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The Lakeside Cabin
On a rainy Sunday, I re­membered my old games con­sole. When I moved out of my par­ents' house, I bought the latest mod­el. The old one dis­ap­peared in­to the cel­lar, along with a shoe­box full of games.

A wave of nos­tal­gia came over me, so I went down in­to the bowels of the house to look for an old mov­ing box.

My cel­lar stor­age unit was at the end of a long cor­ridor. I was about halfway there when the lights went out.

No prob­lem, I thought. The next light switch couldn't be far away. A little in­dic­at­or light would show me where it was.

But there was no in­dic­at­or light, no light at all. In­stead, I heard a hum. Steady, like tin­nit­us, as if com­ing from a ma­chine. Why had I only just no­ticed it?

I felt for the wall, which had to be right be­side me. My hand grasped at empty air.

I was breath­ing fast. The air no longer smelled musty, like a cel­lar. It smelled stale and damp, like a place that had been stand­ing in wa­ter for too long.

A torch would come in handy now. My hand slid down to my trousers, pat­ting my pock­ets. They were empty. Hadn't I brought my phone?

Now it dawned on me. This had to be a dream.

But when had I fallen asleep?

My pulse throbbed in my ears.

I needed to get my bear­ings, so I stretched out my hand again and cau­tiously slid my foot along the floor. It hit some­thing that clattered loudly. I froze and waited a mo­ment be­fore mov­ing on.

Then my hand struck some­thing. Not the bare con­crete of the cel­lar wall. Not the thin met­al walls sep­ar­at­ing the stor­age units. The sur­face was clammy and curved. My fin­gers moved along it, find­ing a groove, then a bulge. Groove, bulge. Whatever I was feel­ing didn't be­long in a cel­lar.

I turned my head to one side. Some­where high above, I spot­ted a small, mid­night-blue patch. Its edges were strangely jagged, and the light was so faint I couldn't tell if it was a win­dow or a crack in the ceil­ing.

A soft click. The hum­ming died away, turn­ing in­to a cold gurgle, as though some­thing had grabbed the ma­chine with its bare hands and throttled it.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a shad­ow. A move­ment. Fleet­ing.

My throat tightened and my breath caught. And yet I could hear it: a breath that wasn't mine.

I wasn't alone.

Miray?

Some­thing clattered to the floor in the dis­tance, rolled and bumped in­to some­thing. Then came a gut­tur­al whim­per, a short snort. No, that didn't sound like her at all.

Pan­ic took hold of me. I had to get away. Right now. Get some­where safe.

I felt my way for­wards. My fin­gers brushed against fab­ric. Warm. Soft. Round.

Si­lence. The oth­er breath­ing stopped.

Some­thing clamped around my wrist, tight and pain­ful. I tried to yank my hand back, but the grip held firm.

“Di­an,” a voice whispered.

“Miray,” I replied. “So it is you!”

Miray giggled. “I was sure it was you.”

“How could you tell?”

“Your smell,” she ad­mit­ted, her em­bar­rass­ment plain in her voice. “Oth­er­wise, the hand that's been grop­ing me would already be mince.”

Startled, I tried to pull my hand away, but Miray wouldn't let go.

Then she pulled me to­wards her, and we held each oth­er close. I don't re­mem­ber how long we stayed like that, but I loved feel­ing her against me.

“I hope there's no one else here,” I re­marked.

“With all the rack­et we're mak­ing?” I felt her shake her head. “We'd have found out by now.”

“Where the hell are we, any­way?”

“No idea. There are shelves full of stuff. Some­thing just fell on my foot.”

She clicked her tongue loudly. Once. Twice. The echo came back muffled, but straight away.

“It can't be a very big room,” she said.

“First, we need some light.”

“Mm-hmm. We'd bet­ter find a wall and fol­low it. Hope­fully there'll be a light switch some­where.”

Her hand found mine.

“Whatever hap­pens, Di­an, don't let go of me. The thought that I might sud­denly step in­to empty space is driv­ing me mad.”

My knees went weak. I hadn't even con­sidered that pos­sib­il­ity.

To­geth­er, we slowly felt our way for­wards. Our feet slid across the floor.

“There's some­thing here,” Miray whispered. “The wall feels dif­fer­ent. A big flat sur­face. Maybe a door?”

She pulled me fur­ther to the right.

Then came a squeak. It was her.

“I've found a switch.”

There was a short hum, a flick­er, and a fluor­es­cent light snapped on, dazzling me. I squeezed my eyes shut for a mo­ment, un­til they ad­jus­ted to the bright light. I looked around.

We were sur­roun­ded by walls made of large, dark-brown logs stacked on top of one an­oth­er. The ceil­ing was wooden too, with a simple fluor­es­cent tube fit­ted to it. The floor was tiled in white. The room really wasn't very big, per­haps just over ten square metres.

We were stand­ing by a sol­id wooden door. Be­side us were a wash­ing ma­chine and a util­ity sink. A large fridge in the corner ex­plained the gurg­ling and hum­ming I'd heard earli­er.

Op­pos­ite us stood three sturdy met­al shelves stocked with tins, bottles and sev­er­al packs of toi­let pa­per. A den­ted tin of saus­ages lay on the floor.

“Two lines on the wrist,” I heard Miray say be­side me. “No sur­prise guests.”

She was wear­ing dark cargo trousers and a tight white T-shirt with a print on the right hip. The print looked odd. It was red­dish-brown and smudged, as if someone had wiped their fin­gers on it. Fin­gers covered in…

Covered in blood!

“Are you hurt?” I cried in alarm.

Miray looked at me, puzzled, then glanced down at her­self and spot­ted the blood­stains on her shirt too. She pulled the fab­ric taut and briefly brushed her hand over it.

“No, I'm fine,” she said. “I don't think it's my blood.”

At that mo­ment, the light went out.

“What's that about now?” Miray groaned.

“Prob­ably a timer,” I replied. “Like in cel­lars or stair­wells.”

“Right,” she said tersely, and switched the fluor­es­cent light back on.

A broken ice-lolly stick lay on the wash­ing ma­chine, right be­side the light switch. I had to smile; it prob­ably hadn't ended up there by ac­ci­dent. I picked it up and wedged it against the switch but­ton to keep it pressed down.

Miray stared at me in amazement.

I shrugged. “My dad used to do that so the light wouldn't go out in the gar­age while he worked on his mo­tor­bike late in­to the night.”

