­pec­cably tidy, typ­ic­al of her. The scream­ing pink wall­pa­per framed a fully equipped van­ity and a ward­robe that de­served its own house num­ber.

I left her there and found my room right next door.

It looked like chaos had found a safe haven there. Col­or­ful posters of movie and pop stars hung on the walls, some pierced by darts. The floor was covered with clothes, open magazines, and CDs that had lost their cases. In the corner, a laptop leaned slightly open and care­lessly placed. An empty pizza box had just missed its tar­get, an over­flow­ing trash can. The mess un­pleas­antly re­minded me of my own teen­age room.

The ward­robe was empty, ex­cept for a fine Sunday suit in a plastic bag, prob­ably picked out by Mom. So I had no choice but to rum­mage through the pile of laun­dry next to my un­made bed. Fi­nally, I dug out a pair of worn jeans, a spot­less shirt and reas­on­ably clean un­der­wear. “You really should clean up here and do your laun­dry,” I quietly scol­ded my al­ter ego as I got dressed.

On the desk, next to over­turned soda cans, was a set of keys with a door key and a car key at­tached. I pock­eted it. A car would def­in­itely come in handy to get to Trampera's villa.

Miray knocked on my door, and I in­vited her in. She had put on short blue jeans and a cropped white blouse. On her feet, she wore black flip-flops that high­lighted her light blue painted toe­nails. She had skill­fully covered her hun­gov­er face with makeup and had ti­died her tousled pix­ie cut with light blue streaks a bit.

With a raised eye­brow, she looked around. “How on earth... Di­an! I only left you for five minutes!”

I looked at Miray, em­bar­rassed. “It was like that! I swear!”

“Is this an ex­per­i­ment to see if the room will even­tu­ally come to life and clean it­self?”

She picked up a pink plush uni­corn, shook some con­fetti out of its fur, and lov­ingly draped it on the peak of the laun­dry moun­tain.

“There, uni­corn with a view! I'd say it's the Mont Blanc, but it's cer­tainly not snow-white.”

I wanted to re­tort some­thing, some­thing cool, witty. In­stead, I just stared at her un­til she stopped grin­ning and looked at me ques­tion­ingly.

“Ima­gine if we really grew up to­geth­er,” I heard my­self say. “Like broth­er and sis­ter.”

For a mo­ment, she looked through me in­to the void. Then she grinned again. “I prob­ably would have beaten you up. Every day. Just on prin­ciple.”

I laughed out loud. “And I would have still shared my chocol­ate with you.”

She took the uni­corn off the laun­dry pile and quietly scratched its neck.

“Do you have any sib­lings?” she sud­denly asked.

“Me? No, I'm an only child.” I shrugged. “It's not so bad, I had my par­ents all to my­self. And you?”

“Two broth­ers,” she said briefly. “I grew up in a dif­fer­ent fam­ily. Sup­posed to be the daugh­ter they couldn't have them­selves, but some­how I nev­er was.”

Then she lost her­self in thought. An un­com­fort­able si­lence set in un­til I couldn't take it any­more.

I pat­ted her shoulder. “You know what? In this ad­ven­ture, we are tem­por­ary sib­lings!”

She nod­ded. “Whatever you say. Come on, let's get out of here! Our task won't com­plete it­self.”

In front of the house, a large front yard stretched out. Tall trees and dense hedges shiel­ded the prop­erty from the street, provid­ing a sense of pri­vacy. At one corner of the build­ing was a car­port, un­der which two cars were parked.

There was no mis­tak­ing which beauty the key in my pock­et would fit. In front of me gleamed a bright red 1989 Pon­tiac Fire­bird Trans Am Con­vert­ible. The top was down, re­veal­ing an in­teri­or of white leath­er. Who­ever my al­ter ego was in this dream world, he was sloppy, but had an ex­cel­lent taste in cars.

I held the key up to Miray's nose. “Wanna drive?”

“Not if you want to make it there alive,” she growled. “Judging by this hangover, I'm ba­sic­ally still booze.”

“Al­right then!” I said, shrug­ging as I swung in­to the driver's seat. I had hoped she would de­cline the of­fer.

A GPS sys­tem hung from the wind­shield on a suc­tion cup. I entered Pa­cific Crest Drive as the des­tin­a­tion. The cal­cu­lated travel time: just over an hour. With the sunny weath­er and the top down, I wouldn't mind if the drive took longer. Much longer.

I in­ser­ted the key in­to the ig­ni­tion and turned it. The starter wheezed be­fore the en­gine roared to life, purring like a ti­ger be­fore the hunt. I care­fully pressed the throttle a few times and en­joyed the howl­ing of the ma­chine be­fore I put it in gear. Slowly, we left the prop­erty and turned onto the street.

The GPS guided us down­hill through end­less av­en­ues lined with dense trees and tall palms. The wide road was flanked by well-kept side­walks. Be­hind them, houses lined up like pearls on a string, some open and in­vit­ing, oth­ers hid­den be­hind tall hedges or massive gates.

Even­tu­ally we reached the ocean and turned onto the Pa­cific Coast High­way. From now on we would cruise along the coast un­til we reached Trampera's lux­ury man­sion in Malibu.

I let the car glide, steer­ing it com­fort­ably with one hand on the wheel. The wind blew the fresh, salty sea air in­to my face. The car ra­dio played the driv­ing pop beats of the 1980s. It was the per­fect mo­ment to say noth­ing and just en­joy the ride.

But some­thing had been nag­ging at me since I woke up by the pool and saw Miray ly­ing next to me.

Nervously, I drummed my fin­gers on the steer­ing wheel, cast­ing a quick glance at her. She had pushed her sunglasses deep in­to her face and leaned back in her seat. Her arm res­ted cas­u­ally on the pas­sen­ger door. Noth­ing seemed to both­er her.

I turned the ra­dio down.

“Tell me, why didn't you call? You prom­ised you would!”

She sighed softly, as if she had been ex­pect­ing the ques­tion. Then she re­peated the phone num­ber she had mem­or­ized. It was mine.

“A wo­man answered,” she re­coun­ted. “I asked for you. She im­me­di­ately blew up, cursed me out and told me nev­er to call her hus­band again. Then she hung up. Any­thing I should've known about?”

“I'm single, Miray. No idea who you called!”

“Well,” she ex­claimed, throw­ing her hands in the air. “Looks like you're just a fig­ment of my ima­gin­a­tion.”

“Or you of mine,” I pro­tested.

She just nod­ded and turned the ra­dio back up.

We reached Malibu and turned onto Pa­cific Crest Drive. The area looked like a villa set­tle­ment for the su­per-rich, and I wondered how we were sup­posed to find Trampera's new res­id­ence among all these lux­ury build­ings.

Shortly be­fore the end of the street, I slammed on the brakes. My mind re­fused to be­lieve what my eyes were see­ing.

“Wow,” Miray ex­claimed in amazement. “Aman­da wasn't ex­ag­ger­at­ing! The house is really un­mis­tak­able.”

The villa stand­ing be­fore us was an ar­chi­tec­tur­ally per­fectly styled build­ing of bare con­crete, curved lines, and lots of glass. It looked like a UFO stran­ded in the middle of a palm garden. In the shad­ow of this palace, even the neigh­bor­ing lux­ury vil­las faded in­to shabby beach huts.

“Well then, let's pay Mr. Trampera a vis­it,” I said, get­ting out.

“You handle that,” Miray grumbled. “I'll take a nap in the sun; maybe I'll feel bet­ter af­ter­ward.”

I gently tousled her hair. “Do that! I'll be back in two minutes, that's all it'll take.”

The only ac­cess from the street was a locked drive­way gate made of wrought iron bars. I stepped closer and peeked in­side. The garden bey­ond was so im­macu­late it seemed every blade of grass had been trimmed with nail scis­sors and every bit of leaf picked up with tweez­ers. The palms stood at per­fect in­ter­vals and ap­peared to be ex­actly the same height.

“A truly mag­ni­fi­cent sight, wouldn't you agree?” a voice be­side me chimed in, “The very em­bod­i­ment of or­der and el­eg­ance, if I may say so.”

Un­noticed, a man had ap­proached and stood next to me on the oth­er side of the gate. He looked to be around 50 years old. Over his bright white shirt, he wore a char­coal vest, along with trousers whose crease was as if drawn with a ruler. On his head, he wore a brown flat cap.

I nod­ded. “Are you Johnny Trampera?”

He smiled, flattered, then shook his head. “I am afraid I must dis­ap­point you, sir. No, I am Hop­kins, the ma­jor­do­mo of this es­tate, most cer­tainly not its own­er. Mr. Trampera is cur­rently not in res­id­ence. May I in­quire as to the nature of your busi­ness with him?”

I cleared my throat, em­bar­rassed. “My moth­er, Aman­da Brown, is a col­league and good friend of Mr. Trampera. Now he's soon cel­eb­rat­ing this grand open­ing party. And it seems he for­got to in­vite Aman­da.”

“Ah, fel­low act­ors, how de­light­ful! But ‘for­got,’ you say?”

A short sound es­caped him, half as­ton­ish­ment, half mock­ery.

“Mr. Trampera is ex­ceed­ingly me­tic­u­lous when it comes to so­cial mat­ters. Such an over­sight would seem most un­likely to me.”

“You're right! And pre­cisely be­cause of that, my moth­er should be on the guest list, shouldn't she?”

The man ex­cused him­self, went in­to a guard­house next to the en­trance, and re­turned a short mo­ment later with a clip­board in his hand.

“Aman­da Brown, you say?”

His fin­ger traced down a prin­tout. He flipped to a second page, then a third. Fi­nally, he shook his head slightly.

“No, she does not, in fact, ap­pear on the guest list. It would seem that Mr. Trampera did not in­tend for her to be in­vited.”

I fid­geted on my feet. “Mr. Trampera will surely be ter­ribly em­bar­rassed later to have for­got­ten her. You could save him from this faux pas and simply add my moth­er to the list.”

His pre­vi­ously slightly ar­rog­ant smile gave way to a ser­i­ous ex­pres­sion. “Mr. Trampera per­son­ally com­posed the guest list. It is my duty to en­force it, not to cur­ate it. I must most em­phat­ic­ally de­cline your im­per­tin­ent re­quest!”

This man was made of gran­ite. He forced me to play my last card. “So, if it's a ques­tion of money…”

He crossed his arms and looked at me sternly. “I am afraid you have quite mis­judged the situ­ation, sir. I en­joy – and may I say, de­servedly so – the full con­fid­ence of Mr. Trampera. No fin­an­cial in­duce­ment will tempt me to un­der­mine it.”