“Good trick,” Miray said. “Now let's see what's in the next room.”

Her gaze fell on the door.

“Where's the handle?”

Sure enough, where the handle should have been there was only a stain­less-steel es­cut­cheon. The handle it­self was ly­ing on the floor at our feet.

Miray picked it up, but couldn't fit it any­where.

“We can't open the door with this,” she growled, set­ting the use­less handle down on the wash­ing ma­chine. “The oth­er bit must be on the oth­er side.”

“Fate has a sense of hu­mour.” I let out a short laugh. “The door doesn't have a key to lock it with, and we're still trapped in here.”

She didn't find it as funny as I did.

“Have you got any­thing on you we could use to open it? A pock­et knife, maybe?”

“Noth­ing.” I turned out my empty pock­ets to show her. “I've already checked them.”

Miray sighed. “Same.”

I looked around. A tool­box could help, or a crow­bar. But there were no tools on the shelves.

“We could call for help,” I sug­ges­ted.

She shook her head. “Bet­ter not, not un­til we know how we got here in the first place.”

She was right. But I didn't want to wait around un­til someone found us. At some point. Maybe.

I re­membered the patch of light I'd seen in the dark. There was a small hinged win­dow about two metres up. A piece of sil­ver film had come loose from one corner of the glass, let­ting what little light there was in­to the room.

Miray walked slowly over to the win­dow, slid back a bolt and pushed it open out­wards. A small stay clicked in­to place, hold­ing it open.

With a quick leap, she grabbed the win­dow frame and hauled her­self up un­til she could look out­side.

“What can you see?” I asked.

“It's dark out. I can barely make any­thing out in the moon­light. There are moun­tains and a forest in the dis­tance. The cab­in's in a huge clear­ing. But this clear­ing…”

She hauled her­self a little high­er, stick­ing her head right out of the win­dow.

“It's shim­mer­ing strangely, mov­ing in the wind like a field of wheat. Or… No! Damn it!”

She dropped down, land­ing on her feet. Pale, she looked at me and poin­ted out­side.

“That's not a clear­ing. It's a lake. The cab­in's right over the wa­ter.”

We looked at one an­oth­er, and I knew Miray was think­ing the same thing I was. The win­dow was our way out. But she wasn't go­ing to climb out of it, let alone jump in­to the wa­ter.

“I'll go out there,” I sug­ges­ted, “and try to open the door from the oth­er side.”

Miray shook her head.

“That's too dan­ger­ous. Once you're out­side, there's no get­ting back in. And I'll be stuck in here if you can't man­age it.”

“We don't have any oth­er choice, do we?”

She sighed and looked awk­wardly in­to the corner. Then she nod­ded.

“All right,” I said. “Then give me a leg up.”

While I took off my clothes, Miray went over to the win­dow and waited.

“Right, let's get star­ted,” I said at last, dust­ing off my hands. I was ready to jump in­to the wa­ter.

“What is it?” Miray asked. “Are you plan­ning to spend the rest of the night walk­ing around in wet un­der­pants?”

I looked down at the only item of cloth­ing I still had on, then glanced at her awk­wardly. It took her a mo­ment to un­der­stand.

“Ser­i­ously?” she snorted.

When I nod­ded, she groaned and squeezed her eyes tightly shut, mak­ing a point of it.

“No peek­ing,” I said.

“Yeah, yeah. Get on with it!”

Miray clasped her hands to­geth­er and held them in front of her stom­ach. Na­ked, I stepped in­to her hands, climbed up to the win­dow and looked out. The pale moon­light re­flec­ted off the lake, mak­ing the sur­face glit­ter eer­ily. It really did look like a field of wheat.

I kept pulling my­self through the win­dow un­til my stom­ach was rest­ing on the frame. Just a little fur­ther, and my own weight would pull me all the way out.

“I hope the wa­ter's deep enough,” I called back in­side.

“Be care­ful, yeah?” Miray's voice soun­ded al­most plead­ing. “And don't for­get about me in here.”

“I won't.”

Then one last push. My stom­ach slid over the edge, and my up­per body pulled me out. Some­how, I man­aged to push my­self away from the out­side wall. The sur­face came to­wards me in slow mo­tion. With my arms stretched wide, I tried to land as flat as pos­sible.

The lake was freez­ing. As I plunged in, I felt my muscles seize up and the air be­ing forced from my lungs. The wa­ter slowed me be­fore I reached the bot­tom. When I sur­faced again, I swam a few metres out to get a bet­ter look.

I saw the back wall of a fairly large log cab­in. It was single-storey, with a shal­low pitched roof. There were two win­dows. A small square one on the left, dark be­hind it. On the right was the hinged win­dow I'd dropped out of. Both were now far too high to reach.

The out­line of a head ap­peared at the hinged win­dow, sil­hou­et­ted against the light.

“Are you all right?” I heard Miray call. Her voice echoed back from the moun­tains.

“Yeah,” I replied. Then I swam closer to the win­dow so I could speak more quietly.

“What can you see?” Miray asked.

“The log cab­in seems pretty big. I can see just one oth­er win­dow, and it's dark. There are thick bushes along the shore to the left; there's no way through there. But there's a jetty on the right with a row­ing boat. I can get out that way.”

“Good,” Miray said tersely. “Be care­ful. Just be­cause there's no light in the oth­er win­dow doesn't mean we're alone.”

“I will.”

I reached the jetty, spot­ted a small lad­der there and slowly climbed out of the wa­ter.

A light, warm breeze picked up, mak­ing me shiver. I heard the rust­ling of the leaves, the lap­ping of the waves against the shore, and the soft rumble of the row­ing boat.

The jetty led to the front of the cab­in. I crept care­fully along the wall, passed a win­dow with its shut­ters closed, and peeked around the corner.

There was a small fore­court of coarse gravel edged with field­stones. Bey­ond it stretched a dense forest, broken only by a nar­row track that led in­to the dark­ness like a gap­ing maw. I had no idea how far the track ran in­to the woods. There were no lights, no street­lamps, and I couldn't hear any traffic in the dis­tance. The cab­in seemed miles from any­where.

I stepped off the wooden planks of the walk­way and onto the fore­court. The little stones crunched be­neath my feet with every step, dig­ging pain­fully in­to my soles.

After a few metres, I turned around.