He poin­ted down the road. “Now kindly re­move your­self be­fore I find my­self ob­liged to have you re­moved by oth­er means.”

My heart raced with ex­cite­ment. For a mo­ment, I stared at Hop­kins, hop­ing for a sav­ing idea. But I had to ad­mit that this path was a dead end. We would have to find an­oth­er solu­tion. Word­lessly, I nod­ded farewell, turned around, and re­turned to the car.

“And?” Miray asked as I got in.

Frus­trated, I slapped my hands on the steer­ing wheel. “There was just a care­taker named Hop­kins, and he's tough as nails. We're more likely to con­vince Aman­da to for­get the party and watch a game show on TV that night.”

Miray tapped her nose tip thought­fully. “We're just not get­ting any­where,” she sighed. “Damn, this bloody hangover! If only I could think straight! I des­per­ately need a cof­fee.”

She called out to a passerby who was just walk­ing past our car. The wo­man was maybe a little young­er than us. Black curls fell in­to her face, and the brown skin un­der the trendy nerd glasses shimmered in the sun­light. She wore a T-shirt fea­tur­ing a pa­per­clip with two eyes and the cap­tion “Need Help?”. A black sling bag hung cas­u­ally over her shoulder.

She stopped and looked at us as if she wasn't sure if she was the one be­ing ad­dressed. Then she came to Miray at the door.

“Can I help?” she asked po­litely.

Miray nod­ded. “Do you know a café around here?”

She thought for a mo­ment. “There's prob­ably one at Zuma Beach. I'm on my way to the beach any­way. Can you give me a ride?”

I nod­ded. “Sure, hop in!”

She took a seat in the back, while I searched for the route to the beach on the GPS. Then we drove off.

“My name's Fel­isha!” She leaned for­ward and res­ted her arms on the backs of our seats. “But my friends call me Lish.”

“I'm Di­an,” I in­tro­duced my­self. “And this is my sis­ter Miray.”

“Hmm…” Lish mur­mured softly. “You don't really look like sib­lings.”

Miray poin­ted at Lish's wrist. “That's an in­ter­est­ing tat­too you have there. Three lines. Does it mean some­thing?”

A shiver ran down my spine. Three lines! Was it just a co­in­cid­ence, or was she in­deed the third dream trav­el­er?

Lish ex­ten­ded her arm fur­ther and turned it back and forth. “Oh, that? It's just a sym­bol from a club. Noth­ing spe­cial.”

“A club, you say?” Miray crossed her arms.

Her voice was now cool­er, more prob­ing. Then she raised her left hand and showed her tat­too.

“Could it be that we just hap­pen to be in the same club? A club of day­dream­ers?”

Lish sat mo­tion­less. For a mo­ment, she said noth­ing.

Then her gaze shif­ted to me. “And you?”

I held out my left hand to her. “Is this enough as a club mem­ber­ship card?”

Lish nod­ded and settled back in­to her seat with a sigh.

“What luck!” she ex­claimed, and her re­lief was palp­able. “I had a hunch I wasn't alone this time when I saw the three lines. I just had no idea how I'd find you in this huge city.”

“Well,” said Miray, ad­just­ing her sunglasses, “at least that prob­lem's solved. Wel­come to the team, Lish!”

We reached the long stretch of Zuma Beach and parked in front of a small café with an ocean view. The sun and salty sea air had taken their toll on the red façade, leav­ing it weathered and faded.

In­side, the café had also seen bet­ter days. A few worn tables and benches sat by the smudged win­dows, op­pos­ite a long counter. Be­hind it stood an older man wear­ing an ap­ron, wash­ing glasses. The room smelled of old li­no­leum and ran­cid cof­fee. A ra­dio played soft coun­try mu­sic in duet with a slot ma­chine that hummed an elec­tron­ic melody.

“Does any­one have money?” Miray whispered quietly. “I cer­tainly don't.”

I shook my head. “I only found the keys. Mom's keep­ing us on a tight budget, I guess.”

“No prob­lem,” Lish beamed, “I'll treat you!”

We sat at a table fur­ther back, with me next to Miray and Lish across from us. In front of us lay a menu, already creased and greasy to the touch.

After a few minutes, the café own­er shuffled over to take our or­der. His grumpy look and the way he pulled the pen from be­hind his ear left no doubt he'd rather be any­where else. His name tag read “Al­fred.”

“A large cup of cof­fee,” Miray ordered, “black, no sug­ar, and as strong as pos­sible, please.”

Al­fred grumbled, “Look­ing at you, I should prob­ably bring you a whole buck­et!”

Then it was my turn.

“An iced tea, please, I'm really thirsty. And some ba­gels.”

“Ba­gels, of course,” he muttered, cast­ing a dis­gruntled glance at an empty dis­play case by the counter. “I have noth­ing else to do, after all.”

He looked at Lish. “And for the lady?”

“A dragon fruit and mac­ad­amia smooth­ie for me,” she said.

Al­fred snorted de­ris­ively. “Sorry, I usu­ally have that, but today of all days, I'm out of dragon fruit. How about an iced cof­fee?”

Lish nod­ded as if she ex­pec­ted that an­swer. “Then an iced cof­fee. With oat milk and a dash of pandan syr­up.”

“We've only got cof­fee. With ice. And cow's milk. But maybe I can find a golden spoon for stir­ring.”

Lish stared at him in dis­be­lief. “Fine,” she said, an­noyed, “but at least with fresh ice cubes!”

Al­fred sighed and re­treated be­hind his counter.

“Thanks for the treat, Lish,” Miray said. “Good thing you have some money.”

Lish reached in­to her bag and placed four quar­ters on the table. “That should be enough, I think.”

Miray looked at her com­pletely be­wildered, as if wait­ing for a punch­line that nev­er came. “This isn't the 1930s, Lish,” she fi­nally said. “For one buck, he won't even serve us chamo­mile tea.”

“I know! That's why I'm go­ing to mul­tiply the money.”

Lish mis­chiev­ously poin­ted to the slot ma­chine on the wall. The ma­chine blinked and flashed like a car­ni­val ride, with the word Jack­pot em­blazoned in huge, red let­ters. “For dec­or­at­ive pur­poses only,” a shame­faced sign next to it read.

Her eyes sparkled with con­fid­ence. “A very func­tion­al dec­or­a­tion, don't you think?”

“Leave it,” Miray warned. “That thing has only one pur­pose: to empty your wal­let.”

Lish burst out laugh­ing. “A Spin Em­pire Win­Mas­ter 5000? It's prac­tic­ally an ATM!”

She let the coins jingle loudly in her hand. Then she called over to the counter: “Al­fred, mind if I take a closer look at your dec­or­a­tion?”

Al­fred shrugged his shoulders in­dif­fer­ently. “It's a free coun­try,” he replied, try­ing to hide a mis­chiev­ous grin. “But there's no money back!”

Lish winked at us, stood up and went to the ma­chine.

“She's already get­ting on my nerves,” Miray muttered quietly.

“Well, I think she's nice,” I replied.

Miray snorted briefly. “You'd bet­ter think about how we're go­ing to get out of here without pay­ing!”

Al­fred came and placed the drinks in front of us. “Tell your friend I flew the ice in from Ant­arc­tica just for her. I'll go make the ba­gels now.”

As soon as he was back be­hind the counter, a melody soun­ded from the slot ma­chine. The Jack­pot text blinked frantic­ally. Shortly after, coins poured out, which Lish quickly stuffed in­to her pock­ets.

“Well, who would've thought?” I re­marked with a broad grin. “She totally cleaned up. That should eas­ily cov­er our cof­fee break!”

Miray nod­ded, took a deep sip from her cup, and im­me­di­ately grim­aced in dis­gust. She stared in­to the brown brew as if she had just glimpsed in­to the depths of bad cof­fee fla­vor. With a sigh, she set the cup back on the table and gazed thought­fully out the win­dow.

“How on earth are we go­ing to get Aman­da on the guest list?” I asked her.

She shrugged. “This ad­ven­ture is crazy. When we left Aman­da, I thought the hard­est part would be find­ing the third per­son. But she found us. In­stead, we're stuck on the part of the task I thought would only re­quire a short con­ver­sa­tion.”

The shrill melody soun­ded again, and an­oth­er cas­cade of coins poured out of the slot ma­chine. Al­fred's face turned red with an­ger. He threw his kit­chen knife onto the counter and stormed to­wards Lish, roughly grabbed her arm and dragged her away from the ma­chine.

“That's enough!” he shouted. “Two jack­pots in a row? Who are you, Lady Luck on a road trip?”

Lish screamed in pain and tried to break free from his grip.

Miray re­acted in­stantly. “Hey!” she shouted, stand­ing up and storm­ing to­wards him. “You have ex­actly three seconds to let her go. Trust me, you don't want to find out what hap­pens after that.”

He looked at Miray in sur­prise, siz­ing her up from head to toe. She didn't seem like much of a threat, yet she stood res­ol­utely be­fore him, un­mov­ing.

Fi­nally, he de­cided not to risk it. He let go of Lish. She backed away, rub­bing the sore spot.

“Some­thing's fishy here!” he com­plained loudly. “The ma­chine was run­ning just fine un­til your friend sat down, and now it's spew­ing coins like a foun­tain!”

“Oh, so op­er­at­ing a slot ma­chine without a li­cense is fine, but as soon as someone wins, some­thing is wrong?” Miray countered. “Could it be that you're just a sore loser?”

He gasped for air, flustered. “Me, a sore loser? That thing's throw­ing out money faster than my wife on Black Fri­day. How am I sup­posed to just stand by and watch?”

He looked at Miray nervously be­fore he sighed and dropped his shoulders. “Fine, we'll leave it at that. But you have to prom­ise me that she won't touch any­thing else here! Next thing you know, she'll be pulling gold bars out of the soda ma­chine.”

“Agreed!” Miray said.

Si­lently, they re­turned to the table.

“Thanks,” Lish whispered, em­bar­rassed. “I might have got­ten a bit car­ried away.”

Miray waved it off. “I didn't do it for you,” she grumbled. “Don't for­get, we can't wake up without you.”

Lish sipped her iced cof­fee, then looked at us. “Speak­ing of which, what's our mis­sion any­way? I woke up on a bench in Malibu with a back­pack full of swim­wear. I figured I was sup­posed to head to the beach. But what now?”

Her gaze dar­ted between Miray and me.

“We live with our mom in Beverly Hills,” I began. “Her name is Aman­da Brown, and she's friends with the act­or Johnny Trampera. He's the own­er of that lux­ury villa where we met you. There's a huge house­warm­ing party there on Sunday.”