The front of the cab­in had two wide win­dows, this time with the shut­ters open, though it was dark be­hind them. Between the win­dows was a sturdy front door, with a small set of steps lead­ing up to it.

A small white VW Polo with Nor­we­gi­an num­ber plates was parked be­side the cab­in. Maybe it be­longed to us?

“I don't think there's any­one else here be­sides us,” I muttered. It was high time I got Miray out of her pris­on.

When I reached the front door and saw noth­ing but a knob, I had a bad feel­ing. I pulled and rattled it, but noth­ing happened. The door was locked.

Em­bar­rassed, I glanced to­wards the track. I should have thought of that be­fore drop­ping na­ked out of the win­dow. What was I sup­posed to say if someone caught me out here? That I'd been hav­ing a shower when the postie rang, and the door had slammed shut be­hind me? As if.

Some­thing cracked in the woods, mak­ing me jump. There was a rust­ling in the un­der­growth, then I saw the head of a fox. It stared at me as if it wanted to ask what on earth I was do­ing out here at this time of night. Fi­nally, it turned and dis­ap­peared be­neath a fir tree.

I looked back at the door. I had to find a way in­to the cab­in. And fast.

I went to the left-hand win­dow and peered through the glass. The room be­hind it was dark, ex­cept for a few small red lines glow­ing by the wall to one side. Fur­ther back, I could make out a nar­row strip of light on the floor. That had to be the door to the stor­e­room.

The win­dow sud­denly gave way and opened a crack. What a stroke of luck! Care­fully, I pushed it all the way open and opened the oth­er case­ment too. The gap was now wide enough for me to fit through.

I climbed over the win­dowsill and found my­self in front of some sort of counter. Bey­ond it, I could make out a small kit­chen area. The red lights I'd seen turned out to be di­gits on the oven dis­play. They showed the time: just after half past one.

I felt my way along the counter and reached the door with the strip of light un­der­neath it.

I knocked softly.

“Miray?” I whispered. “It's me.”

“Who?” I heard her ask.

“Who do you think? Di­an!”

For a mo­ment, I heard noth­ing. Then she asked, “Do you floss?”

A quiet giggle came through the door.

“Cut the crap,” I hissed.

“Okay,” she said ser­i­ously. “Get me out of here already.”

I hes­it­ated.

“Could you slide my knick­ers un­der the door first?”

Miray gave the door a kick.

“Open it soon, or I'll shove y­ou un­der it.”

“All right,” I grumbled, and star­ted search­ing the floor for the oth­er handle.

It was ly­ing right in front of the door. I picked it up and tried to fit its square spindle in­to the open­ing. At first it stuck, but then it slid in. A spring in the lock squeaked as I pushed the handle down. Care­fully, I eased the door open.

An arm reached out, grabbed me by the scruff of the neck and dragged me in­to the stor­e­room. Miray pressed her head firmly against my shoulder.

“You did it,” she whispered in my ear.

Then she im­me­di­ately stepped back and wiped her arms.

“You're wet,” she ob­served.

“Noth­ing beats a ro­mantic dip in a cold lake un­der the moon­light.”

Miray nod­ded. “Your clothes are on the wash­ing ma­chine. I'll have a look around next door while you get dressed.”

She left me and went in­to the next room. A little later, she must have found a switch, be­cause a faint, warm light came on.

“Whoa!” Miray called out.

“What is it?” I called back.

“You have to see this.”

I tried to fasten my belt quickly, but it got stuck and took sev­er­al at­tempts. Then I pulled my T-shirt on and hur­ried over to her. She was stand­ing in the middle of the room, hands on her hips, look­ing around.

I'd already spot­ted the kit­chen area, with its counter and oven, in the dark. Now, in the light, I could see the whole place. The walls here were made of logs too, and the ceil­ing of long wooden slats. The wood was stained dark. In the dim light of two spher­ic­al lamps hanging from the ceil­ing, it looked al­most black.

Two so­fas faced each oth­er across the room, up­holstered in a rough, light-grey fab­ric. Between them stood a low table topped with a large slice of tree trunk. A fire­place was built in­to the wall op­pos­ite the kit­chen. Near the win­dow stood a rus­tic side­board, with two chairs in front of it.

The room ac­tu­ally looked cosy and in­vit­ing, the per­fect cab­in for a peace­ful hol­i­day in nature, if only it hadn't been for the mess.

Sev­er­al used plates sat on the table, some of the cut­lery still in the food. Beer cans were scattered about, some care­lessly tossed in­to a corner, along with glasses con­tain­ing who knew what. Only then did I no­tice how stale the air was, and that it smelled of cold meat.

In a bowl on the table, I found sticky notes with in­di­vidu­al words writ­ten on them in thick mark­er.

“Ransom, get­away car, ac­com­plices, Plan B,” I read aloud. “What's all this sup­posed to mean?”

Miray was by the chairs, hold­ing a long rope and a roll of grey duct tape.

“No idea, but it can't be any­thing good,” she replied. With a ser­i­ous ex­pres­sion, she put them both back and went in­to the kit­chen.

My eyes fell on a ba­nana skin un­der the table.

“Maybe they're keep­ing us pris­on­er here?”

“Or worse.”

Miray beckoned me over and poin­ted to the counter. A chop­ping board and a long kit­chen knife lay there. And there was blood. Lots of blood. It clung to the blade and was smeared across the board and the counter.

“I think we know where the stains on my shirt came from now.”

I nod­ded and poin­ted to a small vi­al. “What's that?”

Miray picked it up and read the la­bel.

“It's fentanyl.” She looked at me ser­i­ously. “An an­aes­thet­ic. The sort of stuff that can really knock you out if the dose is too high.”

I took the vi­al and ex­amined it. It had a cap you could pierce with a syr­inge, like the ones used in doc­tors' sur­ger­ies and hos­pit­als. There wasn't much li­quid left.

“You think we were tied up here, drugged and then locked in the stor­e­room?” I asked.

She tilted her head. “Could be.”

My whole body tensed, and my hands star­ted to sweat.

“So we were at­tacked! Or kid­napped and brought here, and now they're de­mand­ing a ransom.”

Miray didn't seem to be listen­ing at all. She went to an­oth­er door and opened it. Bey­ond it was a small bath­room. Be­side the shower was the little win­dow I'd no­ticed at the back of the cab­in. We found more traces of blood in the sink, and on the tow­el hanging be­side it.