“Every­one who's any­one is in­vited,” Miray con­tin­ued. “Ex­cept Aman­da! She's fum­ing.”

“I see,” Lish muttered thought­fully, her face sud­denly ser­i­ous and at­tent­ive. “So we need to make sure she gets on the guest list. Have you asked Trampera?”

I nod­ded slowly. “We tried. But Trampera's not around, and his ma­jor­do­mo Hop­kins is more loy­al than the Swiss Guard. He's guard­ing the prin­tout of his list like it's a holy scrip­ture.”

Al­fred came to our table and served us a plate of hast­ily pre­pared ba­gels. “Sorry, the Be­luga cavi­ar's all out,” he grumbled, glar­ing at Lish, then re­treated back be­hind his counter, where he con­tin­ued wip­ing glasses with a greasy rag.

Hungry, I bit in­to a ba­gel with egg and to­ma­toes. It tasted bet­ter than it looked.

Lish helped her­self as well. “Ac­tu­ally…” she mumbled with her mouth full. She swal­lowed the bite and star­ted over. “Ac­tu­ally, it's quite simple. I just need ac­cess to Trampera's PC. Then I can put Aman­da on the list.”

Miray looked at her in dis­be­lief. “And how? We just stroll in­to his villa, turn on the com­puter, and change the file?”

“Yes, that's pretty much what I had in mind.”

“What a ri­dicu­lous idea!”

“Do you have a bet­ter one?”

I watched the two wo­men eagerly. Miray took a deep breath, opened her mouth, but said noth­ing. A mo­ment later, she nod­ded in frus­tra­tion. “I'm afraid we really don't have any oth­er choice!”

Lish clenched her fists, vis­ibly sa­vor­ing her tri­umph.

“Al­right,” Miray said, “let's get it over with.”

I waved Al­fred over to our table while Lish pulled a hand­ful of quar­ters from her jack­et pock­et and began count­ing them leis­urely.

Fi­nally, she pushed a stack to­wards him, grin­ning cheekily, and said, “The tip's in the slot ma­chine, sorry. I wasn't al­lowed to play any­more.”

With a dis­gruntled look, he pock­eted the money, muttered a few un­in­tel­li­gible words, and dis­ap­peared in­to the kit­chen.

Miray watched him go. “I sup­pose we won't be wel­come here any­more,” she said, swirl­ing her cup. “But an­oth­er brew of shoe leath­er and bit­ter­ness would've killed my stom­ach for sure.”

We left the café and set out to put our plan in­to ac­tion. As I steered the Fire­bird through the streets, my thoughts circled around what lay ahead. I had nev­er broken in­to any­where be­fore, much less a lux­ury villa. Surely, there would be re­in­forced doors. Or a ter­ribly vi­cious Dober­man.

I glanced in the rear­view mir­ror and caught a quick look at Lish. Would she really be able to get in there? After all, she hadn't over­prom­ised at the café when she treated us to cof­fee and ba­gels with just one dol­lar in her pock­et.

Or had she just been lucky?

I grew curi­ous.

“Hey, Lish, about the slot ma­chine… I'm sure you gave it a little push, but how did you do it?”

Lish nod­ded cas­u­ally. “The Win­Mas­ter 5000 has a le­gendary design flaw. A small mag­net in hand, held at the right time in the right place, and it be­comes gen­er­ous. That thing's an in­vit­a­tion for any hack­er! Hard to be­lieve the own­er hasn't tossed it on the junk­yard yet.”

“Maybe he got it cheap from there.” I had to chuckle. The shady café own­er had messed with the wrong girl.

When we reached the villa and stopped at a re­spect­ful dis­tance, the af­ter­noon sun was already cast­ing it in a golden light. The op­u­lent build­ing hadn't lost any of its grandeur even at a second glance.

“One of us needs to dis­tract Hop­kins,” I sug­ges­ted. “But if I show up there again, he'll prob­ably get phys­ic­al.”

Lish shrugged. “I need to pick the lock and change the list.”

Miray rolled her eyes. “Great! Fine, I'll dis­tract the guard dog. But hurry up, I don't know how long I can keep it up!”

We got out. While Miray slowly strolled to­wards the gate, Lish and I star­ted look­ing for a side en­trance.

“How are you go­ing to open the door?” I asked.

“I al­ways carry my spe­cial equip­ment in my dreams,” she replied, hold­ing up a bunch of small met­al picks. “In the right hands, it's as good as a real key.”

I looked at her in sur­prise. “You carry lock-pick­ing tools? Some­how I find that both fas­cin­at­ing and un­set­tling.”

At the end of the prop­erty wall, a small side street in­ter­sec­ted the path. We fol­lowed it and found an in­con­spicu­ous side door to the villa. It held a sur­prise for us. One that made me give up hope.

“You can put your tools away, Lish. This door has no lock.”

In­deed, it only had a simple doorknob. Next to it, a small box with ten but­tons gleamed in the sun­light.

“A keypad lock,” Lish noted, squeal­ing softly. “Per­fect! This makes it even easi­er.”

I wasn't sure if she meant that sar­castic­ally or if she was just crazy. She tapped the box. The dull sound im­me­di­ately told me it was made of steel. Then she leaned closer and in­spec­ted the ap­par­at­us.

“Two, three, six, sev­en, eight…” she mur­mured, “that gives us the di­gits.”

“How do you know that?” I asked, as­ton­ished.

“Look! The thing is brand new, but the but­tons that are pressed con­stantly are slightly smudged.”

She was right. The device gleamed as if it had just come out of the pack­aging yes­ter­day. But five but­tons showed fine signs of wear. Ex­actly the ones Lish had just men­tioned.

I nod­ded. “But how does that help us? There are still thou­sands of pos­sible com­bin­a­tions.”

“120,” Lish cor­rec­ted me. “As­sum­ing no di­git is re­peated, but I doubt it.”

“Fine, only 120 then. But in what or­der?”

Lish's grin grew wider.

“Usu­ally, the an­swer is close be­cause no one wants to re­mem­ber com­plic­ated num­bers. Birth­days, an­niversar­ies, phone num­bers… stuff like that.”

She let her gaze wander. Sud­denly, her eyes fixed on some­thing.

“Oh no! That would be in­sult­ingly easy!”

She poin­ted to the house num­ber. It was 32768.

Hur­riedly, she entered the code. The device hummed softly, then a red light came on.

“So it's not that simple after all,” she mur­mured.

Nervously, I looked around. We were run­ning out of time.

“We can't stand here try­ing forever! Maybe we're do­ing it back­wards.”

Lish's eyes widened. “Back­wards! That might…”

She typed once more. A green light came on, and the lock clicked sat­is­fy­ingly. The door was open.

A proud grin flashed across her face. “The house num­ber back­wards! Well, at least they put in a tiny bit of ef­fort.”

We went in­side and entered a kit­chen as large as my en­tire liv­ing room. A massive counter stood in the middle, with a range hood hanging from the ceil­ing above it. Along the walls were more tables, cab­in­ets, and a large Itali­an slicer.

My heart poun­ded with ex­cite­ment, and I had a metal­lic taste in my mouth. Am I really break­ing in­to a lux­ury villa?

Lish didn't linger. She hur­ried to the op­pos­ite door, and I fol­lowed her.

We reached a liv­ing room. With its high, vaul­ted ceil­ing, it felt more like a cathed­ral. A huge pan­or­amic win­dow let warm sun­light pour in wide beams onto a pol­ished marble floor. The cen­ter of the room was dom­in­ated by a massive couch ar­range­ment of bright white leath­er, ar­ranged around a glass table that seemed to float on del­ic­ate glass legs.

Right next to the kit­chen door, a stair­case led to the up­per floor. Con­crete steps jut­ted out from the wall, as if they had or­gan­ic­ally grown from it. A hand­rail of deep black ebony res­ted on panes of safety glass.

“There's noth­ing here but wasted space,” Lish whispered, com­pletely un­im­pressed. “The study is surely up­stairs.”

We sneaked up the stairs and entered a cor­ridor. The walls were bare con­crete, il­lu­min­ated by spot­lights like in an art gal­lery. They formed a strange con­trast to the par­quet, which was made of the same ebony as the hand­rail, and a brightly colored Per­sian run­ner that lay sur­really over it. In the middle of the room stood a life-sized marble statue, prob­ably Trampera him­self.

The first door on the left was open, be­hind it, we saw a desk with a mon­it­or.

“Bingo,” Lish cheered. Mo­ments later, she was already at the com­puter, crack­ing her fin­gers briefly.

I po­si­tioned my­self at a win­dow from which I had a good view of the large garden and the drive­way. The gate was open. Miray stood there, hold­ing a huge map in her hands and speak­ing an­im­atedly with Hop­kins. She ges­tured en­er­get­ic­ally in one dir­ec­tion. He stood ram­rod straight next to her, vis­ibly try­ing to main­tain his sto­ic pos­ture. But his hand kept twitch­ing to­ward the map, be­tray­ing that some­thing was driv­ing him crazy.

Fi­nally, he couldn't take it any­more. He took the map from Miray, turned it around, handed it back, and poin­ted si­lently in a com­pletely dif­fer­ent dir­ec­tion. Miray wagged her fin­ger. Hop­kins threw his head back and bur­ied his fists in his hair.

“Oh, bloody hell!”

Lish slapped her flat hand on the desk.

“What is it?” I asked ex­citedly. “Can't you get in­to the sys­tem?”

She groaned. “On the con­trary, the screen wasn't locked! I don't even need my hack­ing tools.”

Without haste, she took the mouse and clicked through the menus. A spread­sheet ap­peared on the screen.

“What's your moth­er's name?”

“Aman­da Brown. And she's not really our moth­er.”

“I figured as much!” She pulled the key­board to­wards her and began to type. “Are you two to­geth­er?”

“It's com­plic­ated,” I sighed quietly and turned back to the win­dow. The gate was now closed. Miray stood be­hind it, alone, cast­ing nervous glances at the house. Hop­kins, on the oth­er hand, was nowhere to be seen.

My stom­ach tightened. “Hop­kins is com­ing! Come on, Lish, we have to get out of here!”

“One more mo­ment!” she said tensely. Then the print­er sprang to life and spat out a few pages of pa­per.

“Lish!” I shouted. My pulse was ra­cing.

She grabbed the stack that lay in the print­er. “Okay, let's go!”

We ran down the stairs and dashed in­to the kit­chen. Through the win­dow, I saw Hop­kins; he was al­most at the house. I yanked the door to free­dom open when Lish ab­ruptly stopped and tugged at my arm.

I flinched. “What?”

“We can't leave yet!” she shouted. “We have one more thing to do!”