“Someone really needs to air this place out,” Miray gasped, fan­ning her­self. “Let's see how bad it is up­stairs.”

She poin­ted to a stair­case between the bath­room and the stor­e­room, lead­ing up.

“I'm not sure I want to know,” I groaned.

Then I flicked a switch, and a dim wall light came on up­stairs. The stairs ended at a nar­row land­ing roughly in the middle of the roof. Two doors led off from there.

We climbed the steps cau­tiously, opened the left-hand door and switched on the light. We were in a small at­tic room. The ceil­ing was so low you could only stand up straight be­neath the ridge. At the far end was a small round win­dow be­hind a cur­tain. On either side, be­neath the slop­ing roof, stood a plain bed made up with pas­tel-green bed­ding. Between them was a small bed­side table with a col­our­ful Tiffany lamp.

“There's noth­ing here,” I said.

Miray had pulled open the bed­side table draw­er, glanced in­side and shut it again.

“Noth­ing,” she re­peated. “Strange, isn't it? Down­stairs looks like a rob­ber's den after a tsunami, but up here everything's as un­touched as a fur­niture show­room. No clothes, no per­son­al be­long­ings, just two beds and an empty bed­side table.”

“Maybe the oth­er room's been used.”

I turned and tried to open its door, but it wouldn't budge.

“Hmm… Locked.”

“Then this isn't our cab­in,” Miray con­cluded. “We wouldn't have any reas­on to lock ourselves out of the room.”

She shook her head as if try­ing to get rid of the thought.

“We'll deal with that later, Di­an. We're done in the cab­in. Let's see what we can find out­side.”

I went ahead to show Miray the way. The kit­chen win­dow was still open. I climbed onto the sill and star­ted to get out, but my knee caught on the win­dow case­ment. I pulled it along with me and promptly got stuck in the frame. I couldn't get any fur­ther, so I had to back out and try again.

The second at­tempt worked. I was just turn­ing around to help Miray out when a shad­ow ap­peared be­side me.

I screamed, jerked away, tripped over my own feet and fell over.

The shad­ow held out a hand.

“It's only me,” I heard Miray say.

“How did you get out?” I asked, as­ton­ished.

Miray helped me to my feet and gave me a puzzled look. “Through the front door. Like any­one who didn't grow up in a cave. All I had to do was open it.”

I rubbed the back of my head awk­wardly. I could have thought of at least try­ing that my­self.

We walked a short way around the car park. On one side of the cab­in, the walk­way led down to the lake. Miray pre­ferred not to set foot on it.

Next, we walked a few paces along the track in­to the forest. After a few metres, it took a sharp bend. Bey­ond it, the trees swal­lowed up the last of the light. We couldn't go any fur­ther without a torch, so we headed back to the park­ing area and car­ried on look­ing around.

“What's that?” Miray sud­denly asked, point­ing to the thick bushes be­side the cab­in.

Some­thing metal­lic glin­ted in the moon­light among them. We pulled it out and found ourselves hold­ing a cross bike.

“It breaks my mech­an­ic's heart,” I sighed. “The poor thing still looks to be in per­fect nick.”

“Too bad it doesn't have any lights,” Miray said. “We can't use it to get out of here.”

She poin­ted at the VW. “What about the car?”

“No idea. Maybe it be­longs to us?”

“Then we'd have had a key on us. If it be­longs to the oth­ers, they could still be nearby.” She gave me an ex­pect­ant look. “Can you hot-wire it?”

“That only works in old films. Mod­ern cars have an im­mob­il­iser. Without the key, the thing won't go any­where.”

I poin­ted to­wards the lake.

“We could take the boat out and hide un­til it gets light.”

“For­get it. I don't fancy get­ting my feet wet, as you know.”

“So we walk through the woods, then?”

Miray gave a short snort.

“You saw how dark it is. And we don't know how far we'd have to walk. We could get lost or hurt ourselves.”

“Not this, not that, not the oth­er thing.” I pulled a face. “So what do you sug­gest? Stand­ing around here wait­ing for the oth­ers to come back?”

“Why not?” Miray planted her hands on her hips. “If we shut the win­dow and turn off the lights, they won't know we man­aged to es­cape. We can catch them by sur­prise.”

“By sur­prise!” My voice soun­ded sharp­er than I'd in­ten­ded. “Have you for­got­ten the kit­chen knife and the vi­al? They've already over­powered us and locked us up once. We don't even know how many of them there are. And you want to sur­prise them?”

“Still bet­ter than wan­der­ing through a pitch-black forest at night.”

“If we stick to the track, we're bound to reach a road even­tu­ally. We can hitch a lift from there.”

“A lift, right. And where to?”

“Dunno. Maybe the po­lice.”

“And then what? So far, we've had to face the ad­ven­ture ourselves in every dream. Run­ning away has nev­er solved any of our prob­lems.”

I raised my hands to calm her down.

“Okay. Okay.” I took a deep breath. “But maybe all we're sup­posed to do is get out of here alive.”

“And all those clues?” Miray ges­tured to­wards the cab­in. “Are we just sup­posed to…”

She sud­denly fell si­lent and stared in­to the forest. I turned round.

In the dis­tance, a bright beam of light swept across the tree­tops. It wavered and changed dir­ec­tion. The sound of an en­gine grew louder.

Miray pulled me to­wards her.

“There's a car com­ing,” she whispered ex­citedly. “Quick, we need to hide.”

We sprin­ted to the VW and dropped to the ground be­hind it. Cau­tiously, we peered over the bon­net.

The car had already reached the end of the track. Its head­lights lit up the front of the cab­in. It stopped just short of the door. It was a yel­low Toyota with a large dent in its wing. The word “Taxi” and a phone num­ber were writ­ten in large let­ters on the side.

A mo­ment later, the rear door opened. A wo­man got out. She seemed to be about our age and was tall and solidly built. Her long blonde hair was tied in a plait that hung down her back. A large hand­bag hung from her shoulder. She pulled a ruck­sack off the back seat, thanked the driver and shut the door.

The taxi turned round and drove away.

The wo­man stood in front of the cab­in for a mo­ment, star­ing at it. The fact that there was a light on in­side seemed to both­er her. After a while, she went to the door, un­locked it and dis­ap­peared in­side.

Miray nudged me. She put a fin­ger to her lips, then sig­nalled for me to fol­low. We crept up to the door, took up po­s­i­tions on either side and waited.