I stared at her. My mouth dropped open, but no words came out. In­stead, my hands flailed wildly in the air.

“Are you kid­ding me, Lish? Hop­kins is about to hit the kit­chen! We have to move!”

She held up the prin­tout. “But the list…”

I threw my hands over my head. Then I grabbed her arm, yanked her through the door, and shoved her ahead of me.

Out­side, Miray was already in the car, wait­ing with the en­gine run­ning for us. As soon as we were in, she floored it, and we sped off with screech­ing tires.

“That was close!” Miray ex­claimed ex­citedly. “I couldn't hold him off any longer. He seemed to sus­pect some­thing was wrong. Were you at least suc­cess­ful?”

Lish nod­ded and held the prin­tout like a trophy. “Aman­da is now on the list.”

“Per­fect!” Miray cheered. “Great work!”

“You're cel­eb­rat­ing too soon,” growled Lish. “There's still a prob­lem. Miray, pull over, and I'll ex­plain it to you.”

Miray pulled in­to a small park­ing lot and turned off the en­gine. We then turned to Lish.

She sighed. “Hop­kins doesn't know about the new list, so he'll con­tin­ue us­ing his old prin­tout, which doesn't in­clude Aman­da. We need to go back and swap the lists!”

“You're right,” grumbled Miray, twist­ing her mouth. “But how do we do that? I can't dis­tract Hop­kins again. He knows me now.”

“But you can call Hop­kins. While he's on the phone with you, Di­an and I will sneak in and make the switch.”

Miray nod­ded dis­missively. “Sure! And where do we get his phone num­ber from?”

Lish grinned broadly.

“You have it, don't you?” I marveled.

“It was on the phone next to the com­puter. Num­bers stick in my head like flies on flypa­per.”

“Al­right, back to the villa!” I sighed in frus­tra­tion. “At least we know the door code now.”

“Not so fast!” in­ter­rup­ted Miray.

She tapped her nose be­fore start­ing to grin. First a little, then wider and wider. She had an idea!

“Hop­kins re­fuses to add someone to the list. But re­mov­ing someone, he'd surely do that, wouldn't he? And I already know who!”

She took the prin­tout, looked through it, and found what she was look­ing for on the first page. She handed the sheet to Lish and tapped on a name.

“Aman­da's friend Celeste really rubbed it in her face that she wasn't in­vited. Time to pay her back.”

“Oooh…” Lish cheered and clapped her hands, “let me do it, please!”

She pulled out her phone, dialed a num­ber, and we heard the ringing tone.

“Res­id­ence of Johnny Trampera, Hop­kins speak­ing,” the ma­jor­do­mo an­nounced.

“Hop­kins, darling?” Lish replied in an ex­ag­ger­ated high-so­ci­ety voice. “This is Celeste Ash­more. I'm ever so sorry, but I fear I won't be able to at­tend the house­warm­ing party. Yes­ter­day, dur­ing my aura bal­an­cing ses­sion in my Hi­m­alay­an salt grotto, I ter­ribly strained my chi!”

“How dread­ful, Mrs. Ash­more!” replied Hop­kins dryly.

“Oh, isn't it? My Reiki ther­ap­ist says it will take months to heal.”

Lish winked at us while we waited for Hop­kins's re­sponse.

“Most un­for­tu­nate! Thank you for let­ting me know. I shall make the ne­ces­sary ad­just­ments to the guest list.”

“Thank you, Hop­kins! Per­haps Johnny will have time for a little… ahem… private party with me later on.”

Hop­kins's voice re­mained un­moved. “I shall re­lay your mes­sage to Mr. Trampera. Wish­ing you a swift re­cov­ery, Mrs. Ash­more.”

Then he hung up.

Lish looked at us con­ten­tedly. “That was clev­er, Miray! Hop­kins will now print a new list him­self, without Celeste Ash­more…”

“…but with Aman­da Brown!” Miray fin­ished the sen­tence.

Then she looked at me. “Do you want to drive your baby home, Di­an? This beast's got way too much horsepower for me.”

She didn't have to ask me twice. We swapped seats. I lov­ingly stroked the steer­ing wheel be­fore start­ing the en­gine and bring­ing the Fire­bird back onto the road.

We left the Pa­cific Coast High­way and headed to­wards Beverly Hills. Lish had put on sunglasses and en­joyed the fresh wind on her face, while Miray flipped through the guest list, look­ing bored.

Sud­denly, she stopped.

“Oh!” she said — and then burst out laugh­ing as if she had just heard the fun­ni­est thing ever.

“What is it?” I asked, cast­ing a wor­ried glance at her. She snorted, tried to speak, but a new fit of laughter broke her words. Tears ran down her face.

Even­tu­ally, she gasped, took a deep breath, and found her voice again. “I have a sur­prise for Aman­da. But I won't say more.”

We reached Aman­da's villa and parked the Fire­bird in the car­port. As soon as we opened the front door, the lady of the house came run­ning to­ward us. She cast a quick glance at Lish.

“I hope you didn't just bring a new friend, but also good news!” she growled.

I nod­ded proudly. “We did it, Mom! You're now of­fi­cially on Trampera's guest list.”

“Really?” She began to beam as if Trampera had per­son­ally rolled out the red car­pet for her. “That's fant­ast­ic!”

Miray cleared her throat. “We can even do ma­gic! Check your mail from the last few days. If the in­vit­a­tion isn't there, I'll clean up Di­an's room. In a maid cos­tume and with tied hands.”