Foot­steps drew closer. The wo­man was com­ing back.

“Damn it,” we heard her mut­ter. “Where have those two scoun­drels got to?”

Then she stepped out­side. Blinked in­to the dark­ness. Looked straight at me.

“Di­an?” she asked in sur­prise. “What…”

At that mo­ment, Miray grabbed her from be­hind. She twis­ted her arm be­hind her back and forced it up.

The wo­man cried out.

“Miray?” she shouted. “Have you gone mad?”

“We'll sort out my men­tal state later,” Miray growled. “First, we're go­ing in­side, all right?”

She pushed the wo­man ahead of her in­to the cab­in, and I closed the door be­hind us.

Miray pressed the wo­man down onto a chair, then looked at me and poin­ted to the rope.

“Tie her up, Di­an. Then we'll hear what she has to say.”

The wo­man's eyes widened. She looked at me in hor­ror, then at Miray.

“What's got in­to you two?” she asked in a pan­ic. “It's me, Silje! Don't you re­cog­nise me?”

I looked at Miray, con­fused. She shrugged. So I picked up the rope and star­ted ty­ing Silje's hands to the chair. Silje tried to wriggle free of Miray's grip. When she real­ised it was no use, she let out an angry shout.

“And Son­dre warned you,” she yelled. “His homemade booze really packs a punch. But you two have com­pletely lost the plot.”

Once I'd tied Silje se­curely, Miray let her go. We sat down op­pos­ite her on the sofa and stared at her in si­lence.

“Why are we here?” Miray fi­nally asked.

Silje stared at her, un­able to be­lieve what she was hear­ing. “Miray,” she said ser­i­ously, “I swear, if this is sup­posed to be one of your jokes, you've gone too far this time.”

“She asked you a ques­tion,” I said sharply.

Silje shook her head. “You really don't re­mem­ber? The party? With Son­dre and Mag­nus? I wanted to in­tro­duce you to Hen­rik, and then we were go­ing to cel­eb­rate sank­thans to­geth­er.”

“A party?” I asked in dis­be­lief. “With ropes and duct tape as props?”

“You won't be­lieve me if I tell you.” Silje gave a des­pair­ing laugh. Then she had an idea. “Get my phone out of my hand­bag, un­lock it with my thumb and watch the latest videos.”

I stood up and picked up the hand­bag Silje had left be­side the door. I found her phone between a bunch of keys and a pack of chew­ing gum. It was locked, so I held her thumb against the sensor. The screen lit up.

With the phone in my hand, I sat down be­side Miray on the sofa. She edged closer and watched as I opened the app and se­lec­ted one of the videos.

The video had been filmed in the cab­in. Miray, three oth­er men and I were sit­ting round the table, on the sofa and chairs. Each of us had a yel­low sticky note stuck to our fore­head.

“Am I a murder weapon?” I heard my own voice ask. The oth­ers said no. The cam­era zoomed in on my note. It said “Plan B”.

At least that solved the mys­tery of the sticky notes in the bowl.

I swiped to the next one. Miray and I were stand­ing on the table now, each with a ba­nana in hand, singing “Stand By Me” in a hope­lessly out-of-tune duet. Neither of us could hit a note. The oth­ers still whooped and clapped along.

The next clip showed Miray and one of the men sit­ting back-to-back on two chairs. The rope was wrapped sev­er­al times around their up­per bod­ies and the backs of the chairs, their hands tied on their stom­achs. The man's mouth was taped shut with duct tape. An­oth­er man went over to him and whispered a word in his ear. Then the gagged man set to work.

He grunted, hummed, snorted and jerked his bound hands as if he were fil­let­ing an in­vis­ible fish.

“Bee­hive!” Miray guessed.

“Wrong!” the oth­ers shouted. “Drink!”

My oth­er self ap­peared in the frame, poured spir­its from a hip flask and held the glass to Miray's lips. She obed­i­ently swal­lowed.

The gagged man tried some­thing else. This time he made a thin, circ­ling buzz, like a mos­quito close to someone's ear.

“Dent­ist's drill!”

“Wrong! Drink!”

More spir­its. The oth­er Miray's face glistened after she drank.

Now the man really gave it everything, puff­ing out his cheeks, hiss­ing through his nose and tug­ging at his re­straints.

“Spark­ling wa­ter?”

“Wrong!” the oth­ers roared.

The man let his head drop and groaned in­to the tape over his mouth. Be­hind the cam­era, Silje was laugh­ing so hard the foot­age shook.

Miray took the phone out of my hand and switched it off.

I looked at Silje, try­ing to make sense of what I'd just seen.

“Some kind of drink­ing game, don't ask me,” she sighed. “Your bet­ter half came up with it on the spot. We all knew it couldn't pos­sibly work, but she was hav­ing so much fun.”

Miray cleared her throat loudly.

“And what happened in the kit­chen?” she asked. “The bloody knife? The fentanyl? Was that a party game too?”

Silje's face darkened.

“Hen­rik wanted to make us an­oth­er round of Caipirin­has. He was cut­ting the limes when the knife slipped and he cut his hand badly.”

A tear ran down her face.

“There was blood every­where. On the knife, on the work­top. Every­where, really. Luck­ily, Mag­nus had his med­ic's kit in the car. He treated Hen­rik's wound as best he could and gave him a paink­iller in­jec­tion. Then he said we had to get him to hos­pit­al straight away.”

She looked at us in des­pair. Her gaze shif­ted from Miray to me, then back again.

“Do you really not re­mem­ber any­thing? When you tried to help, you got blood all over your shirt too, Miray!”

Miray didn't flinch.

“And us?” she asked. “Why did we stay here on our own?”

Silje snorted dis­missively.

“Ac­tu­ally, I was sup­posed to spend the night here in the cab­in with Hen­rik, and you with Di­an. Mag­nus has an early shift at the hos­pit­al to­mor­row, so he and Son­dre were plan­ning to drive home after the party. When the ac­ci­dent with the knife happened, it ob­vi­ously put an end to the party mood. Mag­nus drove Hen­rik to the hos­pit­al, and Son­dre and I went with them. That left no room in the car. You said you'd stay here and tidy up.”

“You could have called for an emer­gency doc­tor,” I said.

“Out here?” Silje laughed. “There's no mo­bile re­cep­tion any­where in the area.”

“And the VW?”

“It's mine. But Mag­nus was the only one of us who'd stayed sober. The rest of us were in no fit state to drive.”