Aman­da sighed the­at­ric­ally. “You’d bet­ter get that cos­tume ready, my pick­let. I've checked a hun­dred times.”

She gave us an ex­ag­ger­atedly pained look and swept up the stairs.

“Pick­let?” I re­peated quietly, grin­ning cau­tiously. “How do you think this nick­name came about?”

Miray shrugged her shoulders. “No idea. But call me that just once, Di­an, and I'll end your fam­ily plan­ning.”

I de­cided not to find out if she was jok­ing.

A sharp scream echoed through the house. A scream some­where between tri­umph and in­cred­u­lous amazement. Then Aman­da re­turned to us with hur­ried steps. Her eyes sparkled with ex­cite­ment as she clutched an en­vel­ope tightly in her hand.

“I don't know how you did it,” she stammered, “but this is ac­tu­ally the in­vit­a­tion!”

Aman­da took a step to­ward the kit­chen, stopped ab­ruptly, looked in­to the liv­ing room, then sud­denly rushed to the coat rack and grabbed her hand­bag.

“I have to go! I need a new cock­tail dress! And shoes! And a match­ing clutch!”

She swept out the front door without a word of farewell, slam­ming it be­hind her, leav­ing us be­wildered.

“How on earth did you ma­gic­ally put the in­vit­a­tion in her room, Miray?” I asked.

“Oh, it was quite simple!” she replied with a grin, point­ing to the fire­place. “Re­mem­ber the film award?”

I looked at the golden fig­ure on the man­tel­piece. “You mean the one Aman­da won for ‘Scar­let Sum­mers’?”

“Ex­actly. How­ever, ‘Scar­let Sum­mers’ isn't the name of the movie.”

She took the guest list and poin­ted to an entry on the third page.

“That's Aman­da's stage name! She was already on the list, so she must have re­ceived an in­vit­a­tion. She prob­ably just over­looked the let­ter among her fan mail.”

I stared at the prin­tout, read­ing what shouldn't have been there.

“So our whole mis­sion was…”

Lish burst out laugh­ing. “…as point­less as try­ing to re­mem­ber the last ten di­gits of Pi. You've got it, Di­an! Do you al­ways have such funny dreams?”

Miray raised her wrist. “At least we com­pleted the task,” she said proudly, point­ing to the green circle sur­round­ing the three lines of her tat­too. “Let's get out of here be­fore mom comes back and gives us more non­sense to do.”

Lish shook her head. “I want to jump in­to that awe­some pool out there first.”

She opened her sling bag and pulled out a white bikini. The top was ad­orned with the dir­ec­tion­al pad and ac­tion but­tons of a game con­trol­ler.

“It would be a shame to leave this beau­ti­ful piece dry.”

Miray looked at me, an­noyed, and I my­self was un­com­fort­able at the thought of simply con­tinu­ing the dream. On the oth­er hand, I wanted to re­ward my­self for the com­pleted ad­ven­ture and en­joy the lux­ury by the pool with Miray and Lish for a while longer.

“I'm with Lish on this,” I ad­mit­ted. “Back home, all that's wait­ing for me is a bor­ing movie and a walk home in the rain.”

She sighed. “I just hope the green ring doesn't dis­ap­pear if we over­stay.”

“No, that won't hap­pen. I've tried it be­fore,” Lish ex­plained. “Once the task is com­pleted, you just wake up back home if you fall asleep in the dream world.”

Even if it was per­haps reck­less, I trus­ted Lish. So we went to the rooms to change.

When I re­turned to the pool, Lish was already splash­ing in the wa­ter, try­ing to climb onto a flamingo-shaped air mat­tress. Miray had made her­self com­fort­able on her sun loun­ger, watch­ing the scene.

“Are you com­ing in­to the wa­ter?” I asked her.

She shook her head. “I would rather jump out of an air­plane than get in­to wa­ter deep­er than my ankles.”

I looked at her in sur­prise. “But don't you have a fear of heights?”

She snapped her fin­gers. “Ex­actly, broth­er dear! And yet there's still room for a second pho­bia.”

I ges­tured to the pool. “Do you mind if I jump in?”

“Why would I?” She made an in­vit­ing ges­ture. “But if you drown, Lish will have to res­cue you.”

I dove head­first in­to the pool and swam a few meters. The wa­ter was pleas­antly cool, provid­ing the re­fresh­ment I had been long­ing for all day. Af­ter­ward, I splashed around with Lish and the in­flat­able flamingo un­til Miray came out of the house with three bright green smooth­ies and waved us over.

As dusk fell, I re­treated to my loun­ger. I thought about the ad­ven­ture we had just com­pleted. About my tem­por­ary sis­ter. About our new mu­tu­al friend. Then I closed my eyes for a mo­ment. Just briefly.

“Di­an,” spoke a man's voice. “Di­an, the movie's over! Wake up!”

I was back in the cinema. The theat­er lights were on, and the cred­its were rolling on the screen. My buddy stood in front of me, look­ing con­cerned.

“I thought you loved spy movies, Di­an! Looks like this one didn't sweep you off your feet.”

“Oh, I was in my own movie!” I said dream­ily, stretch­ing my arms and reach­ing up. “Come on, let's grab a ke­bab. It's my treat! But hey, doesn't the ke­bab shop have a slot ma­chine?”
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