Her face turned ser­i­ous again.

“At the hos­pit­al, they op­er­ated on Hen­rik straight away. I stayed un­til I knew he was all right. Then I came back by taxi to help you. Be­sides, you'd left the ruck­sack with your things in Mag­nus's car when he brought you here that af­ter­noon. I brought it back for you. And then I found you here, com­pletely out of it.”

Miray had leaned back and fol­ded her arms. She tapped her up­per arm with one hand.

“Why were we locked in the stor­e­room?” she asked at last.

Silje paused. Then she sud­denly laughed.

“The door handle's broken. We even joked about it, re­mem­ber? Maybe you pulled it off and locked yourselves in.”

She looked at us. Her eyes were tired, and she looked worn out.

“Miray, Di­an,” she pleaded quietly, “it's been a long, really shitty day. If you're done in­ter­rog­at­ing me, could you please un­tie me?”

Miray tapped the tip of her nose. Then she looked at me and nod­ded to­wards the door. I fol­lowed her out­side.

“Do you be­lieve her story?” she asked me.

I looked back in­to the cab­in and thought of Silje, tied to a chair in­side. I felt a bit sorry for her.

“At least she knew our names,” I said.

“That doesn't prove any­thing.”

I nod­ded. “True. But her story sounds plaus­ible. And the videos? That really looked like a wild party, not a kid­nap­ping.”

Miray looked at me as if she'd bit­ten in­to a lem­on.

“Please nev­er men­tion those videos again! Es­pe­cially the last one.”

Then she nod­ded slowly.

“You're prob­ably right, Di­an. It does all add up.”

“Good,” I said, rub­bing my hands to­geth­er. “Then I'll go and un­tie the pack­age.”

Silje rubbed her wrists and looked at me, hurt and un­cer­tain. Her gaze drif­ted to Miray, who was stand­ing by the kit­chen counter with her arms fol­ded and her eyes nar­rowed to slits.

Miray watched her every move. She wasn't con­vinced. Not really.

Silje slowly stood up.

“Maybe you should just go to bed,” she sug­ges­ted. “I don't know what stuff you've taken, but hope­fully you'll be back to your old selves to­mor­row and we can laugh about this over break­fast.”

I picked up our ruck­sack and held out my hand to Miray.

“And you?” I asked Silje.

“I'll tidy up a bit more. The land­lord's com­ing at nine to­mor­row. If he sees this mess, we'll lose the de­pos­it. I'll try to be quiet too, so I don't dis­turb you.”

We went up­stairs. In the bed­room, I dropped the ruck­sack onto one of the beds and un­zipped it. Clothes, fresh socks, a wash bag. Our al­ter egos had packed prop­erly. They'd even thought of a pack of dent­al floss. I had to smile.

Miray pulled her stained T-shirt over her head, scrunched it up and shoved it deep in­to a side pock­et of the ruck­sack, as if she nev­er wanted to see it again. I changed in­to clean py­ja­mas while she went to brush her teeth.

Then we lay in our beds. The Tiffany lamp on the bed­side table cast col­our­ful patches of light across the ceil­ing. Out­side, the wind gently swept over the roof, mak­ing the shingles rattle. Through the slightly open win­dow, I could hear the wa­ter lap­ping against the boat at the jetty in the dis­tance.

It would have been a ro­mantic mo­ment for a little pil­low talk, for a lively chat between two people in love. But Miray's thoughts were else­where.

“What on earth does all this mean?” she asked quietly, al­most as if she were talk­ing to her­self. “No green circle. We don't even know what our task is. Are we already in the middle of the ad­ven­ture, or hasn't it star­ted yet?”

I turned on my side and looked at her.

“Noth­ing else is go­ing to hap­pen to­night, Miray. Get some sleep. I'm sure we'll find out more to­mor­row.”

She looked at me as if she wanted to say some­thing. Then she simply nod­ded.

“Good­night, Di­an.”

I snuggled deep­er un­der my blanket.

“Good­night, Miray.”

She reached for the in-line switch and turned off the light. The lamp's col­oured spots still danced be­fore my eyes as af­ter­im­ages, but soon faded.

I heard Silje clat­ter­ing dishes down­stairs. She was prob­ably load­ing the dish­wash­er. I thought about the even­ing, the videos, the party our al­ter egos had thrown here. It felt strange see­ing my­self in the videos without re­mem­ber­ing any of those scenes. As if I'd been watch­ing a twin broth­er.

We'd been lucky, really. As on every trip, we had no idea what had happened be­fore we woke up in the dream world. Each time, we had to im­pro­vise and ad­apt to our sur­round­ings. The fact that Silje thought Son­dre's homemade booze had giv­en us a massive black­out worked in our fa­vour on this ad­ven­ture.

Silje was a good friend, that much was clear.

And we'd over­powered her, tied her to a chair and in­ter­rog­ated her like a crim­in­al. We'd done her wrong.

My thoughts grew slug­gish, ming­ling with the clat­ter­ing from the kit­chen un­til they fell si­lent al­to­geth­er. I drif­ted off in­to a dream­less sleep.

A loud, dull thud jol­ted me awake.

“What was that?” I heard Miray say. Then she switched on the light.

“Prob­ably Silje,” I mumbled sleepily. “Maybe she dropped some­thing.”

Miray got up and went to the door. I fol­lowed her slug­gishly.

“I think it came from the stairs,” she whispered.

I tried to open the door. It slammed against some­thing and opened only a nar­row crack.

“What's go­ing on now?” Miray growled.

I reached through the gap and found the cause.

“The oth­er bed­room door's open and block­ing ours,” I ex­plained. “Hang on, I've nearly got it.”

I man­aged to get hold of the oth­er door and pushed it aside a little, just far enough for ours to fi­nally open.

We stopped at the top of the stairs and listened. When we heard noth­ing, we crept down­stairs and looked around the liv­ing room. There was no one there.

Then the front door opened and Silje came in. For a mo­ment, she looked at us in sur­prise.

“Did I wake you?” she asked at last.

She forced a smile, but it looked wrong, more like a grim­ace.

“What was that thud?” Miray asked.

“Thud?” Silje thought for a mo­ment. Then she seemed to re­mem­ber. “Oh, I just dropped my suit­case down the stairs. Maybe that was it.”

Miray hes­it­ated. “Your suit­case?” She looked around. “Where is it, then?”

“I… er… I just took it out to the car.”

“What, now? Just be­fore four? And won't you still need it?”

“No… Well…” Silje stammered awk­wardly. “I thought I…”

“That's enough,” Miray in­ter­rup­ted loudly. “Just stop ly­ing to us! Why did you lock us in the stor­age room?”

Silje shook her head in­dig­nantly. “Here we go again, Miray?”

She slowly backed to­wards the counter, nev­er tak­ing her eyes off us.

“You locked yourselves in. Maybe you wanted a bit of peace and quiet to have a shag, who knows. Then you shut the door and pulled the handle out of the lock.”

“Non­sense,” cried Miray. “The piece of the handle in the stor­age room had no spindle. I couldn't at­tach it any­where. If we really had shut the door from the in­side and locked ourselves in, like you say…”

“…then the part with the spindle would still have had to be in the lock,” I fin­ished her sen­tence. Even as I said it, I real­ised what Miray was get­ting at.

“Ex­actly,” said Miray. “So someone pulled the handle out from the out­side. That also made the handle on our side fall off.”

Her gaze bored in­to Silje's eyes.

“And that someone was you, wasn't it?”

Silje opened her mouth, then closed it again. Sud­denly, she grabbed the long knife that was still ly­ing on the counter and poin­ted it at us.

Miray raised her hands in a pla­cat­ing ges­ture. “It's all right,” she said calmly. “Don't do any­thing stu­pid.”

She slowly took a step to­wards Silje. Silje swung the knife. The blade whistled past Miray's chest by inches.

That was ex­actly what Miray had been wait­ing for. She stepped in, slipped over Silje's arm and pinned it be­neath her armpit. Silje pushed back with all her strength and tried to wrench her arm free, but it was firmly trapped. She screamed in rage and struggled like a wo­man pos­sessed.

“Take the knife off her, Di­an,” Miray grunted. “I can't hold her much longer.”

I stared at Silje's fist, with the long blade jut­ting out of it. Met­al, sharp, smeared with Hen­rik's dried blood. There was nowhere I could grab it.

“I'd slice my hand open,” I shouted.

“Then think of some­thing!”

I looked around. I needed some­thing, any­thing, to get rid of the danger.

On the table, among the plates and cans, I spot­ted an ob­ject.

This might work!

I grabbed it with both hands and rammed it down onto the knife. The blade punched through the tin base with a loud bang.

“You can let go,” I said proudly. “She's dis­armed.”

Miray re­leased Silje's arm. For a mo­ment, we all stared at her fist. The blade had dis­ap­peared. It was stuck in­side a col­our­ful card­board tube, hid­den among a stack of crisps.

“Damn it!” Silje hissed. Furi­ous, she flung the use­less thing in­to a corner, then watched us war­ily. And we watched her.

Sud­denly, she sprin­ted for the front door, with Miray right be­hind her. Silje shoved a chair aside. It landed in front of Miray's feet. She tripped over it, but man­aged to catch her­self on the chair frame. In that in­stant, Silje reached the door. She yanked it open, slapped the light switch with her palm and everything went dark. The door slammed shut.

“She's get­ting away!” I shouted in­to the dark­ness.

“Thanks for the up­date,” Miray groaned.

Wood clattered, then I heard foot­steps mov­ing away. There was a loud rat­tling at the door.

“Damn it, she's locked us in.”

The room lit up again as Miray found the light switch.

“This time we're go­ing out through the win­dow,” I said, set­ting off. Miray fol­lowed me.

Out­side, we looked around, but Silje was nowhere to be seen. Then we heard a loud clat­ter.

“It's com­ing from the lake!” Miray shouted.

We ran to the jetty.

By the time we reached it, Silje had already rowed the boat a fair way out. She was crouched in­side, push­ing at a large plastic sack that she was ap­par­ently try­ing to shove over the side.

Her hands slipped. The boat rocked, and she lost her bal­ance. A brief scream, then she fell back­wards in­to the wa­ter.

She sur­faced, flail­ing her arms wildly. Her foot was still caught on the edge of the boat, tangled in a rope. She tried to free her­self, but couldn't.

“Help!” she screamed, then went un­der for a mo­ment.

My gaze fell on Miray. She stared at the boat, which was drift­ing in the lake just a few metres away. Her body was tense, as if an in­vis­ible force were stop­ping her from simply jump­ing in­to the wa­ter.

“She'll drown if we don't do some­thing,” she whispered.

My hand brushed her shoulder. I sighed, then grabbed the hem of my py­jama shirt to pull it over my head.

“Help!” Silje screamed again, then coughed vi­ol­ently.

“Oh, sod it,” I groaned, jumped in­to the wa­ter and star­ted swim­ming.

By the time I reached Silje, she was barely mov­ing. I lif­ted her up. With the last of her strength, she hauled her­self over the side and col­lapsed in­to the boat. I pulled my­self up and climbed in after her.

I'd ex­pec­ted Silje to at­tack me the next mo­ment. But she was ly­ing be­side the sack, com­pletely ex­hausted, cough­ing wa­ter out of her lungs. She was out of ac­tion.

So I grabbed the oars and rowed back to the jetty, where Miray was already wait­ing for us. She helped Silje out of the boat, then twis­ted her arm be­hind her back. Silje let us lead her to the cab­in without put­ting up a fight.

In the bed­room, I quickly changed in­to some dry clothes, then went down­stairs. A fire was crack­ling in the fire­place. Silje sat in front of it, soaked through, star­ing at the flames in resig­na­tion.

Miray hadn't let her change clothes either. She was sit­ting on the floor be­side Silje, keep­ing watch over her. When she no­ticed me, she beckoned me over.

I sat down be­side the wo­men. My thoughts kept circ­ling back to what had just happened. Why had Silje at­tacked us with the knife? Why had she fled onto the boat? None of it made sense.

“That thud earli­er, that was the sack you hauled down the stairs and in­to the boat, right?” Miray broke the si­lence. “What's in­side? Your ex's body?”

Silje flinched. “How did you know?”

The corner of Miray's mouth twitched.

“He made it as far as your bed­room. A burg­lar wouldn't have risked a con­front­a­tion, he'd have scarpered straight away. But him? He wasn't here to nick any­thing. No, he was look­ing for someone. And Hen­rik's new to the group, so he was look­ing for you.”

Silje nod­ded, her shoulders slump­ing.

“Yes, it's Lars. That ut­ter pil­lock. He couldn't handle me break­ing up with him. He kept tex­ting me, then star­ted send­ing flowers. After that, he star­ted stalk­ing me.”

“Then he turned up here, didn't he?” Miray con­tin­ued. “You had a row. Next thing, he was ly­ing on the floor.”

“It was an ac­ci­dent,” Silje cried. Then she coughed vi­ol­ently. “Hen­rik and I had come here that morn­ing and got everything ready. When we'd fin­ished, we still had time for a quick­ie. Then sud­denly Lars was stand­ing in the door­way. He knew the cab­in from be­fore, and must have guessed we'd be hav­ing the party here. I don't even know how he got in.”

She burst in­to tears.

“He com­pletely lost it. Shouted and screamed. Tried to hit me. When Hen­rik stepped in, he shoved him away. That's when I saw red. I grabbed the Tiffany lamp from the bed­side table and smashed it over his head. The lamp­shade broke. And then… blood… It shot out of Lars's neck like a foun­tain. It splattered every­where. He looked at me, clutch­ing the wound, hor­ror in his eyes. Then he col­lapsed.”

Silje struggled to get her breath­ing un­der con­trol, but Miray would not let up.

“He came by bike, didn't he?” she asked. “If we'd seen it, we'd have known he was here. So it had to dis­ap­pear.”

Silje nod­ded.

“We'd just man­aged to throw Lars's bike in­to the bushes and wash ourselves off when Mag­nus came up the drive, with Son­dre and the two of you. We didn't have time to deal with the body. We left it in the bed­room, locked the door, and then we partied…”

“…un­til blood star­ted drip­ping from the kit­chen ceil­ing.”

Silje stared at Miray in hor­ror. “You no­ticed?”

Miray shook her head. “But your bed­room is dir­ectly above the kit­chen. It was only a mat­ter of time be­fore the blood seeped through the wooden ceil­ing.”

I looked up at the kit­chen ceil­ing. “With the dark wood and the sub­dued light­ing, you can't see any­thing up there,” I poin­ted out.

“Even­tu­ally the blood dripped down,” Miray replied. “And it dripped…”

“…onto the kit­chen counter,” Silje fin­ished. “Ex­actly. Hen­rik was stand­ing there, cut­ting limes for the cock­tails, when he no­ticed and beckoned me over. There were already a few thick drops on the work­top. Soon­er or later, one of you would have spot­ted it too. What were we sup­posed to do? Wip­ing them up wouldn't have helped, be­cause the blood kept drip­ping from the ceil­ing.”

Miray's mouth fell open.

“The knife!” she cried. “Hen­rik cut his own hand to cov­er up the drops on the work­top with his blood. How clev­er!”

Silje laughed. “Hen­rik's so crazy about me, he'd do any­thing for me. All I had to do was hint at it. He looked at me. And then he plunged the knife in­to his palm.”

She mimed driv­ing an in­vis­ible knife in­to her own hand. Then she sighed.

“Sadly, he took it a little too far. Well, you know the rest.”

Miray nod­ded. “And then you had the next prob­lem, didn't you? Mag­nus took Hen­rik to hos­pit­al, and of course you went with him. Son­dre came along too, since the party was over any­way. Mag­nus's car was full, and there was no one sober enough to drive the VW. So Di­an and I had to stay be­hind here, alone, with a dead body in the bed­room.”

“Yes. It was too risky. So I told Mag­nus I'd left my hand­bag in the cab­in and quickly went back. You two were busy with each oth­er in the stor­e­room. I took the op­por­tun­ity to shut the door and pull out the broken handle. Then we drove off.”

She smiled briefly. “You were com­pletely out of it and barely knew what was go­ing on. You prob­ably nod­ded off in there as soon as the light went out.”

“I see,” said Miray ser­i­ously. “Later, you came back in a taxi to sink Lars's body in the lake, get rid of the evid­ence, and then let us out of the stor­e­room. But when you saw a light in the cab­in, you knew we'd man­aged to get out on our own.”

“Luck­ily, you were all com­pletely muddled and couldn't re­mem­ber a thing. I felt safe. Too safe.”

She looked at us sheep­ishly.

“So, what now? What are you go­ing to do with me?”

Miray gave a brief snort. “We can't let you go, Silje. You killed someone, even if it might have been self-de­fence.”

We stayed with Silje all night. She changed in­to dry clothes while Miray kept an eye on her. Then we waited for the land­lord to come to the cab­in. When he heard what had happened, he went straight to his pickup and ra­di­oed the po­lice.

We re­treated to the stor­age room. In day­light, it had lost all its men­ace.

Miray was stand­ing by the wash­ing ma­chine. She had got hold of one of the yel­low sticky notes and was writ­ing on it.

“We can't take any­thing with us when we wake up,” I re­minded her.

“I know.” She slipped the note in­to her pock­et. “It's a mes­sage to my al­ter ego. She needs to be­have her­self.”

“Be­cause of the video?”

Miray grim­aced. “Be­cause of everything.”

Then she waved the wrist with the green circle on it. “Let's get out of here be­fore the po­lice show up.”

I nod­ded, then looked up at the hinged win­dow. It re­minded me of how Miray had helped me climb out through it.

A ques­tion sud­denly popped in­to my head.

“When I crawled out of there with noth­ing on, did you really not take a peek?”

Miray burst out laugh­ing.

“What do you take me for, Di­an?” she asked in­dig­nantly.

She placed her hand on the green circle and looked at me ex­pect­antly. I nod­ded, then did the same, and the dark noth­ing­ness car­ried me away.

“Di­an,” I heard a voice say. My head hurt. I blinked.

I was back in the base­ment of my house, sit­ting on the floor. The light was on. My neigh­bour was stand­ing be­side me, hold­ing out a hand.

“Are you all right, Di­an?” he asked. “I found you here in the dark. You must have banged your head on the pipe.”

“I'm fine,” I mumbled grog­gily, let­ting him help me up. Then I rubbed the sore spot.

“That's go­ing to be quite a bump,” he said, point­ing at my fore­head. “Put some ice on it and it won't swell up too badly.”

I nod­ded. “I'll do that now.”

On my way back to my flat, I stopped ab­ruptly. I couldn't help smil­ing. It had only just oc­curred to me that Miray hadn't ac­tu­ally answered my ques­tion.
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